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CHAPTER 1, ANONYMOUS
 
    
 
    
 
   The house was a circus!  Too many people coming and going, too many things to do and Doug loved it, he lived for these parties.  
 
   The caterers were in the kitchen clattering pots and he could smell the fragrant aroma of lamb, ginger and rosemary and his mouth watered and the valets were due any moment. Mexicans!  He hated Mexicans, most came fresh across the border with a lie on their tongue, “Si, si I can do that senor,” and most didn’t have a clue what you talking about or how to do it.  But for this job he needed discretion, an undocumented immigrant didn’t know that the masked men they took keys from were some of the wealthiest men in the state of Texas, and those fine cars they hid in the back of his property.  That if they knew who they were and uttered one word to anyone they’d be dead before morning and sent back to Mexico floating down the Rio Grande in pieces.
 
   They’d better not screw up this time,  last time they tore up his yard parking cars.  He’d deal with that later, right now he had a checklist he was working on, Hot tub clean. Check.  Pool heater tuned on.  Check.  He skimmed the warm lagoon green water with the tip of his fingers.  Clean towels by gazebo. Check.  Fireplace on.  Check.   The maids had worked off his list and were gone and now he was checking behind them.
 
   “Ooooo,” he heard Patty gush and give a little cheerful clap, “That’s gorgeous.”   She’d had boxes arriving all week with decorations for the party, custom decorations that cost a fortune but worth it.
 
   He thought about his guests and hoped Royce Harrington would show up tonight, that was one man he wanted to touch and have touch him.  The man had charisma, an easy smile and was better looking than the hottest actor he'd seen lately.  Patty had seen him at the country club and nearly wet her pants, and he spent months going after him and when he wouldn’t budge he went after his business partner Bobby, he knew if he persuaded Bobby, Royce would soon follow.   
 
   Royce moved the wet towel from his face, he’d wrapped his face in a hot towel to soften his whiskers, he wanted to shave extra close tonight.  He didn’t want to scratch the lady’s delicate skin when he rubbed his face against her.  It was something he’d loved doing since he was a teenager.  He loved the softness of a woman’s skin and he’d rub his face against her cheeks, between her breasts, down her belly and up and down her thighs before he went down on her, and all the girls seemed to love it but that was before he was a man when his cheeks were soft with baby fuzz.  Now as a grown man he shaved extra close after girls started saying “Ow” when he did that. 
 
   It was 1998 and Royce Harrington was thirty years old and long past baby fuzz.  He stood shirtless in his bathroom wearing only his black trousers.  He looked at himself in the large bathroom mirror.  He flexed a little, his arm muscles bulging.  He pats his flat stomach and raised his arms and inspected his under arms.  He’d already made sure the hair under there was cut close and down below, too, he’d trimmed it nice and neat.  He ran his fingers through his dark hair, he wore it slightly longer than he should considering his wealth, but he was a cowboy from Amarillo, and he liked his hair a little longer, but he was still professional, it was within the limits that wouldn’t make people of his class wonder.
 
   Bold confident blue eyes stared back at him as he scrutinized the details of his face and hair looking for any strays.  He knew he was a good looking man, he’d known that since sixth grade when girls begun noticing him.  But it was eighth grade when he learned what a girl’s attention could bring when Madeline Helms let him reach under her blouse and touch her breast and when Ashley Kronner put her hand inside his swim trunks at her swim party and caressed him then led him upstairs to her bathroom when he asked, “Is there another restroom I can use?  The pool bath is full.”  She took his hand and led him upstairs and into her bathroom and held his member in her hand while he peed, then politely washed him off, and with his trunks still down pushed him backwards to her bed and then knelt between his legs and proceeded to suck him off.    
 
   He liberally lathered his face with shaving cream and took out his straight razor.  He started shaving his face with sure knowing strokes.  He could hear Tammy in her closet getting ready, these parties were growing old to him.   They’d been members of The Club for two years now and he’d fucked every woman he had a slight interest in, in fact more than once and no matter how many of the other ladies wanted him he didn’t want them.  It’s time to move on,  he thought.  
 
   Clean shaven and his inspection complete he was ready to dress, the rest of his suit was hanging on a hook by the bathroom mirror.  He sat on a cushioned gold brocade ottoman to put on his socks.  The bathroom was large just like the house which they’d bought four years before in an exclusive neighborhood in a Dallas suburb called The Enclave.  It was gated, the houses custom and tailor made.  Not a single house was under two million dollars, and all who lived there sneezed at that since it hadn’t made a dent in their finances, especially not his.  Even if he hadn’t been able to afford a house like this his father Walker Harrington Sr. was ten times wealthier and would have easily given him the money if that’s what he and Tammy wanted.  But he’d made his own way and was well on his way to his own fortune.
 
   “You ready Royce?”  The master bath was separated between two very large his and hers walk in closets.  Tammy came into the bathroom from her closet through a walkway that held rows upon rows of her shoes.  “Almost,” he said looking at her.  She was wearing black tonight, a short black dress and her blonde hair was big and pulled back from her face and hung down her back.  Now that she’d gotten breast implants and that little rogue tooth fixed she was as cute as she was ever going to be.  She was naturally blonde but with her religious maintenance she always kept it dyed a sunny, silky gold spun blonde.  Her legs had always been a little skinny for his taste but she’d been his wife for almost ten years.
 
   Tonight her legs and arms were oiled and tanned to perfection.  This night was all about pleasure.  He put on his suit coat and grabbed his mask.  He was wearing his black suit and white shirt tonight.  All the men wore suits and black masks at The Club where everyone was to be anonymous.  
 
   Although the men looked like they were cut from the same mold the women did not.  They could choose mask of different colors, decorated with feathers from peacock to some small exotic bird, jeweled with colored rhinestones or other trims like leather or lace.  All she had to do was pick from the catalog and order.  Tammy picked up her black with lace trim mask and offered her arm.  
 
   “Shall we,” he said and smiled at her.  When they’d first joined The Club it had been fun.  He hadn’t known about a club like this, a swingers club, switching partners, fucking someone else’s wife while another man fucked yours.  “Why would I want to join a club like that?”  He’d asked Bobby who was pushing him to join.
 
   It was Bobby his best friend since college and business partner who helped him make the decision to join, “Ah man Royce, Sarah and I joined and man you wouldn’t believe how it’s spiced up our sex life,” he said excitedly, “I’m telling you it doesn’t hurt your marriage, it’s just sex, but the things you can do and how they have it set up you won’t regret it.”  Bobby had gone on and on about the benefits and the couple who ran The Club had been after him and Tammy for months to join.  “It’s all anonymous, so you don’t know the lady and she doesn’t know you,” Bobby had pushed.  
 
   It was run by an older couple Patty and Douglas Hughes who had sold the land The Enclave was built on to the developer.  They still live on property they owned way off in the back, behind the neighborhood on acres and acres of land where they'd built a house reminiscent of a beautiful English castle.  
 
   Royce drove out behind the neighborhood on the road that led to Doug and Patty’s.  They came to the intricate wrought iron double gate with a fancy gold and black shaped “H” on each side, the gates were left open on a night of a party.  “Put your mask on,” he said to Tammy.  He did the same.  He carefully maneuvered his steel blue Mercedes with one hand while he put the mask on with the other as they slowly made their way down the long driveway.  The land was beautiful, full of tall trees and triangular shaped plump full evergreens.  The house was somewhat hidden as the driveway wound its way down.  The tops of the stone turrets appeared first, then the house and it awe inspiring.  They followed the driveway as it circled around a huge fountain of an naked angry mermaid with flowing hair and perfect breast holding an even angrier large fish with its scaled body wrapped around hers and water spouting out of its mouth. 
 
   Royce stopped the car and a valet ran to open the door for Tammy.  He walked around the car and took her arm while the valet drove off.  He never knew where they parked the cars, but you never saw them.  Even though Patty and Doug went to great lengths to keep the members from knowing each other and Royce had to admit at first he didn’t know some of the other couples but after two years he knew exactly who was who, and whose wife he had fucked and how many times, and he was sure so did everyone else.  It was no secret that certain people started doing business with him after he joined and it was no secret he became a client of theirs as well.  Doug and Patty only picked from the cream of the crop of the moneyed people, people in the upper socioeconomic bracket.  That fit with the anonymous theme too, wealthy people would rather fall on a sword and die before they'd divulge a secret like this.  
 
   They made their way up the stairs and into the house.  Royce knew they made a stunning couple, Tammy’s cleavage and blonde hair was a beacon to make anybody watch them and he was tall, all of six foot four, athletically built and toned.  He’d always known the reason The Club  came after them so hard was because somebody wanted him or Tammy or both.  Patty and Doug were at many of the parties or other functions at The Enclave and Doug was always at the country club, so they came after them and had given them all the particulars to let them know their privacy was of the utmost importance, “We keep it secret.  No one knows the members except myself and Patty and we keep the names in a safe, locked tight and secure.  We ask that everyone sign a confidentiality agreement, and everyone must be tested, especially for HIV.  We don’t want any of that business and everyone must wear a mask at all times, even when you are together do not take your mask off.  We don’t allow anything that is harmful where any of our members can get hurt, none of that kinky shit.” Doug had told him and he’d thought at the time, like my anonymity is the problem and not having sex with other people.  “But why would I join, I don’t see the benefit for me and my wife, I’m happy with what we have,” he’d said.
 
   “Ahh, so you say…,” and Doug paused and looked at him for a moment then he said, “A little oral and different positions is that the extent?”  He didn’t let Royce answer. “Well at The Club you get more than that…We have other things, toys, creams, rooms for your pleasure and desires, all is provided for your night of pleasure,” he’d said and Royce had to admit he was intrigued.
 
   But it was Bobby who went on and on, “Royce I’m telling you it's great man.  You can only join as a couple so that’s why it doesn’t affect your marriage, and you can only come as a couple.  You can’t come to a party and leave your wife at home and neither can she. The only thing you can’t do is be with your wife one on one by yourselves.  They want you to mix it up with someone else…and it’s only once a month man.  The parties are held the last Friday of every month.  I’m telling you man you should check it out at least before you dismiss it.” Bobby had made the hard sale. 
 
   When he talked to Tammy he thought she was going to freak about joining a sex club, but she didn’t.  All she’d said, “Well do you want too?”  
 
   At the time he wasn't sure, “I don’t know, but I’d like to check it out, see what it’s all about and if it’ll work for us…I mean I’m happy with you and me and what we do.  I don’t need anybody else,” he’d said and she smiled the biggest smile at him. “Well we can check into it, maybe go to one party and see,” she said. 
 
   That was two years ago and they’d been coming every since, and now after two years they could pass a month or two without going, and tonight was an example of that, it had been two months since they’d been to a party and it was Tammy who wanted to attend tonight.  “Let’s do a party,” she said, “It should be fun since it’s close to Halloween and you know Patty loves Halloween,” she smiled and said.
 
   He really didn’t care one way or the other, and she was right Patty went over the top with Halloween so you never knew what to expect and he had to admit it was fun.  As a couple they had two rules, always, always wear a condom.  Neither was to ever sway from that and she was never to be with Bobby and he was never to be with Bobby’s wife Sarah.  They were too good of friends to know each other intimately.  
 
   They walked into the elaborately decorated house, Patty was ostentatious, but in good taste.  When you walked into the foyer, the marble floors shone bright and painted on the ceiling was a perfect replica of Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel, beautiful angelic half clothed and naked bodies everywhere, and in the family room there was a huge zebra skinned plush sofa with leopard print pillows and a lion skin rug was on the floor.  The walls looked to be covered in sisal but it was a painting technique.  The kitchen was Italian, it was as if you were outside on a patio at a vineyard, the walls plastered and painted to look cracked with grapevines growing through them, the table a hand scraped masterpiece with twelve unmatched chairs that seemed to match perfectly somehow.  The rest of the house was the same, rooms decorated elaborately in a theme.
 
   And on top of her already beautiful house they saw the Halloween over the top decorations.  In the foyer there was a larger than life wax zombie couple making out, covered in blood and gore, skin hanging ragged, bloody torn clothes.  The male’s zombie’s tongue was down her throat, literally down her throat, you could see his tongue going down through her mouth and into her throat.  Royce chuckled, that’s cool and as they kept walking a picture of an old skeletal man eyes followed them.
 
   They walked past the foyer and into the family room and a black coffin was against the far wall with a skeleton inside his hands covering his crotch; he wore a surprised shocked expression and above his head on a cartoon bubble the words, “Where is it?  Where is it?”  He chuckled and shook his head; leave it to Patty, where does she find this stuff?   Masked couples were already mixing and mingling.  The house dimly lit, candles strategically placed throughout their soft amber flames burning softly adding to the ambiance and Halloween themed decorations.  The catered food was an assortment of finger foods, trays placed within easy reach.  Champagne, wine, imported beer were set out, all you had to do was just reach for what you wanted, and of course this time some of the trays were bizarre with tasty spider canapés, bloody severed finger sandwiches, and somehow they’d made a brain out of pineapple slices.  The caterers were gone.  Their part in this done and tomorrow they’d come back and clean up the mess.  No one other than the guests was allowed inside once the party started.
 
   Royce let go of Tammy as they entered the crowd.  There were about forty couples in the club and at any given party more than half always showed up.  The house had eight bedrooms, a game room, media room, spa, sauna, library, outdoor pool and a beautifully covered gazebo outside by the pool with a bed full of soft pillows and a flowing canopy.  Royce had had a few women out there; it was an experience to be out in the night, the warmth from the fireplace, citronella candles lit, the night breeze against your skin, it was thrilling.  He looked around the room.  He’d let Tammy go so anyone who wanted her could approach her; no one liked to approach another man’s wife and put the moves on her while her husband was standing next to her, so he let her go and moved to the other side of the room.  He scanned the room looking for anyone that would interest him.  
 
   To get him to join Doug had let slip or he’d purposely told him of a woman that was young, a redhead and beautiful; he knew that would intrigue him., 
 
   That night he spotted the redhead and took her to bed and since then he’s had her a few times.  He spotted her tonight.  Okay maybe it was worth it to come tonight; he knew who she was now.  Her husband was a real estate broker and owned a number of real estate firms.  She was his second wife and in her twenties and he had to be at least forty.
 
   Royce grabbed two glasses of champagne and made his way over to her. “Hello Daisy,” he said.
 
   She turned, “Oh Jeremy, I hadn’t seen you in awhile.”  In keeping with the anonymous thing every member came up with a club name.  He went by Jeremy Steel, as in hard as steel and she was Daisy Duke.
 
   “Yeah, been busy and couldn’t make it the last couple of months.”  That was a lie, but hey who cared?  He wanted to make her think he really hated missing these parties.  As they sipped champagne he looked deeply into her eyes.  Royce loved the mask; it added to the sex appeal and made it easier to do things you wouldn’t if someone were looking at the real you.  He was flirting now and a few minutes later Patty came on the microphone, “Alright Pleasure Seekers, if you’ve made your choice you may make your way to a place of your choosing.  If not the night is still young,” she cooed.
 
   He looked at Daisy, “Well have I made my choice?”
 
   She smiled, “Yes, I think you have.”  He smiled.  She’d never turned him down yet.  He took her by the hand and led her toward the bedrooms.
 
   Tammy watched as Royce led Stacy by the hand.  Like him she knew who most of the couples were by now and the red head was Stacy Redding, the second wife of real estate broker Paul Redding.  She’d been with Paul a couple of times.  He liked to tie you to the bed; that was his thing.  He liked you spread eagle, your legs and arms spread wide and tied to the bed post and he was good at it too.  He got off on it; he liked to touch and tease you all over before he climbed on top of you.  She liked it too, being tied up and she’d gotten Royce to do it a couple of times at home, but he really wasn’t into it like Paul, and always kept asking, “Is that too tight?  I don’t want to cut off your circulation,” when all she wanted him to do was take her, take her hard.  
 
   She watched Royce’s back as he walked away and then she looked around the room for Paul.  This was her thing.  She liked to see who Royce picked, it turned her on to know that whoever he took to bed he would satisfy beyond reason and they’d want him for themselves but knew they couldn’t have him because he was hers, all hers.  As she lay with someone else she always pictured Royce with the woman he’d chosen and this would turn her on seeing him in her mind making love to another woman because in the morning that other woman would watch her as she left with him, watch her and know, damn she’s got it all.  
 
   Tammy knew getting Royce had been a boon for her, the biggest feather in her cap.  She’d set out to get him the minute she’d laid eyes on him at Winchesters.  She’d grown up in Lubbock, home of Texas Tech University, and since she’d moved from trailer park to trailer park all her life and had gone to so many different schools she didn’t think she was smart enough to go to college so she never applied; just like her mother after she graduated from high school she became a waitress at a local diner.  
 
   She’d always found her men at clubs; she loved cowboys in their tight jeans, cowboy boots and hats, and she loved to dance, and if you met them at a club you were on equal footing with them.   She was nineteen then and small framed about five foot two and her only complaint about her body were her breasts were too small and one of her canines had a mind of its own and had grown above her gum line.  She hated that tooth, it messed up her perfectly good teeth but she was blonde and blue eyed so she knew she had that going for her and played those two things up.  
 
   The night Royce walked into Winchesters  she thought her heart stopped beating for a moment he was so damn fine, the most handsome man she’d ever seen.  He was tall and dark haired, and he wore it in the cowboy style she loved, layered and just long enough.  He was looking around the club and his blue eyes with a hint of sadness captured her soul, and his perfect behind hugged in his tight jeans took her over the edge.  
 
   That night she poured on her charm and laughed and danced with him until he said, “I’ve got to head back to Tech, but maybe I’ll see you again.”  She knew that meant he wouldn’t, “It’s still early and me and my friend have a bottle of Tequila at our apartment if you’d like to share it,” she said giving him her prettiest closed mouth smile.  His blue eyes understood her meaning, “Sure, I think I’d like that.”
 
   Royce spent the night that night and she found out that not only was he a damn good lover but he had the right equipment and he knew how to use it.  He made her cry out as she came all over him and before he left that morning she made him a good hearty breakfast.  Working at the diner she’d learned to cook a few things and breakfast was one of them, and they say the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach.  She knew she had to play her cards right to get this one he was way out of her league.  There was only one thing she wanted and that was to get away from Lubbock and with Royce Harrington she knew she could.
 
   She was there for him, always available and in his senior year she became pregnant.   That stunt almost cost her, his parents especially his father took one look at her and hated her, but in the end reluctantly gave them his blessing.   
 
   They got married during Spring Break and it would take time and that was years ago and she tried so hard.  She’d gotten her mouth fixed, and added a cup size or two to her breasts and tried to stop dropping her “g’s” when she spoke.  They had two children, Karen who was ten and Dillon Walker named after Royce’s father who was six.
 
   And four years ago they bought their beautiful house out in The Enclave an exclusive neighborhood with a country club, a golf course, tennis courts, an Olympic size pool and a clientele most people would only dream of.  It was nothing but the high society of Dallas, old and new money and she was part of this world and she had her children and Royce.  She loved that man more than life itself and the only reason she agreed to do The Club was because of him, she didn’t need anybody else she had him and he satisfied her desires completely but after he’d said his beautiful words she melted and was willing to try it for him.
 
   That was two years ago and it hadn’t hurt their marriage at all, if anything it had enhanced it.  In the last two years they’d experimented and tried new things and she was happy, truly happy.  And Royce’s father grew to love her; it seemed since she gave him a grandson to carry on the family name after that the poor trailer park girl from Lubbock had become the apple of his eye.
 
   She was happy, important to the legacy of the Harrington family, in love and married to the love of her life and all that would change the night Joy Abrams walked into The Club.
 
   Royce led Stacy to a bedroom, he liked to choose early.  With so many couples the bedrooms filled up quickly, but he knew the other parts of the house were well used.  The game room was a hot spot for orgies; he didn’t like orgies or threesomes.  Too many people in bed everyone vying for attention.  He was a one on one kind of guy and he wanted to focus on the one he chose and he wanted her to focus on him.  He opened the door and Stacy walked in.  
 
   The bedrooms were set for pleasure.  Dim lighting, candles lit, a tray set on the nightstand of chocolate covered strawberries, sliced peaches, plump assorted grapes and dipping sauces, chocolate, raspberry and of course whipped cream, an ice filled iron tub held bottles of champagne, red and white wine, beer, a tray of glasses nearby.  The bed was turned back just so, and on the wall stood a tall dresser and he knew what was in those drawers.  The top drawer held condoms of different shapes, sizes and colors, the second oils, creams, sweet tasting or those that warmed up and turn hot as you rubbed them on your body.  The third held vibrators, dildos of various lengths and widths.  The fourth held handcuffs, whips, scarves, blindfolds, anal devices, ticklers and the fifth apparatuses he didn’t recognize or understand and so far he hadn’t been with a woman who knew either.  He often went to the other drawers in a night of pleasure especially with Stacy; she liked to be tied to the bed spread eagle by her ankles and wrists.  
 
   They’d work their way to that, he thought and locked the door.  She was already undressing, he liked her skin, it was soft and translucent, a trait most natural red heads had.  He ran the back of his hand up and down her back as he undressed, “Nice,” he said; her skin soft to his touch.  She undressed and climbed into bed.  He followed suit and was soon undressed. 
 
   Royce was always in control in these situations.  This was a game for him, it was about the art of seduction and he loved playing his part; this is what made this fun.  He saw her looking at him, taking in his well muscled body liking what she saw.  Through her mask he could see her eyes roaming his body appreciatively.  She wore a dark blue mask tonight with little iridescent peacock feathers that looked lovely with her red hair.  
 
   Royce went to her as she lay back, he bent to kiss her and pulled her up and took her hand; she liked for him to guide her in touching him, he ran her hand up and down his chest and onto his shoulders where he had her pause and caress him.  He laid back his hand over hers and had her caress him big and thick, he had her take a handful and stroke him, his big male hand over her small female one.  With his other hand he sensually caressed her back then he guided her head down and had her take him in her mouth.  He pushed her head deep to fill her mouth with him, his hand covered hers as she stroked him and caressed the soft skin around his sac, he moaned.  He kept his hand over hers showing her until he erupted in her mouth, and he held the back of her head until she’d taken in every drop.  When she rose up she smiled at him and wiped her mouth with her hand, “That was good,” she said.  
 
   “Yes it was.”  He got up and went to drawer number one first as he always did, he never forgot to use a condom.  He grabbed a handful of the condoms he liked; next he went to drawer number three and took out the large vibrator with the tickler on the end.  He opened the fourth drawer and took out the scarves then he went back to the bed.
 
   He kissed her and pushed her back.  He tied her wrists together with a scarf then he tied one leg to one end of the bed and the other to the other with her legs open wide.  She was already squirming and moving with anticipation and he liked that; he went between her legs and stroked her thighs and teased her with the vibrator, he turned it on and ran it up and down her inner thigh, she moaned.  He ran it up her belly teasing her navel; she moaned louder, he went around her breast and on her nipples.  He put it in her mouth, she sucked it, then licked it.  He went back down her body touching her in various places giving her pleasure and when he placed it on her clitoris she cried out and he let her feel it.  Then he pushed it inside her, she moaned and licked her lips, he worked it the way a man wished he could move inside a woman.  She writhed and moaned and thrust her hips to meet his thrust, he pushed it hard and worked her until he saw the signs her orgasm was coming and she let out a loud cry and her body gave way to its pleasure.  
 
   That was round one.  He opened the champagne and poured two glasses, this was just the beginning they were in for a long night.  Unless he and Tammy made plans to leave early he could stay with a woman all night and if for some reason either he or Tammy decided to go he’d hear Patty on the intercom, “Jeremy Steel you’re wanted at the front, your party is waiting.”  So unless something changed he was going to be with Stacy tonight until the last session.  That was the other thing Patty and Doug did, they tried to keep everyone on schedule and they tried to make sure everyone had a chance for pleasure or to be with another person of their choosing so every hour on the hour you’d hear two bells, then one.  The two bells signaled the session was up and if you wanted to move to something or someone else you had ten minutes to do so, the single bell signaled a new session was in play.  He heard the two bells, Stacy didn’t move as if she was ready to leave and neither did he.  When the last bell sounded they were already into session two.
 
   He went to the dresser and brought out what looked like a feather duster to him, he went back to the bed and untied Stacy and turned her over and retied her legs and went all over her body with the feathers tickling her.  She liked this kind of stuff, he wasn’t into it.  She tried it on him and he didn’t get it, for one thing he didn’t like being tied up it was too constricting.  He went up and down between the crevice of her rear, she raised her behind high and he ran the feathers up and down sensually.  With her behind high up he was ready he knelt behind her and tore open the condom package and placed the condom on quickly.  He entered her and thrust inside her, she cried out, he pumped and pushed and worked her.  He picked up the vibrator and turned it on, “Yes, Jeremy, yes,” she said when she heard the sound.  He placed it against her behind, he ran it up and down her crevice, she cried out, he knew she liked this, he found her opening back there, he worked the vibrator around and around and she went ballistic.  She screamed.  He moved hard inside her and worked the vibrator until he and she erupted and she quaked in her orgasm and he squirted with gusto inside the condom.  
 
   That was round two and Royce was just having fun, this is what sex in all about, fun, pleasure, you pleasing someone and them pleasing you.  Tammy liked the vibrator thing too.  Stacy had turned them on to it so he had her to thank for this new addition to their sex life.  
 
   He untied Stacy.  They cleaned themselves up a bit and drank some more champagne.  He sat on the bed and she sat naked Indian style.  He saw her red patch of hair between her legs; her drapes matched her carpet as they say.  He brought the tray of food over, he went for the peach slices and her the grapes. 
 
   “I think we’re going to quit The Club,” she said munching on her grapes. 
 
   “Oh why so,” he wasn’t alarmed he was thinking the same, had been contemplating it for a couple of months now.  The Club is not something you can do forever, he knew that. 
 
   “Well I’m having a baby.”
 
   Now he was shocked, “Wow, really, congratulations!”  He looked at her, “Why didn’t you tell me earlier?  Maybe we wouldn’t have… you know been so…rough at times.” 
 
   She laughed, “That’s exactly why, I wanted what we did, it might be the last time I’m here,” she said smiling, he smiled too, “Don’t worry, I’ve never known anyone to lose a baby through sex,” she said, “Anyway I’m only about three months my little fetus is tucked away nice and tight inside me,” she laughed and said, “You’re big, but you’re not that big,” he laughed.
 
   “Well I’m happy for you and your husband and I’ll miss you, but we’re thinking the same, my wife and I.   We’re thinking of quitting too.”  
 
   “Oh why…when you’re so good at it?”
 
   “Well, I’m getting extremely busy and it’s just one more thing…You know what I mean?”
 
   And then they went to round four, five and six.  By then they’d used four condoms and every toy they liked and went through the champagne and bottle of red wine and had eaten all the fruit and when they heard two bells.
 
   “The night is over Pleasure Seekers and I hope you had fun, until next time,” Patty said over the intercom. 
 
   “Well, if I don’t see you again, congratulations on the baby,” he said and that was that.  
 
   He left and saw Tammy coming towards him, he kissed her on the side of her mouth.  The couples who were still there gave their valet number to Patty who had the valets start bringing around cars, and periodically you heard, “147, 147, your car is ready.”
 
   They called their number and he and Tammy left, he never asked who she slept with or what she did during the night and she never asked him.  The only thing they did was add anything new they liked to their own bedroom repertoire. 
 
   Royce was happy with his life.  He was a good ol boy from Amarillo, as Texan as Texan could get, he was confident, slightly arrogant and sure of himself.  He had Tammy who had turned out to be a good wife, two beautiful children and his best friend as his business partner.  They ran a thriving business and he wouldn’t have changed a thing in his life…but all that would change the night Joy Abrams walked into The Club.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 2,  JOY OH JOY
 
    
 
    
 
   It had been a couple of months since he and Tammy had been to The Club, and he’d heard from Bobby that Stacy and Paul quit. “Bummer,” Bobby said, “She was a good lay,” and he agreed with him.  But tonight they’d decided to do a party and he really wasn’t looking forward to it.  Lately his mind had been consumed with something that had him mystified and he’d really rather stay home and think on that, but for Tammy he found himself in the main room his black mask on mingling with the other guests waiting for the party to start.  Then Bobby nudged him slightly and gave a small nod towards the front entrance.
 
   Royce turned and there she was.  Joy Abrams was standing there, her husband Michael by her side.  She wore all black, a little black dress that hugged her curves, black high stiletto shoes, her beautiful shapely legs were bare, her dark hair was pulled back into a twist at the nape of her neck and her eyes were covered with a black mask with dark shiny black feathers. She was stunning.  He had to close his mouth. 
 
   They’d joked about Joy joining The Club for months now. Every since they’d seen her in a pencil skirt at the neighborhood Christmas party the Homeowners Association put on every year. The children were running around and the Santa was actually quite good and authentic looking from the rosy cheeks to the long white fluffy beard.  They had toys for the kids, food and activities and the adults stood around talking and all the men who reluctantly went to these things were glad they’d gone because Joy Abrams had all their libidos aflutter.
 
   The Abrams were a fairly new family then. They’d moved in just before school started and had been in the neighborhood a few months.  The only reason he was aware of them as was everyone else was because they were black.  It wasn’t unusual to have a black family in the neighborhood; there were four already, all wealthy and moneyed like the rest.  Until they’d seen Joy Abrams they’d never even thought about a black family being a member of The Club, but at the Christmas party she came in with Michael and her two children.  She was wearing a black pencil skirt, black high heeled boots and a gold trendy blouse and she was so beautiful.  But it was the pencil skirt that captured the men that day.  It hugged her curves to perfection and all agreed she had the most perfect behind they’d ever seen.
 
   Royce was one of them.  He couldn’t get enough of looking at her behind.  He admired her perfect swells and round contours.  He always did like a nice behind.  That was how he’d met Sharla he was looking at her behind, and he loved on that behind for a year until she broke up with him and he moped around until Bobby got sick of it and said.
 
   “Okay man you’re driving me nuts with this sad sack expression let’s go have some fun and maybe get you laid,” he laughed and said, “I heard of this place some of the kids been talking about, Winchesters, it’s off 114.”
 
   And that was the night he met Tammy and Tammy did not have a great behind.  No one’s behind had moved him since Sharla until at the Christmas party Joy Abrams had him mesmerized. 
 
   It was Bobby who made the first comment that day.  He leaned over and whispered in his ear, “Wouldn’t you like that in The Club?”  And Royce chuckled.
 
   Joy and Michael were standing talking to Phil who managed the country club, and his wife.  Then Phil took them around to introduce them to everyone.  When they got to Tammy she beckoned him over.  Joy was holding onto Michael’s arm and when he stood in front of her he saw the most stunning woman.  Her hair was deep dark black that flowed down her back in a wavy cascade, a natural wave framed dark ebony eyes and golden brown luminous silk skin; her lips shimmered with pink frosting waiting to be kissed, kissable lips is what she had, full and luscious.  Royce thought Joy Abrams was stunningly beautiful and he’d never even thought to look at a black woman or black people for that matter.  He knew who he was and how he was raised; he was a good ol boy and black people didn’t figure in any of his plans or in his life period, but here he was looking at a black woman and finding her attractive, more than attractive, extremely beautiful is what he found her.
 
   As he was introduced it was clear Michael was the outgoing talkative one; he was charming and wasn’t bad looking either, tall, a deeper brown than Joy, a thin mustache and hair cut close.  Joy although stylish and trendy in her black skirt and gold blouse came across as shy.
 
   “I’m Michael Abrams and this is my wife Joycelyn,” she smiled shyly at him as they spoke.  “You can call me Joy,” she said with her shy smile and offered her hand for him to shake.  And somehow he got through the introductions trying not to stare and for some reason as he looked into her eyes he found himself wanting to take her in his arms and hold her and he wanted to kiss those exquisite pink painted lips and his heart felt like it was on a roller coaster about to take that first steep drop and he could feel blood pulsing rapidly through his veins.  His reaction to her was powerful and overwhelming and he forced himself to tear his eyes away from her and shake Michael’s hand. 
 
   “Nice to meet you,” she said as she was pulled away and his eyes followed her.  
 
   The next day over golf with Collin, Chris, Eric and Bobby all members of The Club and all had something to say.
 
   “I’m sure the wives would love him, he’s tall dark and handsome,” Chris said.
 
   “I don’t know if it’s good for us, you know what they say about black men,” they all laughed.
 
   “Yeah, but her, did you see the ass on that woman?” Collin commented.
 
   “Ow Mama,” they laughed, “I’ve never seen anything so perfect and the proportion so right,” and they all agreed.
 
   “But the anonymous thing, how would they be anonymous?  We’d all know who they were?” 
 
   Royce laughed to himself.  “We all know who the others are anyway,” but he knew when everyone was white you could pretend you didn’t.
 
   “Yeah it’s a thought, but who would ask,” Bobby said, “I mean I’m not going up to a large black man and say, Hey I got this club I belong to and I’d like you to join so I can fuck your wife,” they all guffawed.  All of them knew he was right, who would have the gall to do that.  They’d just moved into the neighborhood, but apparently somebody did because here they were Michael and Joy Abrams.  
 
   Michael and Joy made their way in and Michael took two glasses of white wine from a tray.  He handed one to Joy and then said something to her, she nodded and he walked away from her.  She walked over and found a spot near a wall and stood there and immediately men approached her.  Royce watched her.  She took big sips of her wine and soon her glass was empty, and he saw what the other men didn’t, she was scared, scared and terrified.  He watched her a little longer, she shook her head no, to one guy, then another and when he saw her shake her head no to a third he made his way over to her.
 
   He took a glass of white wine with him and handed it to her and he leaned in and whispered in her ear, “It’s not as bad as it seems,” and she said, “Oh really, are you sure I feel like I’m in Oz right now,” he laughed, “And I’ve been clicking my ruby slippers and every time I open my eyes I’m still here,” he laughed again.  This time loudly and a few people turned to stare, and Tammy was one of them.  She’d never heard Royce laugh like that, he smiled or chuckled but laugh so unguarded, so free, and uninhibited she’d never heard it.  
 
   “I’m Jeremy, Jeremy Steel,” Royce said and offered his hand.
 
                  “Nice to meet you Jeremy, I’m Sedona,” he raised an eyebrow.  That was an unusual name, most had chosen sexy names, it was a sex club after all.  There was Larry the Cable Guy, John Rockhard, Bobby went by Harry Balls, and Collin was James Bondage and the women were the same, Tammy was Linda Lovely, and Sarah was Shirley Nipple, and there was Gina Spot, “But you can call me G Spot,” she always said, so Sedona didn’t fit, “Sedona that’s an interesting name.”
 
   “Well, Sedona is open, free, red, desert, wet, hard, serene, peaceful, it’s so many things and that’s what I want to be so many things, and I didn’t want to confine myself to one thing in this experience,” she said, and his heart beat wildly.  He loved that answer and then he found himself wanting to take her in his arms and hold her, just hold her, “That’s beautiful,” he said instead. 
 
    “Alright Pleasure Seekers, if you’ve made your choice you may go to a location of your choosing, if not the night is still young,” Patty said interrupting his thoughts.  
 
   He took Joy’s hand, “I’ve made my choice,” behind her mask he saw her eyes widen.  He leaned in and whispered in her ear, “I think you’ll be pleased with your choice,” and then he looked her in the eye.  She paused a moment, studying him, then she gripped his hand, “Well since this is my first time and I don’t know what the hell I’m doing I hope you can say the same Mr. Steel,” he laughed loudly again.  He had no idea what to make of her, but he was intrigued.  His heart was beating wildly and she was a mystery to him.  
 
   Tammy saw him walking away with Joy and she smiled, so her Royce, her charming Royce was going to be the first to have Joy Abrams.  She figured if anyone could get her it would be him and she chuckled.  She saw Michael being led away by Gina Spot, a good choice for him too; Gina was not shy in bed she’d heard.  He was in for a rip roaring night.  She turned her attention back to who was left and nobody was left but her and Bobby.  Everyone had paired up or went to the orgy room.  Bobby looked at her and started coming towards her, she put her hand up, “Don’t even think about it,” she said.  “Oh please, I wasn’t coming for that for Christ sake, it would be like sleeping with my sister,” he cringed and shook his body, “Yeesh don’t even make me think of something like that,” she laughed and they made their way to the orgy room.  Maybe they could pull someone away from there.
 
   Royce led Joy to a bedroom.  They walked into the prepared room and he saw the familiar, the tray of chocolate covered strawberries, assorted grapes and peach slices, the whipped cream and dipping sauces, the tub of drinks and the tray of glasses on the dresser.
 
   “Would you like a drink?
 
   “Yes, please,” she said and he saw the fear and wariness was back in her eyes.
 
   “White wine?”  He was trying to control himself and feel normal by doing something ordinary.
 
   “Yes,” she said.  He opened the bottle and poured two glasses, and handed one to her; he let her sip a moment then he took it from her hand.
 
   “Dance with me” he said.  There was always soft music playing in the background, it was piped through speakers throughout the house.   He’d always noticed it, it was easy listening, soulful jazzy is how he would describe it, it wasn’t the popular music you’d hear on the radio, not country and western which was what he liked, it was soft sexy music and sometimes when he wasn’t in the mood for music he’d turn down the speaker, but tonight he needed it and he took her in his arms.  He was a good ol boy and he knew two dances, two stepping and slow dancing, and this night didn’t call for two stepping; he needed a slow dance tonight.  He wrapped her in his arms and held her close so that she had to lay her head against him and he found the rhythm of the song and slowly danced with her.  He felt her tense at first but as the song wore on he felt her relax little by little, and so did he.  He loved holding her, his arms around her slim waist; he’d wanted to hold her since he first met her at the Christmas party and it felt good, it felt right; their bodies pressed together as they moved to the soulful music.  He danced two songs with her, just holding her and then he looked at her.
 
   “Is it okay if I kiss you?”  She nodded, and slowly he pressed his lips against hers.  He parted her mouth with his tongue and went inside, and his heart raced wildly, he was kissing her and it felt good, it felt right, his lips on hers, those kissable lips.  He ran his tongue across her lips time and time again and softly sucked her bottom lip over and over.  His tongue explored her mouth and he kept kissing her and he didn’t want to stop.  He heard her moan and then he realized he’d been softly moaning all along.  He didn’t know when he’d cupped her face between his hands and lost himself to the kiss.  
 
   Now he regained himself and began kissing her along her chin and down her throat and slowly he lowered her zipper and when it was down he eased her dress off her shoulder and lowered it down her body.  She wore a black lace bra that pushed her breast up.  Nice, real nice, he thought, at the brown creaminess of her skin.  He let his lips run across the top of her cups, “Ah,” she moaned and he lowered her dress, kissing her body and down her belly until he had to get on his knees.  Then he kissed her above the rim of her black lace matching panties, they were the boy short style and when he raised her leg so she could step out of her dress he caught his breath.  She was breathtaking, standing there in her black lace bra, and panties, tall black stilettos and her black feathered mask against her light brown smooth as silk skin.  He stared at her and a picture flashed before his eyes.  
 
   He saw himself naked in front of her, a dog collar around his neck, she had a whip in her hand and her stilettoed shoe was up in his chest and he was panting like a dog, he had no idea where that image came from, he cleared it away and came back to the here and now.  
 
   He ran his tongue along the rim of her panties across her pubic area.  Then he turned her around and he gasped.  Her perfect behind was hugged so in the boy short panties, her golden skin showing through the lace he cupped her behind and buried his face against her cheeks and dipped his hand inside the rim and slowly peeled down her panties and caught his breath at the unveiling.  Royce kissed her behind, sucked her globes and licked the top of her crevice and she tasted sweet.  She was sweet and he loved it, he sucked her sweet cheeks, he sucked her hard and used his tongue to twirl around on it, she cried out, he eased her panties down and she stepped out of them.
 
   He stood up and took off his jacket.  She unbuttoned his shirt and he tossed his jacket on the chair.  She finished unbuttoning his shirt and he took it off and tossed it on the chair, his t-shirt was next and he wanted to shoot himself for wearing too many clothes, he thought he’d never get everything off.  She was already at his pants, undoing his belt, she kissed his chest and sucked his nipple as she unbuttoned his pants and he cried out at the sensation of her mouth on him, Oh Joy, oh Joy, Joy, Joy, Joy had been running through his head since he’d taken her in his arms and danced with her and he’d had to refrain from letting her name slip three times so far.  She lowered his pants and underwear together and he sprang forth, hard and ready.  
 
   He unhooked her bra, the clothes were a nuisance he’d thought and he felt her hand wrap around him thick and hard and he almost screamed out “Joy!”  In here her name is Sedona, her name is Sedona!  She stroked him and he took in her breasts, her dark nipples were erect and he couldn’t wait to take them in his mouth, he lowered his head, beautiful, he thought, just beautiful.  He caressed her soft full breast and took her nipple in his mouth, Oh so sweet, he thought, so sweet.
 
    “Ummmm,” he moaned out, he sucked her and sucked her, Joy, Joy, Joy.  He heard her moaning.
 
   He sucked her, he ran his fingers down her smooth silky stomach and found his hands touching her there, she had a patch of hair, a rectangular patch and the rest was waxed bald, he sucked her and rubbed her down, he wanted her in bed. 
 
   He pulled away and led her to the bed.  She climbed in and he watched her behind, umph, umph, umph.  He sat on the bed and took her foot in his lap, “These are sexy,” he said, “But I find shoes get caught up in things,” which was true, a heel had pressed too hard in his back before and he’d been accidently kicked as he moved a lady from front to back, and another time his lady friend’s foot had gotten caught under the cover and she’d almost twisted her ankle because of shoes, so he took them off now.  He unstrapped her shoes rubbing her legs as he did.  
 
   He laid her back and spread her legs; he looked deeply in her dark eyes, Joy, Joy, Joy and kissed her along her inner thighs.  “Ummm,” Royce had never wanted a woman so bad, and he’d never savored every inch of a person and when he touched her his heart was all over the place, his mind was all over the place, and he didn’t know what to make of any of this.  Every since he’d met her at the Christmas party he’d wanted to hold her in his arms, something about her drew him; this is what had him mystified, thinking of Joy Abrams.  He was so caught up in the experience he couldn’t wait to taste her, to smell her scent, he rubbed his face against her inner thighs as he made his way to what he was sure was heaven, and then he was there, he sniffed her, the scent of woman, this woman, and then he let his tongue taste her.  He moaned, she was sweet, so sweet and he dove in, he pushed his tongue inside her.  
 
   She cried out and he worked her wet sweetness, she moaned as he savored her, licking, sucking, twirling his tongue, her body moving against his mouth.  She was moaning and crying out. She arched her back and let him take her higher, then she bolted up, and grabbed his hair, and moved against his mouth.  He worked her until she screamed out and her body took over and she convulsed and shook and came hard and he felt a warm rush against his tongue and he lapped it up.
 
   Then he went slowly up her body, kissing and rubbing his face along her belly until he reached her nipples and stayed on their darkness for a moment, then he moved sensually to her lips, her kissable lips, he ran his tongue along her lips and then he pressed his lips on hers.  She opened her mouth and took him in, he kissed her hard and he was hard wanting her so bad.  He spread her legs and entered her and he lost it then just lost it. 
 
    Royce was working her pumping inside her to feel every inch of her.  She clung to him as he rode her, she moaned out against his ear as she clung to him and he held her, held on tight too, clinging to her as he moved inside her until he could move no more and he let go, he erupted inside her, erupted hard inside her and as he was winding down he heard two bells, and he knew this session was over.  He held on to her, he couldn’t let her go, he hoped she didn’t want to leave him and go to another, he held on and lay there until he regained his composure, and then he heard one bell, a new session was beginning.  Good, he thought, I have her for one more session at least, he held her in his arms.  
 
   Joy moved and rose up.  Her hair twist was a mess and she took out the hair pins and shook her mane loose.  He reached up and ran his fingers through her hair, he’d never touched black hair before and he was surprised to find it soft, thick, very thick, but nice to the touch.  She placed the hair pins on the night stand and picked up the glasses of wine he’d placed there and handed one to him; neither knew which was his and which was hers and he didn’t care.  He sipped his wine and she reached for the grapes and took a big bunch of green grapes and offered him some and he helped himself.  He didn’t know what to say to her and she apparently didn’t know what to say to him.  They sat sipping wine and eating grapes, each in his own thoughts, and for Royce it was, Wow, that was so good, wow!  Oh Joy, oh Joy, oh Joy!  
 
   She looked at him, studying him for a moment, “That was nice my blue eyed man.  Is this how it is at The Club?”  He looked into her dark eyes, “It is with me, I can’t speak for others my dark eyed lady,” he said with a smile and that statement was meant just for her.  He wanted her to want to come back, and he wanted her to want to come back to him.  They finished the wine and grapes and placed the grape stalk and glasses on the night stand.  
 
   Royce pulled her to him and laid back with her in his arms, he stroked her hair, and caressed her cheek, he kissed her lips.  He wasn’t ready for her yet; he was spent but he wanted to do other things with her, he wanted to touch her and kiss her kissable lips.  He deeply kissed her, his tongue probing her mouth and he lost himself to kissing her again.  When he pulled away he went down her throat, sucking her, tasting her, his hands wanting to touch her as he caressed her soft skin.  He looked deep into her eyes to lose himself in her dark depths.  
 
   She smiled at him and he smiled back.  Her dark eyes looked back at him and he was captivated and he went down further.  He wanted her nipple in his mouth, he played with it, savoring it, running his tongue around and around on it, then he took it in his mouth and sucked, a nice long suck and she arched her back so he could have it, Joy, Joy, Joy, went through his mind.  He turned her over and caressed her then knelt between her legs, yes, yes, she’s so beautiful; he kissed her down her back and rubbed his face against her back.  He went down rubbing, kissing, sucking until he got to the place he wanted, her behind, ummmm, yeah.   
 
   He knew he loved a great behind but hers turned him on beyond reason.  The shape and color just made him want to dive into it and lick all over it, it was so luscious.  He caressed it, then he lay down and it was right in front of his face, he sucked it and cupped handfuls of it, he spread her cheeks, he ran his fingers up and down between her delicate area and pressed against her tiny opening, she moaned and he didn’t know how but he felt himself rising.  This was much quicker than he’d ever been ready again before.  He pulled her on her knees, and now he’d moved from her behind to her wet opening, he placed his hard member against it and pushed inside. 
 
   “Wait, stop,” she said.  He stopped and looked at her.  She was trying to look over her shoulder as best she could, “Don’t move I want to fuck you.”  He grasp the side of her hips and stayed on his knees inside her and she began to move her hips, her body.  She moved round and round, this way and that, pushing back, in and out, in and out, “Oh God,” he moaned it felt so good.  She kept moving, sexily, sensually she moved, she moaned as she took her pleasure in him.  He was harder than before with her moving against him like that and lost himself to the sensation and before he knew it he was erupting and for a moment he lost control over his body.  He held on to the side of her hips to give himself some kind of control, he was erupting inside her, his movements jerky.  She had pulled everything out of him, he jerked and squirted inside her his body giving way to the most pleasurable experience he’d ever felt in his life.  
 
   He was floating, and he felt a warm tingling rush all over his body.  He felt it from the bottom of his toes to the top of his head and none of these sensations he’d ever felt before.  When he came to himself he slowly lay down on top of her.  Joy lay flat and sprawled out beneath him, his face close to hers, both breathing hard as they caught their breath, he slowly opened his eyes and he saw her slowly open hers and he looked deeply into her dark eyes.  He couldn’t fathom what was going on here.  She was blowing his mind.  
 
   Royce had always been in control and this was a game he loved to play at these parties.  He’d always been a magnet for women and he knew it, knew how to play on a woman’s field, but now he was out of control, lost in sensations, lost in emotions, doing things he’d never done.  He was smelling her to memorize her scent, he was tasting her, savoring her and wanting to devour her.  What was this?   He laid on top of her, weak, drained, his body molded to hers and he didn’t want to be anywhere else but right here with her.  What was she doing to him? 
 
   “Wow,” she said as she looked at him.  “Yeah, wow,” he said his face close against hers.  He moved closer and kissed her gently, “Wow,” he repeated and his heart and mind were singing her name, Joy, Joy, oh Joy!  Once he regained himself he rolled off her and pulled the cover over them.  He lay on his back, and pulled her to him and she rested her head against his chest.  He stroked her hair and that was the last thing he remembered holding a lock of her hair in his hand.
 
   He awoke to Patty’s voice on the intercom, “Ginger Goddess your party is waiting. Ginger Goddess your party is waiting.”
 
   He opened his eyes and looked towards the clock.  How long had they slept?  He adjusted his sleepy eyes to read the clock, four o’clock!   They’d slept past two sessions!  That was unlike him; he always prepared to go all night, but Joy had wiped him out, she had spent him, he moved and then he heard the single chime of a bell.  The new session had started.  Joy stirred beneath him, “Excuse me,” he said, he moved from under her and went to the bathroom.  He wanted to use it and clean himself up a bit.  He washed his spent member, brushed his teeth so he wouldn’t have sleep on his breath.  Patty and Doug thought of everything even toothbrushes; there was a decorative canister full of new ones and a tray with soap, deodorant and toothpaste.  Once he was done refreshing himself he tossed the used toothbrush in the trash and when he came out Joy was sitting up in bed.
 
   “Is it time to go?” She asked.  He hoped she didn’t want to leave.
 
   “No, there’s still a couple sessions left, we can stay until six if you like,” he said and he didn’t mention, but you can go now if you want.  She could leave anytime she chose he knew that.
 
   “I just wanted to clean up a bit and use the restroom,” he said. 
 
   “Oh good idea,” she said with a smile.  She got up and walked to the bathroom.  He watched her walk, damn she was sexy, she moved with grace and her naked behind was a plus to watch.  
 
   He went to the tub of drinks and took out the chilling bottle of white wine and poured two more glasses.  He heard water running and he waited and waited and then she came out, naked and beautiful. 
 
             “I poured you another glass in case you wanted it.”
 
             “Thank you,” she said and he handed her the glass.  
 
   She took a chocolate covered strawberry from the tray and took a small bite.  
 
             “So now what do we do my blue eyed man,” she said smiling at him.
 
             “Well, there’s other things when you belong to a club like this,” he said smiling at her and he walked over to the tall dresser. 
 
              “Let’s see what my dark eyed lady prefers,” he said smiling.  
 
   She went to the bed and sat with her knees up and pulled the sheet up leaving her breast bare.  He skipped the first drawer; it was too late for a condom now.  He’d had her twice without one and he didn’t want to use a condom with her anyway.  He’d decided that the moment she took his hand and accepted him as her lover tonight that he wanted to feel her, to feel all of her.  He opened drawer number two and he took out bottles of creams, oils and lotions and held them up for her to see.
 
               “Oh, those would be nice, hand me one of those…anyone you like,” she said, and he handed her one of the oils.  Then he went to drawer number three and pulled out vibrators, dildos of all sizes and colors.  Joy laughed, “Oh my god, they have everything,” she laughed but she said, “I’ll try that one,” pointing to a big flesh colored dildo complete with testicles.  He smiled and moved to drawer number four where he pulled out the handcuffs, whips, scarves things like that. “Uhh no, not my thing,” she said.  He closed that one and opened the fifth and if she knew what any of this stuff was he’d be surprised, and she didn’t, “What’s that?”  She kept asking as he pulled things out, “I don’t have the slightest idea,” he kept saying and she cracked up. “Well my blue eyed man I think we got what we want, unless there’s something else you’d like to try,” she said with a questioning look as if wondering is this when the crazy kinky shit comes out?
 
    “No, I’m good with what we have,” he said.  Really all he wanted was her, no games, no toys, just her, but he was spent he didn’t know if he could get it up again tonight, but there were other things.  
 
                 Royce went to her and sat on the edge of the bed.  He pulled her to him and she straddled him.  Joy still had the chocolate covered strawberry she’d been nibbling on and she took a bite and offered him a bite, he took it, then she kissed him.  They played with the bite of strawberry, it was passed between them, chewed between them as they kissed they worked the strawberry and the taste of chocolate in their mouths, it was so erotic.  When the bite of strawberry was gone they kissed a moment longer then broke the kiss.  She took the half eaten strawberry and rubbed it down her throat and offered him her throat, he sucked and kissed it, “Ummm,” he said.  Then she rubbed it around her breast and on her nipple and he knew what to do now, he moved down sucking and kissing tasting the sweetness of the strawberry on her skin, he took a long suck of her strawberry flavored nipple, “Ummmm,” he said.  “Oh that’s nice my blue eyed man,” she said sexily, “Oh that’s nice,” she took the strawberry and rubbed it down her belly and then around and around her clit.  
 
                 Royce was turned on now and he laid her on the bed.  She spread her legs and sensually ran the strawberry up and down her inner thighs, then she took her hands and pulled her legs back and held them open wide for him, “Oh yes my dark eyed lady, I like that, I like that a lot,” he said huskily.  He loved that she was so open with him.  He went to her and she offered him the rest of the strawberry and he took it in his mouth and he kissed her, deeply kissed her and they worked the strawberry between them, it was sweet, sexy and full of her essence.
 
                “Ummm,” he said over and over and worked his way down, lovingly kissing and sucking her, tasting the strawberry on her skin.  When he was finally down there he took a lick, a nice long lick.  He tasted the sweetness of the strawberry and her essence and he went for it.  He worked her with his tongue, and then he took the dildo and pushed it inside her.
 
                She cried out, and he worked it like it was him and he wished it was with her legs spread wide like that.  She moved her body against the dildo and met his thrust as he pushed it around this way and that.  He kissed her along her belly tasting the strawberry as he worked the dildo.  He went to her nipples and sucked, and flicked his tongue as he worked the dildo.  She was moving, working her body, writhing in her pleasure. 
 
   When she let out a loud, “Ahhhh,” he knew she was climaxing and he worked the dildo.  By now he was so hard.  He removed the dildo and pushed his hard member inside her and kissed her lips in the throes of her passion and she cried out against his lips.  He thrust harder and moved inside her, wanting her, wanting the pleasure of her.
 
                She cried out, and he moved his hips to her rhythm.  They moved together in sync with him deep inside her.  She held on tight crying out her pleasure and he held her crying out until he erupted and she climaxed with him.  Her body convulsing and moving of its own accord, it seemed he was not in control again as he spilled inside her.             
 
    “Damn blue eyed man, that’s all I can say is damn, damn, damn,” and he laughed.  “I second that,” he said, “Damn, damn, damn,” they laughed and lay there facing each other catching their breath.
 
                  He looked at her, her lips, her smile, her dark eyes.  This was Joy Abrams and he’d never felt anything like her.  He knew who he was, he was Royce Harrington a good ol boy from Amarillo and slightly racist like most white people who didn’t know they were.  He believed the stereotypes; what he’d heard; what he’d seen on TV, never realizing that because of his white skin he’d never had to suffer the indignities, atrocities and the psychological warfare of the black race at the hands of a white run society for generations, and because of that black people never entered his radar.  They weren’t part of his world, he never thought of them at all and here he was completely enamored with a black woman and Royce knew he’d been completely enamored with her from the moment he saw her at the Christmas party when he looked into her eyes and saw her soft, shy and vulnerable and that wild thought came into his mind that he wanted to hold her and he hadn’t been the same since.
 
   All he wanted to do was touch her.  He took the oil he’d given her, it was a nice soft coconut he’d used a few times before, “Turn over,” he said and she did.  She lay on her stomach, crossed her arms and rested her head on top of them, she looked so relaxed and comfortable and he liked that.  He spread her legs and knelt between them and poured the oil in the palm of his hand, rubbed them together and started at her shoulders and did nice strong massages on her shoulders.  “Ummmm that’s nice,” she said.  He rubbed his hands on her skin, he felt the silkiness, “Yes, it is, isn’t it,” he said.  He was referring to her skin and she to the massage.   She relaxed and let him touch her.  “Let me have your arm,” he said.  He went down each arm to her fingers, massaging and at her fingers he stroked them, balled his fist in her palm for just the right pressure, and then he sucked her fingers and did the same to the other arm. “That feels so good my blue eyed man,” she said and Royce saw the smile on her face.
 
   This was not part of his repertoire, women had massaged him and he’d had professional massages but he didn’t give them, but he wanted to know Joy, know her in every way and touching every inch of her was one way to breathe her, to memorize her, he went down her back.  Royce loved the color of her skin against the paleness of his, he rubbed up and down, his hands familiarizing himself with her contours, with her softness, he kissed her several times as he went and when he went down to her round swells he felt his member twitch and jump, down boy, not yet, he thought, there’s still other things I want to do to please her. 
 
   He poured more oil in his palm and worked it on her swells, he couldn’t resist he kissed and sucked tasting the sweet oil, he played with her cheeks.  Man her ass turned him on, and she didn’t help the situation, she moved sensually to his touch. “Ummmm,” he said, and kissed it and ran his fingers up and down between her cheeks.  He forced himself to continue down her legs, her legs were long, shapely, nice thighs and calves, it was obvious she went to the gym regularly and when he got to her feet he raised one and palmed the soles.
 
   “Oh yeah that’s nice,” she moaned softly, and he sucked her toes, “Oh my, my blue eyed man you are good,” she whispered her voice husky, and when he was done with her back.  “Turn over,” he said and she did with soft languid movements.
 
   He went to drawer number three and took out the vibrator with the tickler on it.  Joy watched him with soft but trusting eyes.  Royce poured the oil in his palm and massaged it in, on her shoulders, her breast, her nipples, stomach, he kissed and licked her and he stayed on her nipples.  Then he turned on the vibrator and touched it to her skin.
 
   She gasped and he touched it to her nipple, she moaned and he went down to her belly, his lips on her bare skin and the vibrator he held at her navel.  She was moaning and crying out now.  He poured oil on her skin, he rubbed it in, and worked the vibrator his lips doing the rest and Joy was moving her body sensually and sexily.  He’d poured oil in the little patch of her pubic area and now he was there.  He rubbed around and around and she opened her legs wider for him.  His hand found the spot he was looking for and he rubbed there, she moaned.  Then he placed the vibrator there and she jumped up.
 
   He took advantage of her sitting upright and leaned in and kissed her lips, passionately he kissed her, his lips wanting nothing more than to be connected to hers.  Her arms went around his neck as she returned the kiss with hunger and passion of her own.  He worked the vibrator up and down her clit, she held her legs open and they kissed on, the heat and fire rising.  Royce couldn’t resist anymore he leaned in so she would lean back, he did this until she was on her back he lay on top of her and now he pushed the vibrator in.
 
   She cried out and held on to him, he worked it, letting it get her to the place he wanted, and just before he felt her body tensing he removed the vibrator and pushed his hard member inside her, she gasped and cried out and he thrust deep filling her with him, feeling the hot wet heat of her.
 
    “Come with me, come with me,” he implored of her, his voice raw with sex.  They moved together.  Their moans showing their pleasure and together they came and came and came. 
 
   After they caught their breath and were back to normal Joy lay in his arms and he played with her fingers, entwining them with his, “You think you might want to join?”  He asked and he hoped she would, he had to see her again.  “I don’t know, it’s really not up to me, my husband will decide,” she said. “Oh, but do you think you could…if it were up to you?”  “I have to admit my blue eyed man,” she said with a smile, “This was fun and you were right I am very pleased with my choice tonight,” Royce laughed a soft laugh, “But I don’t know…I mean…I know every time isn’t going to be like this, so I don’t know I’ll talk it over with my husband.”  
 
   “I understand, but I hope you join and you know…we can always choose each other,” he said and the thought had just come to him.  He knew he’d always choose her if they chose to come on the same night.
 
   “That’s nice my blue eyed man,” he smiled, at least he knew he’d pleased her enough to want to be with him again, and before they knew it they heard Patty on the intercom.
 
    “I hope you had fun and lots of pleasure Pleasure Seekers, but the night is over until the next time at The Club,” and then they heard the two bell warning.
 
   The night’s over already!  Royce thought, it was too quick, he could kick himself for sleeping through two sessions, but she’d wiped him out, he was weak and drained of his strength.  
 
   They got up slowly and dressed and he zipped up her dress and kissed her along the neck as he did so she smiled.  She sat on the bed to put on her shoes, “I’ll help you with those,” he said and this was not normal for Royce, unless the woman asked for his help he didn’t bother her nor they him, but Joy, he still wanted to be near her, touching her, interacting with her.  He squatted in front of her and took her foot in his hand and he smiled up at her, “You have nice feet,” he said. “Thanks,” she smiled down at him and he put on her shoe and strapped it on, then he did the other.  
 
   She went into the bathroom and when she came out her hair was back into the sleek twist behind her neck. “I didn’t want anyone to know what we’ve been up to in here,” she joked and he laughed.  He took her in his arms and kissed her, “I hope you join.”  “I don’t know, I can’t make any promises, but you took off all my lipstick,” she used her thumb and rubbed it off his lips, and he didn’t care.  He leaned in and kissed her again, a deep kiss, he kissed her and spoke what he wanted, “Try and sway him,” his lips against hers, “I would love to see you again…I was very happy, more than happy with my choice tonight,” he said his lips still against hers. 
 
   This was new too, Royce had never kept a woman in his arms his lips against hers not wanting to let her go, but it was Joy she made him feel things he’d never felt before.  He did this until they heard the sound of the last bell.  The night was over.  
 
   He took her hand and led her out the door and still holding her hand he escorted her to the family room where the remaining couples stood talking.  They were the last to arrive.              Michael hurriedly came up to them, “Hey man,” he said to him, “Our car is waiting,” he said to Joy, and Tammy was right behind Michael, “What took you so long, you have our ticket?”  He reached in his pocket and walked towards Patty, but he watched Michael holding Joy’s hand leading her out the front door. 
 
   And when he and Tammy were in the car heading home, “You have lipstick on you,” she said and reached over and wiped a smudge Joy had missed in the dim light.  Royce smiled and licked his lips, and Tammy missed that she was reaching for a tissue or she might have been more cautious.
 
   Michael and Joy drove home and he didn’t know what to say to her.  He didn’t know how to ask if she’d enjoyed being with another man, a white man at that.  Michael knew this was all his doing; when he’d been approached he’d vehemently scorned the idea.  Letting other men have Joy,  his mind screamed, No fucking way!  But later he thought about it, thought about the contacts he could make, the business he could get, and he rationalized if this is the game rich white men are playing well he’d better play it too.  It wasn’t just on the golf course anymore, it was in the bedroom.  Joy was his hold back; could he let white men have her?  He had to think hard on that one, Joy was the reason he breathed, the reason he did anything, the reason he worked so hard.  
 
   He’d known that since the day he met her.  He was a senior at Princeton University and his buddies heard about this party the  African American Student Liberties Union was putting on at the University of Pennsylvania.
 
   “Aw man it’s too close to finals and I’m knee deep into my thesis, I don’t have time for that right now,” he’d argued.
 
   “Aw come on man, it’s one night, let’s check out some Penn ladies, it’s still Ivy League, I know you like that,” Keith had come back at him and he gave in.  He was trying to graduate and go to law school not find a lady.  But he found himself crushed in the back seat riding to Philadelphia and his only consolation it wasn’t a long drive, a little less than an hour, so maybe it wouldn’t be a long night.  They arrived at the party and right away they thought it was a bust, “Aw, look at this, there’s only a couple of fine ladies here.  The rest we can find anywhere,” Gerald the ladies man of the group said disappointed.  “Well we’re here now, you all dragged me all the way here we’re going to make the best of it,” and about thirty minutes later Joy walked in and all their mouths dropped.
 
   “I’m getting her number,” “Nah I’m gettin that,” so the bet was on and he had to admit she was pretty, gorgeous really, tall, built to perfection and she carried herself well.  He didn’t take the bet, he wasn’t interested in meeting anyone right now, but he did find himself talking to her.  After all his buddies had made their introduction and all were still trying to get her number he found himself introducing himself to her when he saw her look in his direction and smile, he wasn’t sure if it was at him, but he responded as if it were.  
 
   “Hi I’m Michael, Michael Abrams,” he said and offered his hand, “I’m Joy, Joy Vincent,” she said and smiled a shy smile at him and up close he thought she was strikingly beautiful.  From a distance she was pretty, but up close, her skin, her dark eyes and soft luxuriant hair coupled with that shy smile stole his breath away.
 
   “Would you like to dance Joy?”  She accepted, and afterwards he led her to a corner to get to know her a bit, and he found he liked her and after a few minutes more his only thought was, This is not the kind of girl you date this is the kind of girl you marry, and he wasn’t ready for that.  Marriage was a long way off for him, so he moved on and danced with other girls, other less interesting girls which suited him just fine and then when the party was over and they were heading out he saw Gerald talking to Joy.  He knew he was putting the moves on her and before he knew what he was doing he walked over.
 
   “Hey Gerald, the lady already has plans with me man so get to steppin,” he said jokingly.  He wasn’t going to let Gerald mess over her, she was too nice a girl for that; he wanted to protect her from the likes of Gerald. 
 
   “Oh excuse me man,” Gerald said, he nodded to Joy and walked over to the car.
 
   “Thanks, and it was nice to meet you,” Joy said and turned to walk away.
 
   “Hey, hey, hold up,” he said stopping her, “I was serious, would you like to go out with me next weekend?”  He knew Joy deserved better and he had no idea why he did it but protecting Joy was the only thing on his mind and he thought he’d take her out on a few dates, but the next weekend he took her out, and the next.  He was studying for his finals, working on his thesis and finding the time to see Joy and he was happy when he should have been stressed, and he kept seeing her during the summer and by the end of the summer he knew whatever life plans he had he included Joy in them.  And that fall he enrolled in Princeton’s law school while Joy got her degree in business.  He was amazed she was in the Wharton School of Business the best in the nation, pretty and smart; he fell hard for her and every chance he got he went to see her and when he graduated from law school and passed the bar he said, “I got this job lined up in Dallas and I want you with me, we should get married.”
 
   That September they married and moved to Dallas, and he’d worked hard as a corporate tax attorney for a large firm and then he branched out and opened his own firm with two other attorneys, Abrams, Holmes & Holsted, and Joy worked.  She was hired as a General Manager for J. J. Jackson Inc.  Mr. Jackson was a black man who owned about eight insurance agencies and hired Joy fresh out of college to run his business operations, “I’m going to take a chance on you Joy,” he’d told her, “The Wharton School can’t have gone wrong turning out a smart girl like you,” and while he was building his business it was Joy’s income that kept them afloat, but last year once his firm took off he had Joy stop working when he saw her leaving one day with tears in her eyes because Lindsey was crying so hard wanting her to stay home.  She’d worked for five years and now he was worth millions and new to the games businessmen were playing and his ambition got the better of him and he let the white man have Joy.  
 
   He looked over at her, “So how was it…were you treated well?”  He asked in a low voice.
 
   “It was fine Michael and yes I was treated well,” she said and he looked over at her concerned.
 
   “Are you okay though, is this something you can handle?”
 
   “I don’t know Michael, but I’ll do whatever you decide,” she said, but he knew he could. He could play this white man’s game, it was just sex that’s all, and the women he’d been with tonight; he’d had three and they were fun and into it.  He enjoyed being with Joy more though, just looking at her behind was enough to get him hard, but to grow his business he might be willing to play this game, but Joy, could he let white men have her?  He didn’t know about that, he’d have to think hard on that one. 
 
   Joy sat beside Michael as they rode in the car and she didn’t know what to say to him. How could she say the blue eyed man blew her mind; that the sex she’d had with him was so mind blowing that she was still reeling from the experience; that she felt giddy and if he looked hard at her he’d see her still flushed and heady.  She was glad she didn’t know which man it was or she might not be able to look him in his blue eyes if she saw him again.
 
   Patty and Doug had told them The Club was exclusive, that only certain people were asked to join, all had deep pockets and they found couples all over Texas, and all of them knew to be discreet.  Joy knew there were members in their neighborhood, Doug had eluded to that, but of course he didn’t say who and she was glad of that or she would have never considered joining if he had loose lips after promising anonymity.  And she wondered too if she could really belong to a sex club, Joy Vincent now Abrams in a sex club?  The thought of that didn’t sound real.  She was twenty-eight years old and never in her wildest dreams ever thought she would consider something like this.  She wasn’t raised that way and she’d never been a loose girl to have sex with any and everybody. 
 
   She had grown up in Point Breeze a section of south Philadelphia and her parents had three daughters and she was the middle child, one year younger than her older sister Sylvie.  She was raised in a working class Christian home in suburbia.   And being the middle child it was easy for her to get lost in the shuffle.  She didn’t ask for much because she knew how hard her parents worked to take care of them.  The only reason she went to University of Pennsylvania was because Sylvie went to Howard University in Washington D.C. and her parents kept telling her she might have to put off college for a year or two since they couldn’t afford two girls in college so she worked hard to get an academic scholarship, grants and any other financial aid they would give her, and she lived at home so she wouldn’t have to pay room and board.  She knew it was a good school, Ivy League, the best business school in the country and she wanted that so she’d be assured of a job when she graduated.  Her big ambition at the time was to graduate and get a good job.  She wanted her own apartment, her own clothes, her own life, that’s all.  
 
   And she hadn’t been that interested in boys or love either, every time she’d ventured in that realm she always came out with her heart bruised and broken.  Her mother had told her, had told all of them, “Find somebody who’s worthy of you,” she’d said, “Boys will tell you anything, but find somebody who’s worthy, like your father.  I knew he was worthy when he laid his coat down over a muddy puddle so I wouldn’t get my new church shoes dirty, and that was the only coat he had, I knew that, that’s what makes a man worthy, what he’s saying you’re worth to him,” her mother said and before Michael she’d been trying to find someone worthy.
 
   She had no shortage of boys interested in her; boys had always been interested in her, in all of them.  The Vincent girls were known for their beauty and good upbringing.  She was raised to be a good girl and had a wholesome goodness about her.  But Joy didn’t know aside from her immense beauty the qualities most men were attracted too were her shy smile and soft dark eyes.  Her natural inclination was always towards softness, kindness and the good in everything, but those qualities were enhanced by one thing, birth placement.  She was the middle child and wasn’t use to being the center of attention, so when others paid attention to her she didn’t know how to deal with it so she shied away.  
 
   And because of what her mother said she dated very little, she was very picky when it came to who she let take her out.  She dated some and had hardly experimented sexually.  Before Michael she’d only had one lover, and that was counting the one time she did it with Marcus.  She hadn’t found too many men worthy of that honor.  Marcus made her pay the price for that indiscretion when he told everyone she let him do it to her.  
 
   And when she went to college she hadn’t found too many men she was interested in and by the time she met Michael she had no illusions of love.  Michael didn’t have to protect her that night; she had no intention of giving Gerald her number, she was saying “no” to him when Michael came over.  And when she started dating Michael her expectation he’d be different was low.  She was even surprised he kept their first date.  She thought he was being nice when he came over to rescue her from Gerald, so when he made the date she still thought he was being nice.  She didn’t even get ready she wasn’t expecting him, but the doorbell rang and the next thing she knew her mother was calling to her.
 
   “Joy your date’s here!”  She looked down from the top of the stairs and saw him and was shocked, “I’ll be down in a second,” she yelled back and hurriedly changed and got herself together, and he kept coming back and she found she loved his confidence, drive and ambition and he was cute too.  She’d noticed that at the party, tall, dark brown, bedroom eyes, and sexy as hell, but he was a senior about to graduate and she thought he was too old for her, but he kept coming to see her and by the end of that summer she was totally in love with Michael Abrams and she found him worthy enough to take her bed.  Michael was the one who turned her out sexually and made her into the woman she would become; open to her own desires and pleasures.  
 
   And now she didn’t know what to do, Michael was doing this for business she knew that, but the man she’d been with had shocked her.  She didn’t know what to expect last night, and so many men came up to her she was terrified and when they introduced themselves there were so many weird names, scary sexy names that alluded to why she was there and then the one man that seemed to understand whispered in her ear,  “It’s not as bad as it seems,” and she was thinking really because it seems unreal to me, but he took her by the hand and she felt the strength and sureness in his grasp, and for some reason she knew she’d be alright with him, and she let him lead her to the bedroom and the things that man did to her she was still reeling from.
 
   Royce went home that morning and wanted nothing more than to go to sleep.  He was wiped out from his night of pleasure with Joy, and his thoughts of her were of pure pleasure and he chuckled, who knew Joy Abrams had a dirty mouth, “Damn my blue eyed man,” or “Fuck that feels so good,” and his favorite, “I want to fuck you,” his body reacted just thinking of her saying that.  He quivered down to his bones with excitement, hearing those words come out of her mouth the way she used them was sexy, sexy, sexy, Joy, Joy, Joy, filled his mind.  He hoped she’d join as he lay his head on his pillow.  He set his alarm, he had an afternoon golf game with the boys and as he slept he dreamt of Joy.  He woke to his alarm frantically going off.   As he dressed he smiled at himself in the bathroom mirror, he’d had Joy Abrams, swimming pleasantly through his mind.
 
   Royce saw them waiting for him when he pulled up at the country club, the anticipation was palpable.  They wanted details, information, all of it he could see that, but they had the diplomacy to wait until they were out of earshot on the first tee.  
 
   “So how was it, how was she?”  Collin blurted out.
 
   “A woman is a woman all are the same,” he said casually.
 
   “Aww man you know what he means!”  Bobby chimed in.  
 
   “Yeah, you had her all night!”  Eric reminded him.
 
   “Yeah; you could have at least shared her!”  Chris said.
 
   Royce heard them and he didn’t like how they were talking about her, “Look, Joy Abrams is a fine woman and I will not disparage her or I with the details of what went on at The Club.  All of you know that’s personal and private…and I can’t believe you’re asking me to divulge information like that,” he said obviously agitated.
 
   “Okay then, well if she joins we’ll all get our chance,” Collin said and all of them saw the tightening of his jaw and the anger in his blue eyes and they knew to leave it alone.  They were right, the thought of any of them touching her was not something he wanted to contemplate but he knew it was a possibility if she joined and now his earlier thought of hoping she’d join he was rethinking, if she joined any of the members had a chance at her and that didn’t sit well with him.  He wanted her and he didn’t want any of them touching her.  
 
   The next month Royce went to The Club hoping to see her, he wanted to get to her before anyone else to make sure she knew she had a choice in this, but they didn’t show.  He waited and waited until no one was available.  Then he walked like he was heading to the orgy room but instead he went out back by the pool and sat and waited, he decided he’d give Tammy two sessions then he’d have Patty call her.  As he sat there he saw couples come out an use the hot tub, warm pool and canopy bed and he held his breath hoping they wouldn’t see him.  And the next month he did the same, he waited and watched the front door to see if Joy appeared and she didn’t and again he went to the back patio and sat for two sessions and had Patty call Tammy and the third month the same.  He waited and still no Joy and again he went to the back patio for two sessions, and now he was beside himself with wanting her, he called Doug.
 
   “You know Daisy left the club, have any new members joined?”  That was his pretext, “No, but I’m working on a couple you might like,” “From our neighborhood,” and his heart raced. “You know I can’t disclose that, but for you I’ll tell you;  no they’re not from our neighborhood,” Doug said and Royce was disappointed, and during that time he came up with ways to see Joy.
 
   He wanted a glimpse of her and the problem was they didn’t travel in the same circles.  He went to the school board meeting those months and sat behind Joy so he could look at her.  Last time she asked a question, “If we’re going to computerize everything how are the children going to learn to do anything manually aren’t we taking that away from them, their ability to think things through?”  She asked and after the meeting he said, “I agree with you on the computer thing, I think kids should still know how things work and learn how to manipulate things in the real world.  Computers break down and you better know how to work without it,” he said and he saw her looking at him as he spoke.  He saw her eyes go to his hair, his eyes, his mouth and he was thinking yes, look at me, see me, I’m the one Joy, I want you to know me, but Tammy blurted in and she lost her focus and the moment was lost.  
 
   Next he took the kids to the country club to hang out.  Collin had told him Joy was taking tennis lessons and was usually there Saturday evenings, “Come on, let’s sit outside,” he’d said to them.  They balked a little, but he led them to the tables by the tennis courts and he saw Joy, “This table!”  He said loudly enough for her to notice him and she did.  She looked at him as he sat down and he saw her look at him a little longer than she should, like she was trying to solve a puzzle, and he stared back at her, yes Joy look at me, see me, and then Collin came up to her and diverted her attention and he saw her look at Collin like she had just looked at him and then she smiled.
 
   Fuck!  He thought, she thinks its Collin, and he knew it was possible.  Collin had dark hair, except Collin’s was a little shorter, he had blue eyes and he was athletically built, it was possible she would mistake them and it was clear Collin was flirting with her.  He was probably pulling some of his James Bondage moves on her.
 
   Fuck, Fuck!  He wanted Joy to know it was him she’d been with and he wanted her to know so he could talk to her and see her again.  For the first time in his life he wanted to break the vows of his marriage.  He was not a guy who cheated on his wife, once he made the commitment he was all in.  He’d always been like that, even dating if he decided he was serious enough about a woman he was hers, but now he desperately wanted an affair with Joy Abrams.  
 
   They didn’t go to the party the next month, and now it had been four months and no Joy and his attempts at getting to her had failed and without giving away his anonymity he had no reason to talk to her, no reason to be around her, so he’d given up and decided he’d live off the memories she’d given him.  “I want to fuck you,” he replayed that over and over, especially when he was in the shower and he could touch himself, and the memory would flood his brain and his body would respond, or he’d see Joy holding her legs wide and him deep between them and his body would respond to that too.  
 
   And tonight Tammy wanted to do a party, “Come on, it’ll be fun.”  He really didn’t want to go, if Joy wasn’t going to be there no one else appealed to him anymore and when he didn’t respond she said. “We haven’t been out in ages Royce,” and for Tammy he relented.  They’d been doing these parties so long it was a part of their social life now.  He decided he’d get back to his life again and stop all this frustration behind Joy Abrams.  She wasn’t his, she was married, he was married, he’d choose someone tonight and give Tammy two sessions, “Okay, let’s go,” he said. 
 
   A few hours later, clean shaven and dressed in his black suit and white shirt, his black mask on he and Tammy were mingling with the other guests.  He’d chosen Dirty Diana tonight and was ready to get on with it.
 
    Patty came on the mike, “If you’ve made your choice Pleasure Seekers you may go to a room of your choosing, if not the night is still young!”
 
   He smiled at Diana, “Let’s go shall we,” and as he was leading her towards the bedrooms he looked up and saw Michael and Joy Abrams standing in the foyer.  His heart nearly flipped out of his chest.   Joy was stunning in red tonight, a red silk sleeveless dress that fit her curves, red high stiletto heels, a red mask with black scroll work, her hair sleek and pulled back in the twist.  With Diana’s hand still in his he led her to the stunning couple.
 
   “Good evening welcome, Jeremy Steel,” he said introducing himself and acknowledging Michael.
 
   “Malcolm, Malcolm Xrated,” Michael said shaking his hand.
 
   Then Royce let go of Diana’s hand and took Joy’s and she smiled at him.  Diana greeted Michael and hooked her arm in his.  Everyone watched as Royce welcomed them, watched as he led Joy in the room, Michael and Diana behind them.  Then the room full of masked club members watched as he escorted Joy who nodded and smiled at everyone as Royce led her out the room and down the hall while everyone stood with their mouths agape.
 
   Royce was so happy to see her.  After he locked the bedroom door he scooped her in his arms and lifted her off her feet.  She laughed and looked into his eyes, “I think my blue eyed man is happy to see me.” “Yes, yes he is,” he said and hugged her tight and she wrapped her arms around him.  He was so happy, but he also wanted to scold her for making him wait so long, but he was too overcome with happiness to be upset.   He placed her on her feet and looked deeply into her eyes, “I did miss you my dark eyed lady,” he said sincerely.  She smiled up at him and he leaned in and kissed her, kissed her kissable lips, “Ummm, yes, this is what I missed,” he said, and Joy thought, me too, I missed this too.  I’ve been thinking about you too, thinking about your kisses and the things you did to me.  
 
   After a long passionate kiss Royce regained some control, “What took you so long to come back?”  He asked as he took off his coat and tossed it on the chair. “Well I left it up to my husband and it took him time to decide,” she said and walked over to the tray of fruit and took a peach slice.  Royce watched her as they talked, “So have you joined?”  “Yes,” and that filled him with happiness and trepidation.  He was unbuttoning his shirt, with other ladies he didn’t mind having to slow down and take off clothes but with Joy all he wanted to do was take her in his arms and ravage her, but the clothes, the clothes slowed him down and gave him time to think.  His heart was doing all kinds of weird beats, from euphoric that she was here, too frightened as a rabbit at the thought of her joining The Club.  Royce took off his shirt and undershirt and slid out of his expensive shoes, and then he walked over to her, “Turn around.”
 
   Joy loved his bare muscled chest, and thought being with him was worth joining, if all the men looked like him naked then she could do this.  She turned her back to him as instructed.  “This is going to be a messy hair night,” he said huskily in her ear and kissed her neck.  Then he took the hair pins out of her hair and ran his fingers through her hair as he pulled it loose and down her back, “Yes, Ms. Sedona I like it, you’re a very beautiful woman.” He pulled her back towards him and ran his hands over her breast and down her belly to her crotch where he caressed her down there and kissed up and down her throat, “Very beautiful.”  
 
   “I’m glad you like it,” she said sexily.  
 
   Royce slowly unzipped her dress and peeled it off her shoulders, unveiling Joy made him hard as a block of wood.  He slowly pulled the dress down to her feet and held it so she could step out of it, he tossed it and looked her up and down.  She wore red lace panties and bra tonight.  “Ummmm you’re beautiful,” he said and went back to caressing her, he cupped her luscious behind, the red lace hugging her swells, he reached inside and caressed two big handfuls, he kissed and sucked her neck, then he turned her around and unhooked her bra.  
 
   Joy wanted to touch him too and she caressed his strong chest, and sucked his warm skin, her lips moving across him, her tongue savoring him.  He moaned and tossed her bra and began unbuckling his pants and pushed them down and stepped out of them.  Joy saw him big, swollen, hard and enticing, “Touch me,” he said softly, and she took him in her hand.  He kissed her lips as she stroked him, he went down her throat to her upright breast, his tongue going round and round then he took her waiting nipple in his mouth.  She moaned letting her hands go up and down  and taking a handful of his soft sac caressing it, he reached down inside her panties and pulled them down going down her legs past her high heeled red shoes taking them off.  He took off his socks and other than her shoes he was glad the clothes were finally gone and he could have Joy.  
 
   He led her to the bed and pulled the cover back and sat down, she sat beside him, he took one leg and placed it on his lap, he unbuckled her shoe, “I was hoping to see you again,” he took off the other shoe.  “I’m glad to see you too,” she said with a smile.  He placed the other shoe on the floor and pulled her in his arms.
 
   “I want you, I want you,” he murmured soft and sexily in her ear, and Joy melted.  She passionately kissed him and he went for her, his hands, lips, tongue were everywhere.  Then he pulled her up on her knees and bent her forward and knelt behind her, “Fuck me, I want you to fuck me,” he said huskily.
 
   Royce had wanted to say those words again for months and now she was here and she pushed back on him.   He moaned and let Joy have her way with him and just like before she took him so high that his mind and body were lost to the sensation and when he erupted he had no control over his body and he jerked and squirted hard inside her and afterwards he slowly fell on top of her and like before his face close to hers, his body lax, his breath shallow, breathing hard, he had to catch his breath before he could say anything.
 
   “Damn baby, damn,” he said smiling at her.
 
    “I know it’s so good right,” Joy loved doing that to him.  She’d tried that many times with Michael, but he could never hold still long enough.  He always gave in and grabbed her hips and took over, but her blue eyed man held on and on and let her ride him and work him and let her feel the utmost pleasure as she worked the spot of pleasure in her body until he couldn’t take it anymore and let go.
 
   “Yes, so good,” Royce repeated when he regained his composure, and fighting the urge to sleep he went to the tub of drinks, “White wine?” “Yes, please,” he came back with two glasses and climbed back in bed with her and he took a couple of big sips of his and placed the glass on the night stand, she did the same.  Then they snuggled down in the bed and it seemed fighting the urge to sleep was hard.  They were spent after that and both wanted to lie down, so they talked and he held on to her.  Royce’s biggest concern was other men having her.  He didn’t want anyone else to touch her, they wouldn’t appreciate her the way he did he knew that.  The others just wanted to check off a notch on their bedpost and he didn’t, it was more than that for him, he didn’t know what.  You love her, popped in his head, no, no she’s married to another man I can’t love her.  I want her though, want her very much, he thought just as quickly.
 
   “Look now that you’ve joined I can make sure I’m here, that I’ll always be here for you,” he said. 
 
   “Oh, that would be nice, but can we do that?”  
 
   “Of course we can, we can choose who we want.  There are no rules about who you choose, remember that Sedona you always have a choice,” he said and she snuggled in closer to him, “I’m glad, I was worried about that, worried about the men I’d have to be with.”
 
   “Well you don’t have to be with anyone but me if you choose,” he smiled inside, “I’ll be here, I’ll look out for you,” he said and she smiled, good, she thought, I’ll have my blue eyed man.  And despite themselves they drifted off, but when they woke they were clamoring to get to each other. 
 
   Royce was so happy she was only going to be with him he showed her how much in every way possible.  He went to the drawers and pulled out the dildo and vibrator and he poured chocolate sauce all over her and delighted in licking it off her body, he put a huge dollop of whip cream on his hard member and let Joy savor him as she sucked and licked him, and Joy felt him sucking her backside and she smiled a little smile.  The last time he’d done that she had two big hickeys on her butt.  She didn’t know if Michael saw them, but she was dressing one morning and turned her back to her mirror to check out her behind and saw to dark spots underneath her underwear.  “What is that?”  She said as she lowered her underwear and saw the hickeys her blue eyed man had left, it looked like to two eyes staring back at her.  She laughed and thought about him for weeks afterwards and every time she saw the hickeys she chuckled, and she knew he’d leave her marked the same as hard as he was sucking and the way he seemed to love it back there turned her on, she moved against his mouth.  And before they knew it they heard Patty on the intercom.
 
   “The night is over my midnight lovers, I hope you had fun and found what your heart desires, until next time,” and Royce didn’t want the night to end.  They’d had fun, but knowing he would see her again that thought buoyed him.
 
   They cleaned up in the bathroom together, he helped her with her zipper, and put her shoes on her feet, and just before they walked out he took her in his arms and kissed her, his need and want of her never satisfied it seemed.
 
   “So next month, you’ll be here?”  He asked making sure.
 
   “Yes, I’ll be here.”  
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 3, THE CLUB
 
    
 
    
 
   The next month Royce mingled with the party feigning interest in what was being said and doing a little flirting with a few women who flirted with him.  Joy was on the other side of the room and he took glimpses at her, someone was always talking to her especially Collin or James Bondage as he went by in The Club.  He saw her laugh and smile a few times, and his heart lurched, hoping she wouldn’t change her mind.  They had a pact, she would choose him and he her, he was passing time waiting for Patty to get the party started.  He checked his watch, at midnight she usually came on the mike, even though couples started arriving around eleven thirty to feel each other out, to see who was there, if a favorite was there or not.  It was a few minutes before the appointed hour and he made his way to Joy.
 
           “Hello Sedona,” he whispered in her ear.
 
           “Jeremy, it’s nice to see you,” she said, and a few moments later Patty was on the mike.
 
           “If you’ve made your choice for your night of pleasure you may find a location of your choosing, if not the night is still young,” he took Joy’s hand and led her away.
 
           The next month it was the same.  He feigned interest in others while watching Joy and waiting for Patty’s announcement and then he’d lead Joy away, and he was happy.   At first no one noticed or at least the wives didn’t seem to notice, but the men were starting to grumble and say things to him.
 
              “Hey Royce way to keep her to yourself,” Collin said on the course the next time he saw him.  He knew Collin wanted her, he’d seen him flirting with her on the tennis courts and he was a little pissed too because he was sure Joy thought he was him.  He could tell by the way she looked when they spoke, and for his part he was trying to make her see that he was her blue eyed man.  Every time he was in the same vicinity with her he would look intently at her or make conversation and he’d stare at her a little longer than normal just to make her see and she’d look back at him and always just before her moment of recognition they were interrupted and the moment would be lost.  At least Collin was playing tennis and had a reason to talk to her, but he didn’t.  So when he did speak to her or was at the same function he willed his thoughts to her, willed her to see him and so far he wasn’t sure if she knew or not.  She didn’t give off any hints that she did, but she gave off hints that she thought it was Collin just by her body language.  
 
                And now his buddies were upset with him.  Even Bobby was being vocal and cornered him in his office.
 
                “Hey man can I talk to you about something?” 
 
                 “Yeah, sure”
 
                “It’s about The Club.” 
 
                 Royce looked up, “As long as it’s not about Joy sure.”
 
                “Well it is man, what are you doing Royce?  It’s not right what you’re doing, she can go to someone else man.” 
 
               “It’s her choice too Bobby and she’s choosing me.” 
 
               “Yeah, you sure about that?  It’s not right man, that’s why they call it a club, we all get to share in the merchandise,” and Royce glared at him. 
 
               “She’s not something you can just pass around okay.  She makes her choice and I make mine, we’re not doing anything wrong,” Royce said clearly agitated.  
 
                “Well I want her next time, let her choose me,” and Royce glared at him and Bobby winced, “Royce you can’t have her to yourself man.  The fellas are starting to talk and they don’t like it,” Bobby said trying to ease the tension. 
 
                “I don’t give a damn what they don’t like!  She has a right to choose!  You act as if she’s not human, like she doesn’t have a say!  Leave it alone Bobby okay, we’re doing nothing wrong and you know it,” Royce said angrily. 
 
                Bobby looked at him, just stared for a moment, “What are you doing man?  Why do you care who has her?”  
 
              “Bobby man fuck I said leave it okay!”
 
   Bobby kept looking at Royce and he was beginning to see, “I understand Royce man, she’s new, she’s different.” 
 
                Royce looked at him, “What are you implying Bobby?”
 
                Bobby knew Royce hadn’t seen many black people, but for him he’d grown up in Waco and went to Waco High and he’d seen plenty of black people and black girls and yeah there were a couple that he wanted to be with, but he didn’t need to go that route there were plenty of other girls around to dabble in that pond.
 
              “Look Royce, I get it.  You went to a private school and nothing the likes of Joy went there okay, I get it, but it’s a club man.  We all get to sample…the wares,” and Royce glared harder.
 
              “Bobby shut the hell up!   You don’t know how that sounds coming from you, and you know we don’t sample  all the wares.  I haven’t been with Sarah and you damn well better not be with Tammy okay and you know there’s others we don’t want to be with, so can that shit, alright,” and Bobby knew he was right and he didn’t want Tammy anyway, he never did.  He’d always thought she won Royce my default that Royce could have had anybody he wanted.  He’d known that at Tech, he wasn’t a chick magnet like Royce and after he started hanging with him girls came up to him every day asking about Royce.  At first he would tell Royce, but Royce was so into Sharla and he understood that, Sharla was a complete babe.  He never understood how he ended up with Tammy after Sharla, Tammy was mediocre at best.  With the dental work and the boob job she’s better and between her and her trash friend Jody she was the cute one that night, but she wasn’t supposed to end up his wife that was for sure.  But now Royce was acting like he owned Joy and that wasn’t right, 
 
                “Yes, you’re right but that’s because we have an agreement between the two of us.  We don’t have an agreement about Joy and you know it…,” and Bobby paused for a moment before he said, “And you don’t have the right to make one concerning her either.”
 
                  Royce glared at him and said, “She makes her own decisions and you can’t force her.  None of you can force her to be with you if she doesn’t want to, and you know that!”  Royce said angrily. 
 
              “Well I’m having her next time,” and he saw the fierce anger in Royce’s eyes, his blue eyes cold and hard as steel, his jaw and lips tight, and Bobby wondered, god dammit what’s he doing, he’s acting like she’s his, and he knew for sure he had to stop this.  He was taking Joy to his bed next time.
 
                Tonight was the fourth time he was meeting Joy since they’d made their pact, and Royce smiled to himself as he worked out in his home gym.  He was doing his sit ups on his sit up contraption, preparing for tonight and Joy.  He was laying on the board his arms across his chest, going up and down counting his strong abs working, sweat beading on his body, his thoughts of Joy and on completing his work out.  He tried not to think of her too much or he’d lose count, he was on fifty he had a hundred and fifty more to go, he did two hundred every day.  He couldn’t’ stop smiling as he worked thinking of tonight and Joy.  Fuck me dark eyed lady, went through his mind, Ahh yeah, he was thinking, and then Bobby’s words came to his mind.  “Shit!”  He lost count, “I’m not starting over,” he said to himself.  That was his unwritten rule, if he lost count he must start over, “Fuck!”  He said to himself, “Where was I around ninety something, okay I’ll start there, 90, 91, 92…why did Bobby or any of them care who had Joy?”  She was her own woman she could choose only him if she wanted and she did only want him, did she Royce or did you plant it in her head? “It doesn’t matter, she agreed to it,” he said and she’s happy with the arrangement and so was he. 
 
                Joy loved the arrangement.  She could tolerate being in a club like this now.  She had Michael at home who was a wonderful lover and father.  He always pleased her beyond words, from the moment she decided he was worthy he’d proven time and time again he was.  He’d made her happy.  Even though she’d gotten pregnant with their son Michael Deon before they were ready everything had worked as they’d planned it.  Michael was such a stickler for plans and right after they got married she found out she was pregnant he’d said, “It’s before we planned but okay we’ll deal with it,” it wasn’t the best response and not the one she wanted but that was Michael he had them on a schedule and he’d had children planned a few years down the road.  He hadn’t planned she’d get pregnant on their honeymoon, and neither did she for that matter.  
 
     She adored Michael; it was for him she was willing to do this club thing, if he hadn’t decided to do this she would have never thought about it.  She’d even told him she didn’t know if it was a good idea, “I don’t know Michael.  I’d have to be with other men, what if I’m not pleasing to them,” she’d said.  He took her in his arms, “Aw baby that’s impossible, if you’re not pleasing to them then something is wrong with them not you,” he’d said and kissed her, “But baby the business we could get from this could take us into another realm of finances,” he’d said.
 
   “Okay, whatever you decide,” and then she’d met her blue eyed man, and now she was okay with being in a club like this.  He came to her every month and she was glad she didn’t know who he was, even though she’d narrowed it down to two people.  She thought it was either Royce Harrington, she’d seen him looking at her a couple of times, and there was something about him that drew her, and he had blue eyes and dark hair and was handsome as all hell, so it would be nice if it was him and the other was Collin Roberts.  He flirted with her relentlessly and he had blue eyes and dark hair too.  Since he flirted so hard she was leaning more towards it being him though, but then again it could be someone she didn’t know, she wasn’t really sure, but she was sure she liked the anonymous thing.  It made it easier to do this thing not knowing who she was with.  
 
   Joy was getting ready for tonight, she’d promised her blue eyed man she’d be there, he always asked, “Next month you’ll be here right,” and she agreed.  She was at the lingerie shop looking for something new to surprise him with. The way he looked at her, even behind the mask she could see she turned him on and that turned her on as well, and the man gravitated towards her behind.  He acted like he wanted to bathe in it; well she’d show off hers tonight.  She looked through the matching bra and thong sets, she scanned through the rack.  Nice, nice, she thought of a pink with chocolate brown lace trim, a pinstripe one caught her eye too.  Then she saw a nice leopard print, with red trim, “I like this,” she found her size and pulled it off the rack.  She had the perfect dress and mask that matched the golden color of the print, she smiled, her blue eyed man eyes were going to pop out of his head.  
 
   She’d already ran the treadmill today, and did her crunches and planks that was her work out routine, now she was buying lingerie before she headed to the spa for her waxing.  She had a standing appointment, but she did extra on the night of a party, she wanted to be silky smooth for her blue eyed man.   Who was he?  Was he as sexy as he appeared?  She smiled again.  This was turning out to be more fun than she’d imagined, her blue eyed man was creative in bed.  They’d used food, champagne, sauces, oils and toys, things she’d never done before and things she was bringing home to Michael.  
 
            Joy and Michael arrived at the party just before midnight.  Royce had been waiting for her and Bobby kept glancing at him and the door.  He pretended he wasn’t watching and waiting, he was pissed at Bobby, and Bobby knew it.  
 
   Bobby’s only thought was to stop Royce from going further with this, what he was doing was madness, she wasn’t his, she had a husband and he had a wife.  
 
   Both men saw Joy when she walked in and she was gorgeous, she pulled off sexy very well, both headed towards her, but Royce got to her first as he planned.  He shook hands with Michael and whisked Joy away.  He escorted her to the living room; it wasn’t usually used by the party members.  They stood in front of a heavily draped window, the curtains pulled back the dark black night the view from the dimly lit room.
 
   “Is something wrong?” Joy asked; her blue eyed man seemed agitated.
 
   “No, no, everything is fine now that you’re here,” he said with a smile, “And I must say you look gorgeous Ms. Sedona.”
 
   Joy could see approval in his eyes and sexy smile, “Thank you Mr. Steel.”
 
   Royce saw Bobby and Collin heading in their direction and then just as if on cue Patty was on the mike.
 
   “If you’ve made your selection seekers of pleasure you may go to a room of your choosing, if not the night is still young,” Royce took Joy by the arm and walked away.
 
             When the door was closed he kissed her long and tenderly.  “Oh you look beautiful,” he said as he caressed her face.
 
           “Thanks blue eyed man and as always you are handsome,” and he was, even if she didn’t know who he was.  He wore a suit and black mask like all the men but he carried himself well, with confidence and she loved confidence in a man.  
 
           “Thanks dark eyed lady,” he pulled her in his arms again and kissed her and his hands moved up and down her body, and again for Royce clothes were the problem.  He wished Joy could just come to him naked and him the same, if that happened he knew he’d just throw her on the bed and spread those legs and go for it, but clothes, clothes always slowed him down and controlled him.  He undid her belt and tossed it, he kissed her as he did, he went down her throat, the sweet softness of her always drove him crazy.  He reached down and pulled her dress up and over her head and tossed it in the chair.
 
             “Oh my god,” he said when he looked at her, “Oh my god dark eyed lady,” he stood back and looked appreciatively at her.
 
             “You like?”  She asked, striking a pose.
 
             “Oh do I,” he said showing his approval.
 
              “Then take those clothes off and show me,” she said playfully. 
 
      Royce did just that, he started taking off his clothes and Joy went to the dresser and opened drawer number four and found what she was looking for, she didn’t know what it was called, it looked like a feather duster to her, except the feathers were smaller and the handle longer and slimmer, and it was a sexy black.  She turned to Royce he was tossing his pants on the chair and taking off his socks.
 
              “That’s how I want you blue eyed man, just like that,” she said, he was facing her, naked, sticking straight out, thick and long.  Damn he’s got it all, she thought, she pranced in front of him and then she walked over to him.
 
              “If you want this,” she said turning her back to him and poking her behind out in a pose and running the feathered wand over her backside.  Royce stood with a smile on his face, whatever game she was playing he was all for it, damn she looked so good.  She walked sexily over to him and did a few sexy moves around him, like she was a stripper and he was her pole, it, then she walked away.
 
               “You want it blue eyed man?”  She turned her backside to him, and looked at him over her shoulder all the time running the feathers over her body.
 
               “Damn right I want it,” he said.
 
                “Then get on your knees and beg for it,” she teased and Royce fell to his knees.  Joy walked over to him and ran the feathers over his chest.  He looked up at her amusement in his eyes and he took her foot and placed it on his chest.  It came straight from the image that flashed before his eyes all those months ago.  He stroked up and down her leg and stuck his tongue between her toes in her peek a boo shoes. 
 
                “Oh baby let me fuck you,” he said as his tongue worked her toes.
 
                “Yeah, that’s it baby; you know how to ask for it.” 
 
                 “I want to take that beautiful behind in my hands and fuck you.” 
 
               “Oh yeah blue eyed man,” Joy said all the while she was rubbing his body with the feathered prop and using the other hand to caress her body, and Royce was so turned on his tongue between her toes watching her.
 
                “Okay blue eyed man,” she said and pulled her foot away and walked over to the chair and dumped their clothes on the floor.  She spread her legs, one over each arm of the chair and rubbed the feathers between her legs and over her body so sexily, her legs open and Royce was so hard watching her, he had to grab himself to keep it from throbbing.
 
              “Yeah, I can see you want it,” she said huskily, “But first,” she said her legs spread wide.
 
             “First you got to lick it,” she said and pulled her thong aside and Royce fell between her legs.
 
             “Oh baby I’ll lick the shit out of it,” he said as his tongue went for it, he went deep inside her.
 
              “Damn blue eyed man, damn, damn, damn,” she moaned as she ran her hand through his thick hair, and Joy was so turned on by their erotic play and so was Royce that it didn’t take long for her to feel her body respond and convulse.  Royce removed her thong and her shoes and went even further.  Joy cried out and before she knew it she was gasping and crying out as her body gave in.
 
              “Yes baby, that’s it, that’s it,” Royce crooned, as she slowed down.  Royce pulled her up and took her to the bed and pulled her to her knees.
 
              “I want it baby,” he said and knelt behind her, “You know what I want,” he said, “Fuck me baby, fuck me,” and she did and he was so turned on it didn’t take long before he lost it, and was gripping the sides of her hips, moaning and crying out as his body jerked and he erupted inside her.  
 
               “Wow baby,” Royce said as he rolled over on his back and pulled Joy with him.
 
               “I know baby, it’s always so good,” she said.  He held her and stroked her, “I know it is,” he caught his breath, and then he said.
 
               “Are you happy with our arrangement…I mean you’re okay being with only me?”
 
                “Of course, I love being with you, why do you ask?”  Royce didn’t want to alarm her.
 
                “It’s just…nothing,” he said, he looked at her and she was looking expectantly back at him, “It’s just…can you do something for me?”
 
                 “Well yes, what is it?”
 
                 “Can we…just this once take off our mask…?”  He saw her pull back a bit.
 
                 “I don’t think that’s a good idea…I mean, we’re supposed to be anonymous,” she said with trepidation, he could see that.
 
                 “That’s true I know…but it’s impossible to really keep that up…I mean I’ve done it before and I know who quite a few of the members are,” he said looking hopefully at her.  He wanted her to know him, to see him.
 
                 Her eyes registered her shock, “Really?”  
 
   “Yes,” he lied he’d never taken his mask off before and he’d never wanted too until her, “No one will know, once we’re behind closed doors we can do it if we want and it’s between you and me okay,” he said trying to persuade her.  He’d seen Bobby and Collin coming for them and he wanted her to know who he was before Collin confused her, “On three okay.” 
 
   “I don’t know.” 
 
   “It’s okay, I just want you to know me and I want to know you, okay.”  
 
   “Okay,” she said a little warily,
 
   “It’s between us okay,” she nodded and then, “One, two, three,” he pulled his mask up and rested it on the top of his head.  Joy did the same, he smiled down at her.
 
   “Hi Joy,” he said. 
 
   “Hi Royce,” she said with a shy smile.  
 
   He’d seen the slight look of shock on her face when he revealed himself, “Were you expecting someone else?”  
 
   “Yes, because I didn’t think I’d be lucky enough that it would be you... The one I was hoping for,” she said and Royce’s eyes teared.
 
                 Joy saw him and she was happy, she’d narrowed it down to two people.  Royce Harrington and Collin Roberts, even though Collin flirted with her relentlessly there was something about him that didn’t fit, it was a little off, it was the blue of his eyes.  Sometimes when she was talking to him her mind would say, his eyes aren’t as blue as my blue eyed man, and he didn’t pull her, but there was something about Royce Harrington.  When he looked at her and she hardly knew him but something about him drew her.  She was drawn to him when he looked at her something was there and she thought it was him, his dark hair and blue eyes told her it could be and she hoped it was him just because of that pull she had towards him.  But she thought that’s not how this works?  It had to be either Collin or someone she didn’t know.
 
             Royce leaned in and kissed her, “I was hoping it was you too,” he said.  He’d never tell her he knew it was her the minute she walked through the door.  “Oh Royce,” she said as she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him back, her lips searching his, “I’m glad it’s you,” she whispered through her kiss, “I’m glad it’s you.”  “Me too baby, me too,” he replied, he kissed her long and then he went down her throat.  He looked down at her and both still wore the mask on their heads, he reached down, “We don’t need this anymore do you think,” he said as he took her mask off and tossed it on the floor.  Joy gasped, “I don’t …,” she said as she reached for his hand, too late, her beautiful gold mask was tossed and Royce’s black mask was next.  He reached up and took it off and tossed it, he ran his fingers through her hair and lovingly looked down at her. 
 
   Joy saw the look he was giving her and she felt that draw that pull and she had to admit, the mask made you feel a disconnect, and now looking up at him she had to see him, see all of him, and she liked that, it felt real.  Royce looked down at her and felt the same, he felt connected to her and his last shred of denial was swept away as the thought he’d pushed aside for months now said, I love you Joy, and he didn’t push it away or change it to something else, he let it be, let it stand on its own, and he answered it, I love her.  He lovingly caressed her face and gently kissed her.  Royce felt himself give in to Joy, and he knew he’d always wanted too.  
 
                 For the rest of the night they went to each other without the mask.  Joy did pick them up off the floor though, “This mask is too nice, I don’t want us to accidentally step on it,” she said. Royce was waiting for her in bed then, “Okay baby,” he said and watched her walk naked towards him, he took her in his arms when she climbed in bed, he couldn’t stop looking at her, his lips found hers and he loved kissing her and feeling the skin of his cheeks touch hers, his kisses were deeper, his thrust more loving, his body connecting to hers in ways he hadn’t before, all because he let his guard down, Joy knew him, the real him now.  
 
   Joy went to him and let him have her, she loved seeing expressions on his face that would have been hidden behind the mask, now he could hide nothing from her and she could hide nothing from him.  She looked deep into his eyes, she moved sensually on him, she felt him, the weight of his body on hers as he seemed to want to press himself into her, to mold his body with hers.  They had a thing for playing with food and using toys when they enjoyed each other and tonight was no different except they saw each other and were more aware of the other and all night she heard, “Joy, Joy, Joy,” and all night he heard, “Royce, Royce, Royce.”
 
   After the party Royce went home with a smile on his face.  Joy knew who he was and she was happy it was him, as a matter of fact she’d said, I was hoping it was you; he was thrilled and went straight to bed.  He didn’t have to shower, since he and Joy discovered how fun playing with food could be a shower was necessary and the bed was a mess.  Joy always joked, “I wonder what the cleaning crew says when they clean this room,” and he laughed and had to admit chocolate sauce and fruit stains on white sheets lent images to the imagination that weren’t very pretty.  He knew until the cleanup crew discovered it was innocent he was sure they thought some nasty kinky shit had gone on in that room and he used the term literally.  He went to sleep with that smile on his face, he knew he was scheduled to meet the guys for golf and he knew at least two weren’t very happy with him.  He’d seen Bobby and Collin heading towards him with very serious looks on their faces.  He wasn’t looking forward to discussing anything about Joy with them.  He didn’t understand it, why was having her so important to them?  They couldn’t have her so move on.  There were plenty of other women, why were they so fixated on Joy? 
 
   He arrived at the country club late.  The valet parked his car and he took his clubs to meet the guys, and he was right Bobby and Collin were not smiling at him.  They had a couple of drinks waiting for Chris and Eric who were running later than him.  The air was frosty between them, so far the only good thing about this day was it was beautiful, sunny and bright, the air crisp and fresh.  Once everyone arrived they hopped on a couple of golf carts and drove to the first tee.  It was too close to others, so they played it and moved on, it was around the fifth hole when they felt they couldn’t be heard. 
 
    Collin was bursting to say something, “What the hell Royce?  What have you said to her to make her not choose anyone else?”  Collin blurted out.
 
   “Look I don’t want to discuss Joy, why won’t you, all of you,” he said looking around at all of them, “Get it through your heads she doesn’t want to be passed around okay, and this conversation is getting old and tired.  I hate how you guys talk about her like you’re at the dinner table and you’re saying, pass the mash potatoes!  This is a woman, a person we’re talking about here and she’s chosen not to be a part of the game!”  Royce said angrily.  The peaceful beautiful day exploded with their angry voices.
 
   “Then why did she join a sex club?”  Bobby said just as angrily, “Didn’t she know she might have to fuck some people!”  
 
    Royce’s mouth flew open, “Fuck you!  Fuck all of you!”  And he strode to the golf cart, jumped in and took off.  Chris and Eric came running after him, “Our clubs man!”  They yelled, he stopped abruptly, “Get your fucking clubs, this is bullshit!  All of you leave me and her the fuck alone!”  
 
   He was angry and he drove fast back to the country club. What the fuck is wrong with them, so she doesn’t want them, so what!  I’ll always be there for her, I’ll never let them have her if she's some kind of mark, a notch on their bedpost.  He tossed his ticket to the valet, who hurriedly went to get his car when he saw the fire in his eyes and his get the hell out of my way walk.  He sped out the parking lot and he didn’t calm down until he reached home.
 
   The next month he saw Bobby talking up close to Joy.  He hadn’t said a word to Bobby about her since he stormed off the golf course, although Bobby had let him know often, “She’s not yours Royce, you can’t say who can and cannot have her!”  And he’d either glare at him or ignore him, but he saw Bobby up close to her, too close.  He was leaning in towards her when Patty came on the mike and made the announcement he was longing to hear. 
 
   “If you’ve made your choice Pleasure Seekers you may find a location of your choosing, if not the night is still young,” and he walked over to Joy and Bobby.  He held out his hand and she said, “Excuse me but I must go.”  She took his hand and walked off with him and under his mask he had the most satisfied smirk on his face, accept it, she’s made her choice now leave her alone, and to him it was obvious Joy wasn’t into being with other men, and to him that wasn’t a problem.  She had chosen and it wasn’t them, and he was glad it was him.  He hated the thought if she’d chosen another.
 
   The next month was the same, another man was talking to Joy, not one of his group but another member and he said to him after Patty’s announcement, “Pardon me, but may I speak with her a moment,” and Joy took his hand and said, “Excuse me but my partner is here,” and he led her away.  
 
   He thought everything would die down but it didn’t.  He’d refused to play golf with the guys, but he still worked with Bobby who commented every chance he got, things like “She’s not your wife” Or, “It’s wrong what you’re doing.”  But after a while he grew tired of the stalemate and when the guys invited him out for drinks he accepted.  They were his friends and he’d known them a long time.
 
   “Let’s make amends Royce, we can’t let a woman do this to us,” Collin said and he agreed but somewhere in the night and after several rounds Collin pleaded, “Let me have her once man,” and that did it, he tossed some bills on the table and stormed off with Collin yelling after him, “Don’t leave mad Royce buddy!”  
 
   And while all this was going on he had Joy.  She met him every month and he would take her in his arms and love her, and he didn’t care what they said and how angry he’d been with his friends, he had Joy.  
 
   Tonight was a party night and he and Joy were in a room.  They’d taken off their mask and Joy had him tied to the bed, scarves tied on his wrists and ankles; he was spread eagle and Joy was sitting naked on top of him.  He liked her to tie him up.  Joy was the only woman he enjoyed this with, he was totally out of control and she unarmed him and he loved it, just loved letting her have her way with him.  He was vulnerable and he had to trust, two emotions he didn’t gravitate towards, but with Joy he relaxed and surrendered all.  
 
    Joy loved to tie him up and love all over him.  She leaned down and starting kissing him, she kissed his forehead and moved down his face; she cupped his face in her hands and sensually and sexily she kissed his cheeks, sucking and kissing; then she moved to the top of his nose.  Royce opened up and let her have him; he turned his face so she could have him.  He loved surrendering to her, baring his body and soul to her.  She moved to his lips and ran her tongue across his lips, he moaned.  She worked his beautiful sexy lips with her tongue, kissing him and probing deep in his mouth.  Royce went with it his tongue finding hers.  He was dying to touch her, the scarves restrained him and he could do nothing but let her have him.  She moved down his throat, kissing and sucking, licking and she kept moving down.  He felt her warm skin against his as she moved and he loved it.  He closed his eyes and let himself feel, let himself go.  She was on his chest, her lips sucking the patch of hair and then she was sensually moving towards his nipple and taking her sweet time, undulating her body, sucking with her lips and she was driving him crazy.  
 
   “Oh Joy, please,” he begged and moaned.
 
   “You like that baby?”
 
   “Yes, oh yes,” he moaned out.  She sucked him; she went from one nipple to the other around and around.  When she had her fill she continued downward.  He pulled at the restraints.  She caressed and sucked his belly, his strong muscles bunched up from her licking and sucking.
 
   “Oooo, I like that baby,” she crooned and continued, her hot lips never leaving his skin.
 
         Joy moved down his body, her hands caressing him.  He was so hard and stood up like a stiff pole at her exploration.  He opened his eyes from time to time to watch her take pleasure in loving his body.  She smiled as she kissed and sucked all over him, and he smiled down at her, loving the sight of her.  She took him hard and full in her mouth, he was so ready for her.  “Joy, oh Joy,” he cried out, a little smile on his lips.  The pleasure she was giving him was indescribable.
 
   When she sucked him to almost bursting she stopped and moved sensually up on his body until she was sitting on top of him.  He watched her; never taking his eyes from her.  God, he loved her.  She guided his hard and strong member inside her.  She pushed him deep, “Oh God Joy, oh God,” he cried out as her wet warmth enveloped him.  She was just as ready for him as he was for her.
 
   She began to ride him, moving her body on his and he thought he was going to lose his mind.  He surrendered completely to her.  He let her have him; let her have her way with him.  
 
   Royce moved his body with her; pulling at the constraints wanting to touch her.  She sat on top him, a look of pure pleasure on her face, her hands touching her body as she rode him, he pushed deep inside her.  He cried out over and over until he erupted and she spilled her warm flow all over him.
 
   Joy moved from on top of him and started untying him.  He rubbed his wrists where he had pulled hard to escape; he saw the red marks it was going to leave.  She walked to the tray and brought it back to the bed, and he went to the tub and brought back drinks and they lay naked on the bed; the tray between them, eating, talking and sharing.  She gave him a bite of her strawberry; he gave her a bite of his peach slice and Royce could feel the love he felt for her.  I love you Joy, I love you Joy, rang in his thoughts.   And when they were done, “Now it’s my turn,” he teased.  
 
   Joy laughed and laid back on the bed, “Okay baby it’s your turn.”  
 
   He turned her on her stomach and tied her to the bed with the scarves, her wrists and legs spread apart.  He had the tickler; he was running it across her body and she was laughing hysterically at his explorations and he laughed hard with her.
 
   “Oh my Royce stop it, stop it,” she said laughing as he tickled her under her arm pit, “You’re going to make me pee,” she said between her hysterics, and he laughed and laid down on top of her, still working the tickler.
 
   “I’ll stop if you say you love me,” he teased.  He’d wanted to profess his love to her all night.
 
   “Stop it Royce,” she laughed, “The bed is going to be wet,” she laughed.
 
   “Say you love me,” and he tickled another spot, she jerked and laughed, “Okay, okay, I love you, I love you,” she said still laughing.
 
   “That’s more like it,” he kissed her giggling lips, “I love you too.”  He teased and reached up and untied one of her wrist, then the other and her ankles next.
 
   She turned over her eyes wet and watery from laughing so hard, “That’s not fair Royce,” she stressed, “You’re not playing fair.”  He laughed, “You know I’ll do anything to make you say you love me,” he teased to placate her.
 
   “You know we shouldn’t say stuff like that,” she was getting serious.  He went to her and kissed her, “I know but we can handle it, it’s for fun right,” but he was thinking, but I do love you Joy that is the problem, I do love you and it’s not for fun.
 
   “I know, but we don’t want to open that can of wombs.  I don’t think our spouses would be happy to know we play around like that,” she said looking seriously at him.  He knew Joy didn’t like him playing around as she called it like that, saying the love word but he wanted to shout it to the rooftops every time he saw her and every time he was with her he knew he was showing her he loved her.  
 
   He held her in his arms far longer than a normal person should not wanting to let her go, his kisses sometimes urgent and sometimes long and lingering were always sweet and full of his love and the way he looked at her, deep, longing and sometimes she’d say, “Stop that Royce, don’t go there!”  And although he could have her in his bed once a month that wasn’t enough.  He wanted to see her more, so he saw her the only way he knew how.  He went to every school board meetings and on Saturday evenings when she played tennis.  He would sit at the table usually with the kids eating a snack, but he was watching her play, she was getting good, at first she was terrible and laughed a lot as her balls went too high over the net and too long past the boundaries, but now she was gaining some control and now that they no longer wore the mask behind closed doors she always smiled and said hi to him and the kids.  That was the other benefit of taking off the mask, they talked more, now they weren’t guarded in their conversation afraid to give away their identity, at least Joy wasn’t so guarded anymore.  He use to try and talk to her and she’d shut that down with a, “Let’s not talk about that blue eyed man,” now she talked freely and he loved it and the more he began to know her and the closer he became to her the more he loved her.  Joy was funny, interesting, and very kind hearted, he thought she’d rather hurt herself than hurt another person, and he wanted more. 
 
   Royce knew the guys were still upset with him and he didn’t care but then someone must have talked to Tammy, because now Tammy was pissed at him.   It had been about eight months into his pact with Joy and a party was scheduled for Friday, but Thursday Tammy came up to him and not very happy.
 
    “What’s this I hear about you only wanting to be with Joy Abrams?”  
 
   “Who said that?”  
 
   “A few husbands are spreading that; they’re saying you’ve done something so Joy won’t go to anybody else, is that true Royce?”
 
   “Well, look it’s nothing I’ve done.  She’s a little afraid to go with others and feels safe with me that’s all,” he said trying to smooth it over.
 
   “Yeah, well she’d better get over that, that’s not how it works…You just have to tell her she can’t be with you anymore,” Tammy said and his heart cracked at the thought.
 
    “Look Tammy if that’s what she needs to feel comfortable it’s not a problem okay.  Some of the guys are making it into more than it is.  That’s all this is, so don’t worry about it.”
 
   “Well, tell her to go to someone else tomorrow that’ll stop this,” she said as casually as you please and he was trying to keep his heart in his chest and remain calm and not give anything away, but he wanted to scream and yell at her to shut her mouth and stay out of it.
 
   “No, I’m not doing that.  She and I will discuss it first before a decision like that is made,” and Tammy turned to him.  He could see the questions and the anger rising and her calculating her next move.
 
   “Well we won’t go, then she’ll have to go to someone else,” she said evenly.
 
   “We are going and I will discuss it with her then,” he said just as evenly, “I will be fair to her…and since when have you cared who I’m with, it’s never bothered you before?”  He asked controlling his anger.
 
   “That was before Joy Abrams.” 
 
   “What’s the difference with her?”  He said still under control.
 
   “The difference is people are talking.” 
 
   “That’s their problem, why do you give a shit what other people are saying?”  He’d lost his control a bit he knew.
 
   “Because you’re my husband and I will not have other people saying…,” and she stopped.  He looked at her, his eyes still angry. 
 
   “Saying what Tammy?”  And she didn’t want to say he was acting like this other woman was his, that only he could have her.  He eyed her waiting. 
 
   “Oh never mine Royce.  Tell her, tell her you will no longer be the one she comes too, I mean it,” she demanded, anger underneath her words, and he eyed her again. 
 
   “You mean it,” he stared angrily at her, “And what does that mean Tammy?  Where do you get off thinking you can command me?”  
 
   She glared back at him, “You will tell her tomorrow or we’re not going,” she said angrily. 
 
   “We are going and I will tell her when I damn well please,” Royce glared at her, his eyes never wavering, never flinching and he saw her give in.
 
   “Argggg,” she said and threw her hands up and stormed off and he was angry enough to knock a hole in the wall.  How dare they?  How dare they start this shit with the wives now!
 
   The next night at the party the air was hot with a few angry masked glances at him from the wives now and he didn’t care he could handle them, but Joy what would she think of this?  She would call it off he knew that.  Joy wouldn’t want to see him again and he wasn’t going to let that happen, so he never told her what was going on and his only saving grace in this is no one, not one of the husbands, not one of the wives felt comfortable enough to mention it to her.  No one was comfortable enough to give away their anonymity to let her know they were members of The Club.  
 
   So when Joy showed up looking as lovely and sexy as she always did, a smile on her face he walked over to her and handed her a white wine, and made small talk with her until Patty’s announcement and he was grateful.  And when he closed and locked the door behind them they stripped off their mask, and he took her in his arms and achingly kissed her with the pent up passion and love he felt and forgot all about the rest of them.
 
   And for the next month Tammy was angry with him, off and on she would think of the situation with Joy or one of the other wives would remind her and she’d say something to him.
 
   “Royce tell her to go to someone else.” 
 
   “Drop it Tammy,” he’d reply and of course Bobby was letting him have it whenever he saw him which was every day, 
 
   “What is it about her?  Tell me Royce, other than the obvious?”  Or another time, “Hasn’t the newness worn off man, let the rest of us experience what you have?”  Or, “She’s just another woman at The Club man, why are you holding her to yourself, it just doesn’t make sense?”  
 
   He heard them and he ignored them, for Joy he would ignore them forever if he had too.  
 
   Tonight was another party and knowing he was seeing her made all the torment worth it.  Joy is what mattered, having her is what mattered.  He lathered the shaving cream on his warm face, if Tammy noticed the sparkle in his eye she didn’t show it and she didn’t she thought he was being stubborn when it came to Joy.  That he didn’t want to be pushed around by her or anyone and she could respect that in him.  He’d always been like that; he could dig his heels in and take a stance.  When she’d fallen in love with him all those years ago she studied the man, observed him and knew him inside and out.  She’d done that to get him and she knew this part of him, and because she loved him so much she let him get away with it.  Royce was hers no matter what even if he was being obstinate when it came to dealing with Joy Abrams.
 
   Royce shaved extra close, he didn’t want any beard burns on Joy, she was too beautiful for him to mar her skin.  He heard Tammy in her closet, she’d better not bother me tonight, he thought.  She’d been on him all week about telling Joy and he’d finally shut her out, given her the cold shoulder, he was done with them, all of them.
 
   They arrived at the party and thankfully Joy was late.  She usually arrived close to midnight and he liked that, the less she heard the less she noticed, but the women were all over him tonight.
 
   “Come on Jeremy, it’s been so long,” Dirty Diana said pulling his arm and up close to his ear, and Ginger Goddess stood at his back her body pressed up against his, 
 
   “Hello stranger,” she said, “What say you and I tonight,” and all the flattery and compliments didn’t sway him.  He laughed and pretended to go along, all the while watching the door, and then Joy and Michael walked in.  Joy was wearing her red silk dress tonight and she was a sexy vision as she and Michael walked into the party.  Patty made her announcement, just in the nick of time Joy, he thought.  Gina Spot went to Michael and led him away.
 
   He headed towards Joy and strong hands held him back, the women and men were holding him, tightly holding him everywhere, pulling his arms, holding him tight around his waist, pinning him to them, pulling him back.  Bobby and Collin put their hands on Joy’s shoulder to stop her, she looked shocked. 
 
   “Not tonight, there’s going to be some changes tonight,” Bobby said, “You two have to make a different choice tonight if you’re to stay in The Club.” 
 
   “Who decided this?”  Royce asked angrily, 
 
   “We did, it’s a club man,” Bobby said, “You can get voted out.” 
 
   “Enough of this!”  He said and tried to pull away, but he was gripped tighter and Bobby and Collin gripped Joy’s arms to hold her where she stood. 
 
   “I’ll be with Ms. Sedona tonight and you make your choice from our other fine selections,” Collin said.  Royce saw him take Joy’s hand and he saw the fear in her eyes.  He knew she didn’t know what was going on, he did, but she was blindsided by this.  Collin started to turn and take Joy with him.  They were holding him tight, he couldn’t break free.   
 
   “No, no!”  He cried out, “Nooooo!”  Royce fell to his knees in despair; the many hands let him go then.  He took off his mask. 
 
   “Joooyyyy!”  He screamed, “I love you! No Joy, no!”  He cried out his heart wrenching anguished plea heard loud and clear throughout the room.  Joy looked at him and he could see the tears in her eyes, 
 
   “Oh my god,” she said as her hand went to her mouth. 
 
   “No Joy, don’t go.  Please don’t go, I love you, I love you,” he pleaded and Tammy screamed, “What?  Oh my god, no!”  
 
   Michael turned at the sound of someone crying out Joy’s name his hurt and anguish resonating in his plea; he ran back and took one look at Joy. 
 
   “What’s going on here?  What are you doing with my wife?”  He said looking at Bobby and Collin.  Tammy was crying, her face horror stricken.  Royce was on his knees tears rolling down his face, and Michael heard him pleading, “I love you Joy, I love you, don’t go,” and Michael lost it, “What the…?”  He went towards Royce, people around him grabbed him. 
 
   “Stay the hell away from my wife!”  He yelled at Royce.  He went to Joy and took her from Collin’s grip.  He grabbed her hand and briskly led her out the front door, and Tammy was crying and grabbing Royce by his jacket collar, 
 
   “What are you saying?  What are you saying?”  She cried and demanded as she shook him by the collar.  The party erupted and everyone was shouting and yelling at him. 
 
   “What have you done?”  “You should have gone to someone else!”  
 
   Royce stood up, his tears flowing now.  He didn’t hear them, it was loud useless chatter to him.  Joy was gone; he walked slowly towards the door.  Doug was the last person he saw who was angry as he walked to the door.  “Why Royce, why?”  He was saying and Royce heard him but he didn’t answer.  When he went out the front door he saw Joy and Michael’s car speeding down the driveway.  He handed his ticket to the valet and waited for his car, Tammy was beside him crying, her arms wrapped around her, her head down balling her eyes out.  Others came out, Bobby and Sarah and other couples, all with questions and shock on their faces, no one said anything.  Tammy’s crying was the only sound.  
 
   The valets rushed to get the cars and his was the first to arrive thank god, he went to his car.  He took one last look at Bobby who was staring at him like he didn’t know what just happened in there, his face registering his questions.  Royce’s eyes were red from both crying and trying not to cry.  He got in his car and drove away.
 
   “What the hell happened in there Joy?”  Michael said angrily as he sped down the driveway, “Why is another man saying he loves my wife?”  Joy was crying hard, her shoulders heaving, how could Royce do that to her, how could he out her identity like that?  Ruin her is what she was thinking, ruin her like that, just like Marcus she thought, just like Marcus!  She cried hard.  
 
   Michael looked at her, he was angry; what happened, what had she done?  This was not supposed to turn out this way, this was a game everyone involved knew that.  He watched her crying uncontrollably, he let her cry and then he said softer. 
 
   “Don’t cry Joy, talk to me tell me what he did to you?”  And his first thought was, he should have known something like this would happen, this kind of stuff wasn’t in Joy’s nature.  He led them down this path, he wanted more business and he decided to let the white men have her and now look what happened, one of them had fallen in love with her.  How in the hell did that happen?  And the shock of all shocks it was Royce Harrington, the one he’d least expect.  The man was cool, confident, arrogant and had an air of long time wealth and entitlement about him, how did he happen to fall in love with Joy? 
 
   He pulled over to the side of the road, he was still wearing his mask, he took it off now and tossed it in the back seat.  Joy’s red feathered mask was resting on the top of her head, he took it off and tossed it in the backseat too. “Come here love,” he undid his seat belt and reached around her and unbuckled hers, “Joy, it’s okay Joy,” he said and pulled her in his arms and held her as she cried and cried.  He’d never seen her cry so hard, “Don’t cry baby,” he soothed her, “Don’t cry, it’s okay,” even though he knew it wasn’t.  He didn’t know what the fallout from this would be, you should have never drug her into this, she’d not strong enough for games like this, “It’s okay Joy,” a car passed them and he saw it was Royce’s but the windows were too dark to see inside, he felt himself tense up, what the hell happened?  
 
   And if he could see inside he would have seen two broken people driving by.  Tammy was crying just as hard as Joy, her heart was broken.  Her husband had just confessed his love for another woman in the presence of all their friends, and Royce was wiping away tears because he knew he’d just lost Joy.  When they passed Michael and Joy on the side of the road he too tried to look inside but it was too dark so he had no idea what was going on in that car and his heart lurched and buckled and quivered at the thought of what Michael could be saying to Joy, he’d been so angry, “What are you doing with my wife?”  He remembered him saying, but as he passed another car behind him headlights shined bright and he looked back through his rearview mirror and into their windshield and he saw Michael holding Joy.  Joy was crying and his heart broke, his tears fell hard as he let out a sob.  
 
   Michael saw other cars pass as he held Joy and tried to soothe her, “Baby don’t cry, don’t cry,” and finally Joy quieted enough for him to drive home.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 4, THE AFTERMATH
 
    
 
    
 
   When they arrived home Michael put Joy straight to bed, she was so distraught and miserable.  He dismissed the babysitter and fixed himself a stiff drink. “What the hell happened?”  He asked himself, “How did it get to this?”  And he thought of Joy, Royce Harrington was in love with her and he’d unmasked himself to reveal it, he remembered his torn anguished expression and his tears, “What happened?”  He wondered, but Joy he should have known, he shook his head, sat down and took a big swig of his drink and rested his head on the back of the sofa.  She was so innocent, she was a little fish in a big pond and the water was dangerous, “You shouldn’t have done it Michael, you should have never put her in this situation, she’s not like you, you knew this was a game,” and you had fun was in the back of his mind, he’d taken so many women since they’d joined The Club.  
 
   He liked two or three in a night, or two at a time.  He’d go willingly to the first session but he had no intention of staying with one woman all night.  He had a woman for that, he had Joy if he wanted one woman all night, so he’d do a session, maybe two if she were fun, then when the bell towed he was dressing and heading out the door.  He was like a hunter looking for prey, he usually found someone, especially in the orgy room.  Sometimes he’d take two from there and find a spot and have at it.  He liked to strap on a dildo and fuck either one lady in both places or two ladies at the same time, he laughed a little at some of the positions they got into make that work, some of them were pretty interesting.  He always wore a condom and the ladies were willing and it was fun but it wasn’t love, it was sex, no one was thinking of falling in love with him and he wasn’t thinking of falling in love with them.  He loved Joy, he had Joy for love, so what happened with Joy?  Why was Royce Harrington crying and in love with her, what did you do to him Joy?  And all the while the thought that nagged him, you shouldn’t have put her in this situation, it’s just as much your fault as it is hers, you shouldn’t have let the white men have her. 
 
    He’d have to get some answers tomorrow she was too distraught tonight.
 
   Joy lay in bed, she couldn’t sleep.  Royce had called to her, said her name, unmasked himself in front of everyone and told them who she was.  He’d ruined her just like Marcus.  Why were men like that?  He’d ruined her and now she couldn’t show her face around here anymore.  She cried, cried hard, he loves you popped in her mind.  No, no he can't love me.  He was just saying that.... You saw his face, and a picture of Royce on his knees his mask in his hands, his blue eyes wet and crying and his words, “No, don’t go Joy I love you,” and her heart broke and she cried, “I told him not too, I thought he understood we couldn’t be in love.  I told him to stop playing around like that,” she scolded herself. 
 
   What must Michael think, what have I done to Michael?  She cried.  What happened in there tonight?  Were they going to force her to go to another man, why?  Was Tammy upset with Royce only being with her?  Oh my God, Tammy!   She thinks I’m after Royce, oh my God!  She cried harder.  She wasn’t after another woman’s husband.  Oh my God that’s why this happened Tammy thinks I want her husband!  She cried she’d never meant to hurt another woman.  Royce what have you done, what have we done?  And she thought of Royce.  Oh Royce, you were so sweet, so loving, so kind to me and when you took me to bed you thrilled me beyond words.  I didn’t mean to lead you on, I didn’t mean to, I was having fun, I thought you knew that.  Oh God, I hurt Royce, I hurt Royce, and her heart broke.  
 
   She’d never meant to hurt him, he was her fantasy, he’d lived up to her fantasy, he took her to the highest high, he had been fun.  They’d had so much fun in bed, she’d never known sex could be so much fun, and you loved it and you loved being with him, sprang from her subconscious, yes, but I thought we were supposed to enjoy our choice, our partner.  I didn’t think it was anything more, it was for The Club.  We weren’t supposed to love each other, she reinforced to herself, but he didn’t know,  she thought.  Royce again appeared before her eyes on his knees crying for her, “Oh Royce,” her heart ached for him, just ached, “Oh Royce, oh Royce, I didn’t mean to hurt you,” and somewhere she finally fell asleep, her face wet with tears.
 
   Royce drove home, Tammy’s tears accompanied his own, he drove slowly his vision blurred from his tears.  He dismissed the babysitter and went to their room.  Tammy was already there lying in a fetal position crying.
 
    “I’m sorry Tammy, I’m sorry it turned out like this,” he said and he didn’t know what to do with himself.  He wanted to be with Joy, but Joy was with her husband and Michael was being a good husband, he was holding Joy.  He took off his shoes and climbed in behind Tammy, he put his arms around her and they cried together.  He was crying for Joy, he’d lost Joy is the only thought that went through his mind, had been since he saw Michael taking her out the front door, he’d lost Joy.  
 
   Tammy cried at the damage to her marriage and that Royce, the man she’d loved since she was nineteen was in love with another woman.  Somewhere in the night they climbed under the cover and went to sleep.
 
   The next day it was quiet in one house, Tammy and Royce’s.  She didn’t want to hear him say it again, she didn’t want to hear him say he loved Joy Abrams ever again and in Michael and Joy’s house he couldn’t wait any longer.  He had to know what happened between her and Royce Harrington, 
 
   “We need to talk Joy,” he said right after breakfast. 
 
   “I know Michael, I know.”  
 
   He asked the kids what movie they wanted to see and he went to Blockbuster and rented it.  Joy popped each a bowl of popcorn and instructed them not to bother them until the movie went off and Michael followed her to their bedroom.  Joy started to cry as she made that walk from the kitchen to their bedroom.  She sat on the bed and Michael sat next to her. 
 
   “Tell me what happened in there Joy.  Why was Royce Harrington…,” and he paused he saw her wipe a tear, and the thought just hit him, did Joy love Royce too?   Joy heard Royce’s name and her heart hurt that she’d hurt him. 
 
   “Okay,” she said, she knew where Michael was going, he didn’t have to spell it out for her, “I know, I don’t know how it turned out like this; I thought we were doing what everyone else was doing.  I didn’t know going to him was going to cause a problem,” she said. 
 
   “Oh it was him, well why didn’t you stop going to him and go to someone else if being with him was a problem?”  He asked softly. 
 
   “It wasn’t a problem, and I didn’t want to go to anyone else, he was the one I chose to go to.” 
 
   “What do you mean?  I’m at a lost,” Michael said, “If he was a problem why didn’t you stop going to him?”  He asked again confused.
 
   She looked at him, “I only went to him, I didn’t know it would cause a problem if I only went to him.  He was the only one I knew,” she said. 
 
   “Wait, are you telling me for months now, that since we’ve joined The Club you’ve only been with Royce Harrington?”  And Joy shied away, why was that a problem?  She didn’t understand.  But she answered, “Yes, it was okay, he was fun, and I…” 
 
   “And you what?”
 
   “I enjoyed being with him,” Michael blew out his breath, he was trying to understand what Joy was saying.  While he was screwing every woman that moved she was only with Royce, he ran his hands through his hair. 
 
   “Why would you only go to him?  It’s crazy Joy, to be in a sex club and only be with one person?”  He asked he didn’t understand it. 
 
   “Well I was comfortable with him, he made me feel…safe,” she said and Michael knew it was his fault; she couldn’t play the game, 
 
   “And apparently he was okay with it too?”
 
   “Yes,” 
 
   “Oh Joy why didn’t you tell me you didn’t want to do this?  I mean we could have quit a long time ago, you didn’t just have to be with him if you were uncomfortable?”  He caressed her face, “I would have never kept going if I knew you weren’t into The Club,” his frustration clear, “So now I know why he thinks he fell in love with you.  He thinks it was more than what it was since you only went to him,” he said shaking his head and he put his face in his hands, “I understand now okay.  I don’t know what will come of this,” he said.  He took her in his arms, “But we’ll work it out, okay, we’ll work it out,” he said and kissed her. 
 
    Joy smiled at him, he wasn’t mad, that made her happy, but hurting Royce still hurt her, but Michael understood she didn’t mean to hurt anyone and now she guessed it was crazy for her to go to only one man.  Now that she sees the consequences, it was her fault Royce got hurt, but she thought he understood too, but Royce I enjoyed you so much, she thought.  
 
   Michael never asked if she loved Royce, once she said she’d only gone to him because she felt safe he thought he understood what happened.  Royce took it too far; Royce thought her only coming to him meant more than it did.  They could handle this, they could work this out, Joy was still his, he didn’t lose Joy.
 
   Royce had to get out of the house.  He left that morning while Tammy refused to meet his eyes, “I’m going for a drive, I need some air,” he said and he hopped in his steel blue Mercedes and drove off.  He went straight by Joy’s house, he had to see if anything was going on, all was quiet, he didn’t see anything except the tell-tale signs they were up, the garage door was up, the porch lights were off, but that was it.  He decided to drive the back roads, back where Doug and Patty lived.  With all the couples leaving when they did last night he knew the party was a bust and he knew he was never going back there, his club days were over.  Before Joy walked through that door he’d wanted to quit and now he had, in a big way.  He chuckled to himself, man that was wild last night, he thought and she’ll never speak to me again.  I ruined it with her.  He found he wasn’t all cried out, he wiped tears.  How could it have gotten so out of control?”  And he knew it was Collin and Bobby.  They’d put everyone up to acting like a vigilante mob, acting like they had to force their way on him and Joy.  Why couldn’t they leave them alone?  Everything was going fine, so Joy didn’t want them sexually, what was wrong with that?  Nothing in his opinion!  They acted like spoiled little boys wanting what they couldn’t have and now he and Joy paid the price, and Tammy, came to his mind. 
 
   Tammy is so upset she couldn’t even look at him, and he’d never meant to hurt her, he wasn’t going to leave her for Joy.  At least he wasn’t planning to leave her for Joy, but he knew if Joy had asked him to leave Tammy he would have, if Joy had said, “I’ll leave Michael and we can be together,” he would have went straight to Tammy and said, “It’s over,” but he’d never thought of the possibility because he knew Joy wasn’t contemplating leaving Michael.  She even chastised him when he said he loved her, “Stop it Royce we can’t go there you know that!”  He was just happy to have her the way it was, just knowing he was seeing her at The Club had been almost enough for him.  He wanted more but he knew he couldn’t have it, and now Bobby and Collin got in the way.  He gripped the steering wheel.  Why couldn’t they just leave well enough alone?  
 
   He drove further and then he found himself heading to the office and that’s where he went and spent the next few hours, it relieved him to have something to do and it was Saturday so no one was there but him and he didn’t have the typical office interruptions, or jarring ringing of the phones, it was just him, his work and his thoughts all day.
 
   When he went home the first thing Tammy said was, “Where were you?”  
 
   “Work why?” And he thought did she think I was with Joy?  He could only hope.  Then she said, “Bobby called, he wants you to call him when you come in.” 
 
   “Fuck him,” Bobby had ruined his life and he’d never forgive him for that, after all they’d been through he never thought his friend would treat him like he did last night, like he was a stray calf that needed bringing in line, and he was the one going to do it.  He didn’t need him or anyone butting in his life.  
 
   And later that night when they were ready for bed Tammy was finally able to talk to him.  She sat propped up on the pillows against the headboard, her eyes wet and sad as she looked at him, “Why Royce, why her?”  
 
   Could he tell her the truth, that Joy touched something in him he’d never felt before, not for her, not for anyone and that he wanted to be with her, that his heart ached for her, that his whole being was in love with her, that he felt alive with her, that all he wanted was to be in her presence and to see her smile.  He took one look at Tammy and decided against it, 
 
   “I can’t explain it Tammy.  I was with her and I got to know her and I fell for her, that’s the only way I can explain it,” he said.
 
   Tammy looked at him, her sad eyes questioning, “Do you want to be with her?”
 
    “No Tammy, it was never like that,” he said, “You and the kids mean more to me than that,” now he thought all he could do was repair his marriage.  She smiled, 
 
   “What are we going to do Royce…People are going to talk you know that,” she said, 
 
   “I know and I can’t stop that, but I guess we’ll have to get through it as best we can.” 
 
   “I guess,” she said solemnly, but when they went to bed he couldn’t reach for her.  There was a dull painful throb in his chest and it was blocking out everything else.  He turned over on his side of the bed and tried to sleep and all he could see was Joy crying.  He’d hurt Joy.  He’d seen her tears, he’d hurt Joy and he’d never forgive himself for that.
 
                 Tammy lay next to him and wished she’d been paying more attention, maybe she could have stopped this.  She wiped at her tears.  She had to admit her fault in this; she hadn’t been paying as much attention as she use too to see who Royce picked.  She had been preoccupied too.   Since Michael joined The Club, like all the women she was vying for his attention trying to get him to pick her.  She loved how he played the game, for Michael it was all about one thing, no games, no toys, no pretenses, just fucking.  And like Royce he was well endowed and knew how to use it.  She loved how straight forward and in your face he was, like you know what I’m here for and she was there for the same reason.  Finally she had someone who could fill her depths like Royce and she loved that he was the complete opposite of Royce.  If she wanted to be made love to she had Royce at home for that, but at The Club she wanted to be fucked, wild, buck naked, sweating hard fucked.  
 
   And Michael would do that, he’d come at you big and ready and spread your legs wide and take you hard, every stroke hitting its mark.  She loved his long body and hard strong strokes.  She loved how he taunted and teased with his rough raw language and she’d find herself screaming loudly as he rode her, “YES!  YES!  YES!”  And when he was done he left you spent and sprawled on the bed and as you watched his back walking through the door you knew you had been thoroughly and exquisitely fucked.  
 
   So trying to get Michael to notice and pick her she hadn’t been watching Royce as closely as she use too and she should have been.  She would have seen he was only going to Joy and would have told him long ago before he got too caught up in helping her to go to someone else, and now look where they were.  She was totally and royally fucked alright, her marriage was in shambles, her reputation was ruined and her husband was in love with another woman.  She lay with her back to Royce and cried and cried and cried hard.
 
   Monday came around and Royce was trying to get back to some normalcy.  Bobby had called a few times and he’d refused his calls, but now he couldn’t avoid him.  Bobby was in his office when he walked in, no sooner had he walked to his desk and put his briefcase down Bobby was in his office closing the door behind him. 
 
   “Royce please, I didn’t know, I didn’t know…” and before he said another word Royce turned on him and grabbed him by the collar almost lifting him off his feet his eyes wild and angry as a charging bull. 
 
   “What gives you the right to tell me who I can and cannot be with?  It wasn’t up to you or anybody else, it was up to us!” He said angrily.  Bobby didn’t try to resist his charge, Royce’s fist at his chest, his eyes angry and anguished. 
 
   “You’re right, you’re right, I shouldn’t have interfered,” Royce let him go, “I’m sorry man; I didn’t know it was more than what it was.” 
 
   “What do you mean?”  Royce had stepped away from him, his eyes still angry,
 
   “I thought you were being a selfish prick and keeping her to yourself.  I didn’t know it was more…” and Royce looked at him and Bobby didn’t know how to say it other than straight out, “I didn’t know you loved her okay,” he said delicately.  They all missed that, that he loved her.
 
    Royce looked at him trying to keep control, but finally he ran his hands through his hair and looked away, “I can’t stop thinking about her man.  It’s over and I know she’ll never speak to me again,” then he looked back at Bobby, “How could you do this to me Bobby?  How could you hurt me like this?”
 
   Bobby stood there too not knowing what to do, his eyes tearing up, “I love you man, you’re my best friend.  No you’re more than a friend, you’re a brother and I thought I was doing the right thing.  I thought I was… you know the fellas were talking and didn’t like what was going on…I thought I was helping you, I thought I was protecting you,” he said, his pain clear. 
 
   “Aww man!  I know, I know you wouldn’t intentionally do this to me, but aww man…you and that fucking Collin.  I know it was him too, you guys have done a number on me, on Joy, my life man.  I’m totally screwed right now man, totally screwed!”
 
   “I know, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry and whatever I can do to make this right  I’ll do anything man to fix this,” Bobby said and he would.  He’d do anything for Royce.  Every since Royce rescued him from that hallway at Tech he’d been his best friend; he loved him and he’d never meant to hurt him.
 
   And for the next couple of weeks Royce would look for Joy, but she wouldn’t come out. She didn’t come to the country club anymore, she didn’t play tennis that next Saturday, but Doug was there and pulled him to the bar, “Royce I need to talk to you,” he’d said and Royce knew he was trapped, as soon as they sat down and ordered drinks Doug started in on him. 
 
   “What happened the other night, what was that all about?” Royce could see his anger, “You know I feel you set me up.” 
 
   “No, no it was nothing like that…”
 
    “Well what was it then?”  Doug asked, “From what I hear it was about you and the Abrams woman that you weren’t choosing others to go to,” he looked at Royce, questioning, “Oh, I’ve done my homework on this, but what I can’t figure is why, why you and she decided to do this?”  Doug said, “For that I need answers from you because right now I feel you did a number on me.”
 
   Royce looked at him.  Could he tell him the truth?  That he wanted to be with Joy and he’d used his club to do it.  That was the plain and simple truth.
 
   “What do you want me to say, she and I thought it was a good idea.  She wasn’t comfortable going to other men so we agreed to go to each other.  I didn’t see anything wrong with it and neither did she,” and Doug looked at him. Royce could see the hurt and anger too.
 
   “Well after the consequences I’m sure you can see now why it wasn’t such a good idea,” Doug said, “You ruined us, the party that night was almost nonexistent and those who stayed were cautious and now everybody’s worried their husbands might fall in love with someone else’s wife,” he said a little angry, “Did you forget she and you are married to other people?”
 
   “I’m sorry; of course we didn’t know it would turn out like this, of course I wouldn’t want to hurt The Club.” 
 
   “Well you did and you know you are no longer welcome and neither is that Abrams woman,” Doug’s wrath was clear and he’d never thought he’d have to kick Royce out The Club. 
 
   “Oh I know believe me I had no intention of darkening your door again.” 
 
   Doug narrowed his eyes at him, “Do you know how long it’s going to take to rebuild, to carefully pick couples again?”  Royce looked at him, “Years, you’ve destroyed years just like that,” Doug said snapping his fingers. 
 
   “I’m sorry but I’m sure you’ll find the right people,” Royce said and he was tired of this conversation and he didn’t feel he deserved all the blame.  It was a sex club, they paid dues and Doug and Patty were filthy rich.  This didn’t hurt his pocketbook, maybe his pride and his reputation for a while, but that would smooth over, so why the drama?  He was sick of drama; it wasn’t going to bring Joy back. 
 
   “Okay, well then, if you’ll excuse me,” Royce said. “Of course,” Doug said, but Royce could see he felt slighted and he didn’t care, letting Doug have his pound of flesh from him wasn’t going to happen.
 
   And the next week Joy’s house went on the market, other than taking and picking her children up from school no one had seen her and a couple of weeks later the house was empty, Joy was gone. 
 
   Royce felt hollow, he felt empty and numb and even as he felt this emptiness his heart ached, it felt like a hard aching lump in his chest that enveloped him.  Joy was gone and he hadn’t seen her since the night Michael took her out of The Club, and he hadn’t spoken to her either and it seemed he was the only one who wasn’t happy she’d left.  
 
   Tammy was extremely happy, “I’m glad she did the right thing and high tailed it out of here or I might have kicked her bony little behind,” he heard her saying on the phone to Amanda and he winced, and as soon as she got off the phone he reminded her, “I was involved too, it wasn’t just her fault, it was just as much mine as hers so don’t blame her for everything,” and he saw Tammy blanch and almost turn green, and he didn’t care.  
 
   And his friends who now were actively pursuing him and apologizing, at least the guys were, all their wives were mad as hell at him and he felt their wrath but the guys were trying to get back in his good graces. 
 
   “Sorry Royce, it’s for the best she’s gone,” Collin said when he finally agreed to meet them for golf.  It had taken a few weeks, but he was trying to start living again.
 
   He looked at Collin, “It’s best for whom?  All of you I assume is whom you’re referring to,” he said never taking his cold blue eyes off Collin and Collin looked away at his cold gaze.
 
   “Well what he means is it helps she’s gone after what she did to…” Chris tried to fix it but fell short. 
 
   Royce turned his icy gaze on him, “She did what?  Last I remember it was all of you pulling us apart that caused the problem so don’t put all this on her,” Royce hated that everyone thought it was Joy who caused this, like he had no will, like she led him around by the nose.  A picture flashed before his eyes of him being led around by Joy with two fingers up his nostrils and he winced.  He was not that kind of man and he was not going to let them make Joy take the fall for this, especially since he knew what he’d done. 
 
   It was him who made the calls to Doug to keep after them, he was the one who set it up for her to see only him, he suggested it and made sure she accepted it.  Joy thought she had to go to other men and he’d told her she didn’t have too, he was the one telling her he loved her and she tried to discourage him every time he tried to go there.  He was the one who suggested they unmask in their bedroom play, he was the one who fell in love and fell to his knees and begged her not to go with Collin that caused all this, he was the one!  
 
   If all this had gone the way he planned he was going to suggest they meet outside The Club.  Once a month wasn’t enough, but his friends got in the way trying to help save him from Joy.  Royce laughed at that.  She was the one needed saving.  He was going to have her and he was willing to risk it all and he thought convincing Joy was his only obstacle.  He knew she’d never leave Michael, but if he could convince her to meet him away from The Club that was his first step in getting her to do more and more, and now she was gone.
 
   It had been weeks now and Tammy was glad Joy was gone.  She didn’t want to face her nor did she want to look at her.  Royce had embarrassed the hell out of her the way he fell on his knees and begged and cried to her, crying out his love for another woman.  She couldn’t believe it!  It looked like something straight from a movie, she couldn’t have written it better herself, and he wasn’t the same either.  He was sad, he functioned but you could see the sadness in him, and he didn’t reach for her in the night like he use too.  Now she had to reach for him, “Come on Royce, I need you tonight,” she begged the other night.  He reluctantly came to her and did it but she could tell his heart wasn’t in it.  So now she watched him and was pissed as hell at Joy for ruining what she had and her friends were pissed at Joy as well and they let Royce know every chance they got too.
 
   “Get up everybody!”  Tammy yelled, more weeks had passed and Royce was still in his funk, and she was embarrassed beyond words that it was because of another woman. 
 
   “Come on Karen honey, get up.  We got to get ready for your game honey,” she said shaking Karen.  It was Saturday morning and Karen had an early morning soccer game.  That was the only thing about soccer; some of the games were in the early morning when all you wanted to do was sleep.  They’d quit The Club and if they’d stayed last night would have been a club night, but she and Royce went to bed at a decent hour instead of playing at sex games, and now every time the last Friday of the month rolls around she’s reminded not only of what they used to do, but also why they stopped and usually she acts like a little bitch, because thinking of The Club pisses her off!  Especially since only one couple supported them in their exile, Bobby and Sarah, the others gradually one by one went back and that pissed her off even more.  They didn’t mention it to her, but she knew.  When she tried to schedule a party for the same night and no one was available and people talk, the whispers had gotten back to her, so she knew, and that pissed her off because she and Royce were suffering the consequences of what Joy caused.  
 
   Why didn’t someone tell her the rules?  Tell her this was not a love club, it was a sex club, you don’t fall in love with your partner, you fuck em and move on, Michael knew that!  What was she thinking only going to one man?   That’s a recipe for disaster; she could have told her that!  And she hated that it was her husband she went after too.  She remembered she was so proud of Royce for getting her first, and when she was with whoever she’d chosen that night she was coming so hard thinking that Joy, a black woman was seeing that her Royce a white man was hung and knew what he was doing in the sack.  She’d heard about black men but she knew Royce could hold his own, so she preened that night when she knew he was with Joy.  
 
   And Michael, she’d been with him many times and even though he was a gorgeous man and hung she didn’t fall in love with him and after more time passed she was even more pissed at Joy!  She thought about Michael often and wondered what was wrong with Joy?  Why would she go after Royce when she had Michael?   She could see Michael just like it was yesterday.  When he undressed and you saw his long sculpted body and him big, thick and sticking straight out, and he’d stroke himself with that sexy I’m going to fuck look in his eye and your legs seemed to fly open.  And because of his looks and sexual confidence all the women wanted Michael including her and because he and Royce were such different lovers she gravitated towards him.  He was in such high demand sometimes he’d take two at a time.  She’d shared him with Amanda a couple of times and with his dildo strapped on somehow he satisfied them both.   He wasn’t soft and cuddly he was loud and called you “Little Mama.”  The man had prowess and he was so primal and sexual in bed, and he was proud of his size, and he did what he promised he fucked the hell out of you, but when the session was over and even if you wanted more he was dressing and out the door leaving you panting and watching and waiting for next time.  
 
   But nobody fell in love with him!  Even though how he splayed you and wiped you out could easily make you want to fall in love but she didn’t and nobody else did either!  That’s why she was so pissed at Joy she had a good thing.  Joy had it all just like her, she didn’t need Royce, so why couldn’t she let him go?  That she would somehow convince him to only be with her.  She knew it was Joy who caused all this.  They’d been members of The Club for a long time and Royce had never only gone to one woman, so it had to be her.  Royce was only accommodating her insecurities that’s all, but he got lost, got caught up in the experience and now he was still caught up.  He walked around like he had the world on his shoulders.
 
   Everybody was up now and she hurriedly dressed and jumped in the car, “You got your cleats, your water and everything right?”  “Yes mom,” Karen said with a bit of attitude as Royce guided the car out the garage and down the driveway.  Tammy looked over at him, he was so handsome, even in his sadness he was gorgeous to her and she loved him still.  He drove to the soccer fields and parked, it was already crowded.  They walked over to field three, Bobby and Sarah were there, “Hey good morning,” Bobby said hugging Royce, “We just finished up, Megan’s team just played,” he said. “Great, how’d they do?”  Royce smiled but his eyes were still sad, “Aww you know, they did their best,” Bobby laughed.  Royce knew Bobby thought Megan was on the worst soccer team in the league, but she was young too, only six and just learning the game. “It’s a great morning for soccer, we’ll hang around and watch Karen,” Bobby said. 
 
   It was a cool crisp morning, the kind Royce loved, some of those afternoon games could get quite hot and miserable; he placed their lawn chairs next to Bobby and Sarah’s.  Then the others came, Collin and Amanda, Chris and Laura, Eric and Becky, the men smiled and hugged Royce and Tammy as they placed their lawn chairs and umbrellas, but the women gave Royce an icy stare and a curt, “Royce,” and Tammy knew the comments would come.  Her friends were on her side and they let Royce know he was in the wrong every chance they got.  She smiled to herself, glad to know it wasn’t just her who felt she’d been done wrong.
 
   “How long has Karen been on this team?” Bobby asked Royce. 
 
   “Oh let’s see a couple of years at least,” and before Tammy knew it Amanda said, 
 
   “It’s called loyalty Royce, sticking to one team and not switching to another, in case you didn’t know,” and she gave him a look, and Royce usually either ignored them or he gave back and today he discreetly gave her the finger, and Bobby now felt he should defend Royce jumped in. 
 
   “Can we have a peaceful game, it’s over.  We all came to watch the kids play,” he said.
 
   “Oh yeah, we should keep that in mind there are kids involved.  Always remember that before doing anything stupid that will hurt them,” Amanda came back with and it was Collin who tried to squash it. 
 
   “Okay honey you made your point,” the men mostly threw their hands in the air trying to walk that fine line between being a friend to Royce and not crossing their wives, but Royce wouldn’t let it go.  He looked over at Amanda with his icy blue stare and said. 
 
   “The last I looked I didn’t put a ring on your finger.  This is my wife,” he said pointing at Tammy,” And this is between Tammy and me; we can work this out without any comments from you,” he said angrily and although Tammy loved that her friends were giving him a hard time but she loved when Royce said, this is my wife, she was the one he was with, she was the one who’s finger he put a ring on, she had to remember that herself.
 
   Michael was heading home.  They’d moved to La Casa Madrid another exclusive neighborhood and he liked the new house.  It was a sprawling two-story five bedroom Spanish style house with high ceilings and plenty of old Spanish charm.  Joy wasted no time decorating and painting it in the style she liked and he was happy to give her something to occupy her mind after the fiasco of The Enclave.  He still couldn’t believe how that turned out and he tried his hardest not to blame Joy, but he did.  Joy he thought, Why couldn’t you just play the game?  Why couldn’t you just fuck the man and move on?  But he knew why, that wasn’t Joy and now look what he has to deal with, to keep Joy he’d had to accept the consequences of what happened and the turn of events still had him reeling.  
 
   He hadn’t expected any of this to happen, and just like he’d predicted all the business he’d gotten from joining The Club dried up, apparently no one thought they could trust him or her with their husbands he supposed and they quickly withdrew his services, but now that didn’t bother him it had been a good year and his family was intact that’s all that mattered and he’d gotten Joy out of there.  All he knew is he had to get her out of there and he shouldn’t have let the white man have her. 
 
   He pulled into his driveway and pushed the button to raise the garage.  He thanked god there were no clubs like The Club in this neighborhood, it was good and wholesome and no wild sex parties.
 
   It had been almost a year since Joy left and Royce still hadn’t gotten over her.  He still found himself thinking of her, thinking of holding her and wondering if she was okay and he hoped in his aching heart that if he wasn’t okay then maybe she wasn’t either, that maybe she was still hurting too.  He knew Tammy was sick of his antics, “Royce what is your problem?” She often said when he still didn’t come around, “Act like the Royce I know, where is that Royce?”  She’d yelled at him the other day, “I want that Royce back,” and he shrugged, “I’m here doing the best I can under the circumstances,” and she’d fume, and he was doing the best he could.  He went to her a few times to make love to her that was a step, before he couldn’t at all.  He didn’t feel anything and sex was the last thing on his mind, but he was coming around he thought.  He still felt like his body was one big walking ache and to dull the pain his body had gone numb, he believed that and he knew he still loved Joy.  
 
   The only person he talked too was Bobby.  Bobby was the only person who tried to understand what he was going through to an extent even though he still said things like. 
 
   “You have to get over this Royce, she’s gone, it’s over and it’s for the best.” 
 
   “Is it Bobby?  Why to people keep saying that, it’s for the best, because it sure doesn’t feel like it’s the best for me.”  
 
   “Royce come on man, you have a wife, children and so does she.  You can’t easily toss that aside man for…lust,” and Royce understood that and he felt Bobby was right. 
 
   “I know you’re right, I can’t hurt Tammy and the kids like that,” and he knew he didn’t want to hurt them but why was he hurting so bad?  Why was he still carrying around this hurt?  If it was for the best shouldn’t it be the best for him and he tried to fight it, “Maybe I’m just holding on, I should make myself let go.  I won’t think about her today,” he’d say believing the adage, time heals all wounds, “I’ll give myself time and a schedule,” he’d said months ago and that didn’t work.  He still ached for her, “I’ll focus on my work and my family, that should keep my mind on other things,” and during the day that worked, but driving home he’d think of her and it didn’t help that right after it happened and he’d started talking to Bobby about it he teased him and called him Louie, and he didn’t know what he was talking about, “Louie, what do you mean Louie?”
 
   “Aw man you don’t know the song Louie Louie?” 
 
   “No man I don’t” and Bobby laughed.
 
   “Aww man, it’s about this white guy who falls in love with this black lady,” then Bobby sang a line from the song, “Louie, Louie, Louie, nothings good when you taste brown sugar, Louie, Louie you’re gonna cry,” he sang, “Something like that, I don’t know all the words man,” he said laughing, and the next day he bought a copy of the song for Royce. 
 
   “Play this on the way home I found it on an oldies CD, it’s by the Stories, its track number…five,” he said looking at the back of the CD, and Royce did.  He popped in the CD not expecting much and by the time the song was done he was crying.  Even though all the words didn’t apply to him, but the chorus, Louie crying over being with his brown girl, tasting brown sugar and he was hooked those words resonated with him and now he played the song at the loudest volume he could stand.  He knew every word and he sang loud as he drove down the road and often cried thinking of his brown sugar lady.  
 
   He was playing the song now as he drove to the office.  He pulled into his designated parking space and wiped his eyes, the song still brought a tear.  He walked in the building and caught the elevator to the fourteenth floor where the offices of Harrington-Rhodes were located and went straight to his office and closed the door.  He looked through his contacts on his computer, scanning the names.  They’d had to use a private investigator once on a business they were looking into buying and the numbers didn’t add up.  He stopped the scan when he found Carl T. Jameson private investigator.
 
   “Jameson,” Carl answered, 
 
   “Yes, this is Royce Harrington; you did some work for us a few years back.” 
 
   “Yes, Mr. Harrington how can I help you?”
 
   “I need you to find someone.”
 
   “I see, let’s meet Mr. Harrington so I can get the particulars.”  
 
   “Yes, I’d like to keep this private,” and they made arrangements to meet at The Meridian, a private member’s only club downtown.  For Jameson this was standard business; he’d only take the job if he felt comfortable with it, he wasn’t going to take a job to find someone that didn’t want to be found, so you had to be careful with that, sometimes when a person left your life they had good reason.  
 
   Carl Jameson was ex-CIA who’d retired after being shot guarding a diplomat in the Philippines.  He didn’t look like your average CIA man, ex-military is more like it.  He was big and muscled; he had sandy blonde hair he pulled back into a ponytail and blue eyes.  If he had one fault it was he took his job way to seriously, his focus was so intense it was to the detriment of everything else; he ate, slept and drank the job until it was over.  
 
   Jameson met Royce at The Meridian. 
 
   “Hello Mr. Harrington,” he said offering his hand.  Royce took it and shook it, “I’m glad you could make it,” Jameson said, “Tell me who do you want found and why?” 
 
   “A woman who is very special to me, I need to find her.” 
 
   Jameson eyed him trying to get a feel for him, “I understand.  Did she leave of her own free will?” 
 
   Royce eyed him now, “Yes.” 
 
   “Well maybe she doesn’t want to be found.  Why do you want to find her if she left on her on?”
 
   Royce looked sadly away from him, “I just want to make sure she’s okay.  I may not even contact her, I just want to make sure she’d alright,” he said and he looked at Jameson his eyes tearing, “She was very special and I need to know.” 
 
   Jameson took him in.  He’d seen tears before and teary eyes didn’t faze him, but genuinely sad eyes did, and this man was sad, this man was hurting, he couldn’t fake that. 
 
   “Okay Mr. Harrington, I’ll see what I can do, give me all the information you have on her,” and Royce told him about Michael’s company and he gave him the name and the location, “That might be a good place to start,” he said to Jameson. 
 
   “And the lady what do you have on her?”
 
   “Her name is Joy, Joy Abrams,” and Jameson’s looked at him.  He was taking notes, he understood now, he’d just mentioned Michael Abrams, “So she’s married?”
 
   “Yes,” Royce said looking down, “I just want to make sure she’s doing okay.” 
 
   Jameson didn’t know about this now, trying to find a married woman who’d left on her own told him she definitely didn’t want to be found, but he said, “Do you have a picture of her?”
 
    “No, sorry I don’t,” and Jameson thought that was odd, if this lady was special to him why were there no pictures?
 
   “Can you give me a physical description something I can go on?”  He saw Royce smile a little, and he made note of that. 
 
   “Well let me see if I can describe Joy,” he watched Royce’s body language and the little smile on his lips, “Well she’s beautiful that’s the first thing you’ll notice and let me see...She’s tall, slender, dark hair, yeah long dark hair.  She likes to wear it tousled, kind of wavy, and um, her eyes beautiful dark liquid eyes that come off shy, but she’s not, and um her lips, perfect, the perfect plumpness,” and he saw Royce suck his bottom lip, “And let’s see, she has a smile that lights up the room, but it’s shy too and oh yeah, the one thing you will notice is her behind Joy has one of the nicest rears you’ll ever see.  I have to mention that for you to know her,” Royce said looking at him, but he continued, “Let’s see, what else about Joy that’ll help you, oh yeah beautiful light golden brown skin, it looks like silk it’s so smooth…,” Royce paused to look at Jameson who was staring at him, “Is that enough Mr. Jameson?” 
 
   Jameson had stopped writing to look at him because he’d never heard anyone give a physical description like that, this man knew every detail of this woman, intimate details and Jameson knew he was in love with her, and now he really didn’t know if he should find her, he caught himself at Royce’s question. 
 
   “Uh, no, you said she was light golden brown, is she Latin, Hispanic, a tanned Caucasian woman, African American, what kind of light brown is she?”
 
    “Oh yeah,” Royce’s smile came back, “She’s African American, a beautiful African American,” and Royce thought beautiful brown sugar is what she is. 
 
   “And her husband is he African American?”
 
    “Yes.” 
 
   “Okay Mr. Harrington, I think I have enough information to start my investigation.  I’ll contact you with any information I have or to let you know if the investigation must cease.”
 
   “Cease?” Royce questioned. 
 
   “Yes if for any reason I find the person in question has good reason to be away from you I will cease my investigation,” Jameson said.  He was not going to find a married woman who left for her own reasons and now he suspected it was an affair.  
 
   “I understand,” Royce said, he stood, shook Jameson’s hand and walked out, questions on his mind.  Maybe Jameson was right, maybe he should leave well enough alone?  Joy had left of her own accord; as a matter of fact Joy had left so quickly her house was still on the market months after they’d left they’d gotten out of there so fast.  It sat empty and forlorn until it sold. He drove to the office wondering if he was doing the right thing.
 
   The next day Jameson went to the office of Abrams, Holmes & Holsted attorneys at law disguised as an accident victim.  He had his arm in a sling, brown contact lenses, a fake light brown mustache, a brown wig and fake crooked teeth, “I’m looking for Michael Abrams, I hear he’s a good lawyer and I need him to represent me in my accident case,” he said to the receptionist in this very southern and very Texan accent.  “Well sir Mr. Abrams is a tax attorney, he’s not a criminal defense attorney, we do corporate law here,” she said. “What, well which one is he on the wall here and which one of them can represent me?” He asked pointing to the pictures of the attorneys in two rows on the wall. “He’s that one,” she said pointing to the first picture, “And I’m sorry sir, no one in this office can help with a criminal case, who gave you that information sir?”  “Well I’ll be dog gone, nobody told me I just saw the name on the building is all,” he said and walked out the office and now he had a face.  He hung around and waited in the parking garage until he saw Michael coming down the ramp.  
 
   He pulled out and followed him; he knew how to follow a car without being seen.  They drove for quite a while until they were in the outskirts of Dallas, in the suburbs and then he saw Michael pull into a very wealthy gated community, La Casa Madrid, he kept going, “Damn that’s going to cause a problem,” he thought, but his excitement was mounting he loved a challenge.
 
   Royce went home that evening and after his initial uncertainty by the end of the day it was gone.  He needed to find Joy, he had to see her, and maybe Jameson was right he shouldn’t bother her.  Maybe that’s what he’d do, he’d get the information and wouldn’t use it, he’d just know where she was or maybe he’d go by and see her from a distance and leave.  He just wanted to make sure she was okay and see her one more time.  He needed to see her he knew that, and for the first time in months Tammy saw him smile.  He’d been so disheartened the past year, his smile was welcome.  It’s about time he came out of his funk.  Maybe the old Royce was back., she thought.
 
   Jameson knew what he had to do; he had to get in the gated neighborhood of La Casa Madrid.  He’d found Michael now he had to find out if Joy was still with him.  Over the next few days he set his plan into action, he had his paint shop paint a gas company logo on the side of his work truck.  He tossed cables and cords in the back, stitched a gas company logo on a pair of overalls and put in brown contacts, pulled his blonde hair up and put on a curly sandy blonde wig with sideburns.  Then he drove up to the gate, “Got a possible leak on…,” he paused to look at his clipboard, “On Guadalupe Street,” he said to the guard.  The guard went inside the little guard house and made a note on his books, then he opened the gate and Jameson drove through.  
 
   Now to find Joy Abrams, he drove through the neighborhood and turned right; he was looking for 6 Guadalupe Street.  It was a beautiful neighborhood, all the houses done in Spanish style, red Spanish tiled roofs and beautiful stucco exterior in varying shades of gold, cream, white, gray, tall trees, but small yards, Very nice and very rich.   He parked between Joy’s house and her neighbor’s, that way it looked like he wasn’t here for anyone just a gas company man doing his job.  He hopped out of the truck with his clipboard, he fiddled around in back and found the orange spray paint and little orange flag the utility companies used to suggest they’d been working on something, he went to where the gas line was and pretended to be doing gas company work, then he walked to number six Guadalupe.
 
   He rang the bell, he hoped she was home, or he’d have to fiddle around here all day until she came home.  The door opened and Jameson saw a tall black woman, and his mind went to the check list he had from Royce, tall, check, “I’m with the gas company investigating a possible leak…,” he stated and as he spoke his mind went through his list, long dark hair, check, not tousled though she was wearing it long and straight with a bang, very beautiful, check, light brown silky smooth skin, check, shy smile?  He didn’t see that she wasn’t smiling at him, her face showed her concern since he was talking about a gas leak in her neighborhood, nothing to smile about there, he thought, and she was facing him so he couldn’t see her derriere, the nice one his client had described.  
 
   He felt he knew this woman intimately with the description his client had given him he knew more about her than probably a man should, “Yes, I checked out everything and there is no danger, I show this is the residence of…,” he looked down at his clipboard for the very businesslike affect he was going for, “Michael and Joycelyn Abrams.  Are you Ms. Joycelyn Abrams?”  “Yes, I’m Joy Abrams,” she said, bingo, identity confirmed, check.  “Thank you ma’am, sorry to bother you but we have to check these things, but no worries, it was a false alarm,” he said.  He had to reassure her or she’d call the gas company to inquire, and now she smiled, beautiful smile, check, and then he saw the reason his client wanted her found, it had been there in front of him the whole time, I’ll be damn.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 5, FINDING JOY
 
    
 
    
 
   Royce had been on pins and needles hoping Jameson could find Joy, it had been a week now and he’d called and said the search was going as planned.  He’d found Michael and was now on the trail to find Joy, and Royce was perplexed, “Do you think she’s no longer with him?”  And his heart pounded in his chest, if Joy left Michael he would be on the next plane, train, whatever was fastest to get to her. “No, I’m not sure, I haven’t found her yet is all I’m saying,” and he had to contain his emotions for the let down. “Oh okay, keep me informed.” “I will sir,” Jameson said and hung up.  That had been days ago and every time his phone rang he jumped to answer it hoping it was Jameson.
 
   Jameson left the neighborhood his mind in turmoil, wondering, questioning when he’d confirmed her identity.  She was Joy Abrams and she was just like his client described, very beautiful and now he wondered if he should tell his client her whereabouts.  She’d left for a reason and he thought he knew why, but should he be the one to disclose her location?  She ran, she left, it was an affair, she stayed with her husband, should he let his client know or leave well enough alone, he drove and thought.
 
   Royce was at his desk, it had been a week into the investigation and his mind was on Joy.  Maybe she did leave Michael that’s why it’s taking so long, and he knew he hoped so.  He hoped she’d left Michael and he could go to her and see her, but if she hadn’t could he see her?  He didn’t know, from a distance maybe, but going to see her, he didn’t know if she’d want that.  He didn’t know if she’d want to see him after what he’d done.  Maybe seeing her in person is not such a good idea. I’ll just have Jameson take a few pictures from time to time, he thought, Spy on her without her knowing…yeah, that’s best, his phone rang and startled him. 
 
   “Royce Harrington,” he said into the receiver, “Mr. Harrington this is Jameson, I found her sir,” and Royce’s heart did a hard flip in his chest that hurt and his mouth dropped open. “Fine,” he managed to say, “Where can we meet?” “Same as before,” Jameson said. “I’m on my way,” Royce wanted to get the information in his hands as soon as possible, Joy oh Joy, and he was smiling and happy.  He’d found Joy.
 
   Jameson decided it wasn’t up to him to decide if Ms. Abrams wanted to see his client, it was up to her.   She’d determine if she wanted to see him or not, but to him it was clear there was unfinished business between them, so he went back to his office and finished his assignment.  He typed up his report and called his client.  
 
   Royce walked into The Meridian.  He saw Jameson at the bar and as soon as Jameson saw him he made his way towards him and after they shook hands they found a table away from the other patrons and sat down.  Royce was excited with anticipation, “Did you see her or get pictures?”  He asked as soon as their drink order was placed. “No pictures, but yes I saw her.  I spoke with her and she is well,” Jameson said. “You spoke with her,” Royce asked in awe, “Did you advise her of my involvement?”  He asked afraid now.  “No, no, that was not why I spoke with her, it was to confirm her identity that is all,” Jameson said and he could see the emotions playing havoc on Royce’s face, happy, shock that he‘d spoken with her and fear for some reason.  “Oh good let’s see what you have,” Royce said his stomach in knots and his emotions ping ponging all over the place.  
 
   Jameson pulled out a file from his briefcase and handed it to Royce, “Everything you need is here, her home address, her phone number, all the information you need to contact her,” and Royce took the folder, his life line to Joy, “Thank you,” and he wrote a check to Jameson with a bonus.  The waitress brought their drinks and he opened the file, “Did she look okay, how was she?”  He asked as he scanned down the page. “She’s as you described,” and Royce looked at him. “She’s a very beautiful woman as you said” and Royce smiled, “That she is,” and Jameson was waiting for him to mention the other thing but he didn’t, so he left it alone.  Royce saw what he needed in the file.  He’d hoped for pictures but he knew he didn’t ask for that, he’d only asked for contact information, “Is there a way to get pictures, maybe some photos of her?”  “Yes, but it would take more time and stealth, but I’d be happy to accommodate you with photos,” Jameson said.  “I’ll let you know then, but for now I have what I need,” Royce drank down his drink in two solid gulps; he needed it to calm his nerves.  Then he shook Jameson’s hand and left with the precious information in his hands.
 
   He sat on the information for two days, one minute determined to see her, the next scared she might not want to see him and changed his mind.  Then he thought of calling her, but that wasn’t good enough.  He looked at her address, Los Colinas, you did move far didn’t you Joy, he thought, Los Colinas was at least forty-five minutes away from The Enclave, No chance of ever running into anyone from the old neighborhood there, he thought.  And then on the second day he got up from his desk, combed his hair, straightened his tie, went down to his car and drove to Joy’s following the directions in the file.  He drove to the gate and the guard came out, Shit, he thought, I didn’t know it was gated, but now I’ll know if she’ll see me or not, he pushed the button to roll down his window, “Royce Harrington to see Joy Abrams,” he said to the guard. “Yes sir,” he said and went into the little guard house and picked up the phone.  
 
   Royce saw him talking, and then hang up, “Okay sir, third street on the right, Mrs. Abrams is expecting you,” the gate opened and Royce drove through, his stomach bunched and fluttered.  Joy agreed to see him, that was a start, but he didn’t know what to expect, would she tell him to go away, that she only agreed to see him to tell him to keep away from her. 
 
   He turned right onto Guadalupe Street and drove to the end of the cul-de-sac and found number six, Beautiful house, very stately.  It was the middle of the afternoon so her children should be in school, Good, they could be alone as they talked, and he hoped she would at least talk to him a little before she told him to never set foot near her again.  His heart was thumping and beating wildly, it was all over the place from excited to scared as hell, back to excited, then back to scared as hell.
 
   He walked up the walkway and rang the bell and Joy answered.  For a moment Royce just stood there looking at her, Damn, she’s still beautiful.  He tried to smile, but he had no idea if it came across. “Come on in Royce,” Joy said, she was smiling at least and he walked across her threshold and she closed the door.  He was vaguely aware of the immense beauty of the house, the hand scraped dark as coffee hard wood floors, the gold textured walls and Joy’s exquisite taste but he was more interested in her.
 
   “I expected this day to come, I just didn’t know when,” she said.  She looked at him, and before he knew it he took her in his arms and hugged her and she hugged him back.  He wanted to hold her until his heart settled down, just to feel her real in his arms and he held on tighter than he should.  
 
   She released her hug and looked up at him.  “It’s okay you’re here Royce,” she said.  Joy could see he was having a hard time, he was smiling, he was happy, so happy, she could see that, but his eyes showed every emotion.  They went from fearful, to happy, to sad; they were all over the place.  “I knew this day would come,” she said and led him inside her house.  They walked to the family room, Royce was watching her behind, she had on short blue jean shorts and a white t-shirt with buttons across her breast.
 
   She led him to a dark brown leather sofa and he was grateful to get off his shaking legs, “You want something to drink?” “No, no, I just want to talk to you, see you, make sure you’re doing okay,” he said.  He wanted her to know right off he wasn’t stalking her.  “I know Royce, I knew this day would come and now that it’s here I don’t know what to do, but I was going to contact you, but I kept putting it off and now you’re here and I’m glad this day has finally come,” she said almost in disbelief, and Royce just looked at her wondering how did she know he was going to find her when he didn’t know until a week ago.
 
   She got up and went over to a blanket on the floor and picked up a baby, oh, Joy has a baby?  He’d been so focused on her he hadn’t even noticed a baby lying there on a blanket, toys all around.  She came back to where he sat and turned the baby to him. 
 
   “Royce I’d like you to meet your son Justin Royce Abrams.” 
 
    Royce was stunned.  He looked at her then the baby, then back at her and then the baby.  He stared at the baby and the baby looked at him and he saw his blue eyes staring back at him and he smiled at the baby and the baby smiled back and he saw Karen’s smile and Karen had his smile. 
 
   “Oh Joy, oh my god Joy,” he said once the realization sunk in.  Joy had his child and she was smiling.  This is what Jameson saw that day, a tall woman holding a baby and when the baby turned to look at him he looked just like his client.
 
   “I know.  It’s a shock isn’t it?”   
 
   “Understatement of the year,” he said chuckling. 
 
   “Would you like to hold him?”  He nodded and Joy handed him his son.  Royce pulled him to his chest and hugged him, “Oh my God,” is all he could say.
 
    “That’s why I knew this day would come.  I wanted to contact you and tell you, I kept telling myself to do it, and I made myself promise I’d do it before he turned a year” she said looking at Royce smile and stare at his son, “He’s four months old,” she said. 
 
   “Oh Joy,” Royce said smiling at his beautiful son.  This was beyond his wildest dreams, that one of those nights of loving Joy they’d made a child. 
 
   “I don’t want anything from you, I just wanted you to know about him,” she said, “Michael has agreed to raise him as his son.”  Royce was half listening; he was more enthralled with his son, the son he made with Joy than what she was saying.  “I just wanted you to know so in case he wanted to find you one day you wouldn’t be shocked,” he heard that. 
 
   Whoa, wait, “What?  What do you mean in case he wants to find me one day?”
 
   “Well Michael and I are going to raise him as our son Royce.  You don’t need to be involved, we think its best and less confusing considering the circumstances,” and he stared at her.
 
   “But he’s my son Joy, my son,” he said looking at her in disbelief. 
 
   “Royce think about this.  I know he’s your son and I paid homage to you and gave him your name.  I wanted him to know that one day, but it’s the best thing to do, the best way to handle this,” she said. 
 
   He was dumbfounded, “To keep him from his father, that’s the best way to handle this,” he asked, “You want me to know about him and stay away is that what you’re saying?”
 
   “Well…yes Royce, we think it’s the best way…,” 
 
   “We who?  You and Michael, because I sure don’t Joy.  He’s my son, I just found out I have a son, a beautiful baby boy and you want me to forget that and hope he comes to find me one day!”  He said incredulously.  He looked at her for understanding, because to him this didn’t make any sense, “You want to keep him from me because…because why Joy, I don’t understand.” 
 
   Joy looked away and he saw her wipe a tear, “Because it’s best, the best thing to do Royce.  You know how he came about, you know you and I should have never been together and if it wasn’t for The Club we wouldn’t have been.” 
 
   Ouch!  It felt like she slapped him and he was stunned for a moment before he regained his composure, “I don’t know if I can do that Joy.  I don’t know if I can do it your way,” and he didn’t he had a son, a son with Joy and once she put him on his lap all he thought was I’m going to be there for you little guy, I’m your father, and in the next instant she was taking that away from him. 
 
   “Royce please,” she said and he was looking at her in disbelief. 
 
   “Is this why you left so soon, did you know then Joy?”
 
   She was sad now, “Yes.” 
 
   He was stunned again, “You knew then you were having my baby and didn’t tell me!” 
 
   “No, I didn’t know it was your child, I knew I was pregnant and I was going to tell you that …night,” she saw him wince, “I was going to tell you but you know what happened, then I was afraid.  I didn’t know what they’d do to me after what they’d done just because you and I had been together, I didn’t know what they’d do if they knew I was having your child,” she said and he wondered who was this they  she was talking about, was it their friends?  The people who’d acted crazy that night he had to admit, or was it white people in general?  “I know Joy, it was a crazy situation that night, but I wished you’d told me anyway, called me or something and I could have been there for you,” he said and she looked at him now, her shame in this clear.  She’d hidden this from him, she knew that, “I know, I’m sorry Royce, but it wasn’t until he was born that I was sure he was yours and Michael had agreed and understood there was a possibility he wasn’t the father and he’d accepted it and to be the baby’s father but I wanted you to know that’s all, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.” 
 
   Joy had planned on telling him that night, and Royce didn’t know she’d found it easier to tell him than Michael.  He was going to be to the first to know, she wanted to tell him, talk it over with him and get a feel for where he was at on it, but she didn’t.  His friends butted in and ran her away and she didn’t tell him that although Michael had agreed to raise his child he was mad as hell about the condoms, or lack thereof.  
 
   While he and Joy talked he concentrated on the baby, he couldn’t help it and the baby focused on him.  He’d relaxed by now, this situation needed resolving.  He was lying back against the sofa, the baby on his chest, the baby would put his fingers in his mouth as he talked, or he rubbed his cheek and Royce smiled as the baby touched him.  Royce played with his little fingers, he touched his little soft cheeks, and ran his fingers through his curly dark hair, Joy’s hair, thick, dark and curly.  Neither of his other children had hair like this, and to him Justin was the most beautiful baby he’d ever seen and Joy wanted him to give him up, to walk away. 
 
   “But I know now Joy, that’s the problem I’m having with this, I’m his father, he’s my son…and I can’t just walk away.”  
 
    Joy was not happy with this turn of events, she’d wanted to tell Royce, he should know he had a son.  It didn’t feel right not to tell him which is what Michael wanted, she’d felt that was wrong to do that to Justin and to Royce.  Justin should know who his father was and Royce should know about him, and from the moment she held him in the hospital she’d said to herself, “I have to tell Royce, it’s the right thing to do,” but Michael didn’t want her too, so she’d stalled and let it go, and her last plan was to tell him before Justin was a year old, By his first birthday I will tell Royce, she’d vowed, but now she wasn’t so sure this was a good idea.  
 
   “Think about it Royce, how are you going to explain this to Tammy?  You think Tammy is going accept you having a child by me?  It’s the best thing Royce!”  “She’ll accept it, he’s here she doesn’t have a choice but to accept it.” “Will she Royce, will she?”  “Michael did,” he said looking her square in the eye.  “Arrggg Royce,” she said getting frustrated, “Why can’t you understand this is best for everyone,” and Royce hated those words, best for everyone, because usually they meant best for the ones speaking them and not best for the ones involved.  “Uh huh, best for everyone.  You’re saying it’s best for Justin to deny him his father,” he said, his eyes intensely on her, “A father who wants to be there for him,” he added and he saw her wipe tears away.  He hated to see her cry, but he had to have his say on this.  
 
   Then little Justin began to squirm and his little face showed his distress. “He’s getting hungry, you don’t mind if I feed him in front of you do you?” “Well no why would I mind?”  He didn’t understand the question, get the baby a bottle and feed it, why would he mind?  “Oh well some people think it’s uncouth to breastfeed in front of them,” Joy said as she was unbuttoning the buttons across her breast, and now he understood, hmmm this he might not be able to handle.  Joy’s breast in front of him; he was already having to control himself from touching her.  It was only made easier because of the deep conversation they were having, so he played it off.  “I’ve seen breast before Joy, I’ve even seen yours,” he joked with her; she laughed and rolled her eyes and shook her head.  The flap fell down and he saw her white bra.  She took the baby and turned her back to him and made her adjustments and when she turned around the baby was against her breast with a white cloth diaper over his face.  
 
   “I’m sorry about what happened that night Joy, it really messed things up and I’m sorry for all that,” he said.  “I am too, it was a mess, a complete mess,” she said and little Justin obviously didn’t like the diaper over his face because with his free hand he grabbed it and was now playing with it and Royce saw a peek of Joy’s breast and he felt himself rising, he crossed his legs.  Joy took the diaper and put it back where it was and Justin grabbed it again, swung it back and forth and this time he dropped it and it went on the floor.  Joy laughed, “Well there goes any ounce of modesty I was trying to exhibit,” she said.  He chuckled and watched his son nurse from his mother and he thought it was beautiful.  Tammy hadn’t breastfed either of their children, this was the first time he’d ever seen a mother nurse her child and it being his child and the woman being Joy made it the most beautiful sight he’d seen in a long time.  
 
   He watched Justin as he enjoyed his milk and he reached out and took his little hand and played with it.  Justin squeezed his finger with his little hand, his eyes looked over at Royce, his finger wrapped around Royce’s finger and he never stopped sucking.  “It’s beautiful Joy,” he said, “He’s beautiful and I love him,” he said and Joy looked at him, and she could see it was genuine, Royce loved his son.  Royce reached over and stroked Justin’s hair as he nursed and that’s what he did, he touched and stroked Justin, smiling and cooing at him as he nursed.  
 
   They kept discussing the situation and neither was getting anywhere with the other.  Joy wanted Royce to give up Justin and Royce couldn’t and didn’t understand why she wanted him too, and he made no attempts to leave.  He wanted this issue resolved or he wasn’t going anywhere until finally Joy said, “I’ve got to pick up the kids Royce, but here,” she said and wrote down her phone number, “Call me and we can discuss this some more before we do anything okay,” she said.  “Okay, and here is my number, my office and cell phone,” he said, “Yes we do need to discuss this some more,” he agreed with her.  He walked out with her and watched as she put Justin in his car seat, he kissed him and held his little hand, “Bye Justin,” he cooed to him and he hugged Joy, “I’ll be talking to you,” he said then he walked to his car and drove away.
 
   Michael came home that night and knew immediately something was on Joy’s mind.  This past year had been a trying one for him, every since the fiasco at The Club and soon after Joy had come to him with her news.  She’d come to him with tears in her eyes, “I have something to tell you baby,” she was lying in bed and he was in the bathroom doing his nightly routine, flossing, brushing his teeth and when he saw her tears he wiped his mouth and went to her, “What is it baby, is it that bad for you to cry?”
 
   She nodded, “It’s going to hurt, so yes it’s bad,” she said.  He sat beside her his stomach in knots waiting for her to say what was going to hurt. “I’m pregnant,” and he smiled, “That’s not so bad, I know we hadn’t planned on more children, but it’s okay Joy baby,” he said still smiling at her.  He was a stickler for plans and he thought she was upset that he’d be upset at her for messing up his plans; he leaned in and kissed her. “I’m glad you’re happy baby, but the part that’s hard for me to say is…,” and she paused and he saw her tears. “Go on Joy what is it?” 
 
   “It’s that it might be Royce’s,” and this did shock him and it hurt too. 
 
   “What?  What do you mean it could be Royce’s?”  
 
   He stood and looked at her, he paced and stood and looked down at her and he saw her crying, “Well I’m two months and it was during the time we were in The Club and I was with him too.” 
 
   “Oh well that shouldn’t matter you used protection right?  He wore a condom didn’t he so you shouldn’t worry about that,” he said matter of fact and she cried harder. 
 
   “No, he didn’t,” and Michael froze. 
 
   “What are you saying, he didn’t use a condom?  What one time he didn’t or what, be straight with me,” he said shocked.  “We never used one,” and he lost it, “Fuuucccckkk!  Fuck Joy, what the hell was going on with you two!  I don’t understand why you did any of this with him!  First he’s the only one you would go to and now you’re telling me you never used a condom!  What the hell Joy!”  He stared down at her, she cried, “Why not?  Why didn’t you use a condom?  You know how that makes me feel, that you let another man fuck you without protection!”  He was angry, “Are you crazy to do that to me, to us, to have unprotected sex like that!  Jesus Joy, where was your head in all this?”  He was so mad at her, she’d messed up, this was the worse news he could have heard.  
 
   He sat on the edge of the bed and couldn’t look at her, he wanted to slap her, just slap the hell out of her for being so stupid and he’d never thought of her as stupid.  He’d always thought of her as one of the smartest people he’s ever met.  She’s graduated with high honors at an Ivy League school for crying out loud. “Why did you do that?”  He wanted to know why she wouldn’t think of something as simple as a condom, hell there was a drawer full of them, every shape, size and color you wanted.  She was crying. “We just didn’t…we just didn’t think of using one,” she said through her tears. “Jesus Joy, do I have to explain everything to you?  I thought you knew that, it’s just something you should know to do in a sex club.  Fuck this is bad, this situation keeps getting worse and worse,” he wouldn’t talk to her for days after she told him and then he accepted it.  
 
   He came up with a plan to protect her, and then set about doing it, “Okay, it’s done, there’s nothing we can do about it, it could be his or mine, if it’s his then we’ll have to deal with that.  I know it’s a possibility but I think the likelihood of it being his is unlikely.  He was only with you on a club night, so the possibility of it being mine is the better option.  Let’s get out of this house, out of this neighborhood, I can’t stand it here anymore,” and he was thinking I need to get Joy out of here, I don’t want anybody talking to her or messing with her about what went down at that club or I might have to hurt a few folks and if it gets out the baby might be Royce’s the flames will be burning against her he was sure about that, and within the month they found a house and were gone and the whole time he prayed and believed the baby was his.  
 
   And then he’d get pissed at Joy, “She didn’t even know to use a condom,” and the thought of Royce inside her, touching her, feeling her, moving inside her hurt him so bad, not only was a condom protection, it was also a barrier from the actual act, it wasn’t skin on skin, the man didn’t deposit his seed in the woman, but Royce did.  Royce had her skin on skin and he’d come inside her and that drove him nearly insane thinking of that, but he made himself believe and he still loved Joy, and blamed himself for this outcome too.  He was the one who gave the okay for them to join The Club, he was the one who let the white man have her and this was the consequence, and he tried not to blame Joy, but he did, he blamed her for being just plain stupid.  
 
   And when her time came he drove fast to the hospital.  They knew it was a boy; Joy wanted to know so she could get the nursery done.  His blue and green room with little fairies in a forest painted on the walls was ready and waiting for him and he was going to be Justin Michael Abrams.  He held her through her contractions until it was time for her to push, and then he was behind her urging her to push and when he saw the pale baby being pulled from between her legs he was crushed and the older he got the more he looked like the white man who made him, right down to the blue fucking eyes.
 
   But he’d promised Joy he’d raise him as his own and he was doing that.  Even though at the last minute she changed his name to Justin Royce, “It’s so he’ll have something of his Michael, at least I can do that for him,” she’d said and he let it slide, but that hurt him too.  That she’d thought of the white man to include him, and now he sat across the dinner table and he glanced at Joy.  She was terrible at hiding anything, she was a terrible liar and at sex clubs, he thought.  He could see something was on her mind and after dinner he went into his office and a few minutes later she came in and he knew he was about to hear what it was.  She sat down in the chair across from his desk, 
 
   “Royce was here today,” she said and that was the last thing he’d expected to hear.
 
   “Royce Harrington was here in this house today,” he repeated to be clear of what she said. 
 
   He saw her looking cautiously at him, “Yes.” 
 
   “How did he find us Joy, did you call him, did you have something to do with this?”
 
   She looked up at him, “No of course not, you didn’t want me to contact him remember,” and he knew she was telling the truth.  Joy was a terrible liar, the guilt showed on her face and in her eyes, and Joy was thinking Royce had saved her the trouble and Michael’s wrath because she was going to contact him one day she was sure of that. 
 
   “So how did he find us then?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she’d never asked.  Joy entertained the idea and believed that somehow her thoughts had traveled along some imaginary mental line that connected all people, that she’d tapped into the higher power we all believed in since she’d thought of Royce so much this past year.  During her pregnancy, after Justin was born, every time she looked at him and saw Royce’s face and because she knew she had to tell him that somehow she believed she’d conjured him up, willed him to think of her and come to her.  
 
   Michael was eyeing her, this situation was getting the better of him, his restraint was all he had and now Royce Harrington was here.  I’ll find out from him, he thought, “Well what did he want?  I’m sure he knows about the baby,” and the thought crossed his mind maybe that was why he’d come, he’d heard about the baby from somewhere. “Yes, he knows, he was here I couldn’t deny him,” Joy said looking down and Michael eyed her, “So now the cat’s out the bag.” “Yes and I told him what we wanted, that we wanted to raise him as our own and that we didn’t want anything from him.” “Good, how did he take that?”  “Not very well, but I’ll keep trying to convince him,” Joy knew this is what Michael wanted and for him she’d do it.  Michael had saved her from the humiliation she would have gone through and he was willing to raise a child that wasn’t his, and she was willing to accept his terms if that meant he would stay with her.  “That’s good Joy, but I want to speak with him, you have his number,” “Yes, but I’ll set it up,” she said quickly, “I think it’s best if it comes from me,” and Michael eyed her again, “Okay then set it up,” he said cautiously.  
 
   He was tired of talking about Royce Harrington, the guy made him angry, he could feel it rising up and he didn’t want to be angry at Joy.  He wanted to love her tonight, no matter what he loved Joy, always had and always would and no one not even Royce Harrington could change that.  He stood up from his desk he was no longer in the mood to work; talking about Royce had done that too.  He went into their room with Joy behind him and he began taking off his clothes, he was quiet now.  When he was done, naked he walked into the bathroom.  Joy heard the shower turn on, he popped his head through the open door a sexy smile on his face, “Join me baby,” he said.  Joy smiled and was glad he wasn’t mad.  She stripped and walked into the bathroom and stepped into the warm water and into his arms.  He pulled her towards him and began kissing her sweet lips, “Oh Joy,” he murmured, and kissed her deeper, he kissed down her shoulder, oh she was so soft, then he kissed down to her breast, Joy was his, and his alone, he thought.  He picked her up and leaned her against the shower wall and pushed inside her, kissing her sweet lips, the lips he loved to suck and kiss on, kissable lips is what she had, kissable lips.  He pushed deeper and moved with pleasure inside her, his strokes long and smooth, the warm water washing over him.  Joy was his filled his mind, Joy was his.
 
   For the next week Royce found himself going over to Joy’s.  He’d get up go to the office and somewhere in the day he would find himself packing up and saying to Ms. Severs, “I’ll be out for a while,” and he’d head straight to Joy’s.  He wasn’t concentrating on work anyway.  He’d sit at his desk supposedly working, looking over the company and strategies to make it more profitable and the numbers would go fuzzy and his mind would fill with Joy or Justin.
 
   He’d been so happy to see Joy and he loved spending time with her, she was the Joy he knew and loved.  He liked her, the woman she was and he was drawn to her like a river to an ocean and he could feel it in his being that she was what he needed.  She was the sustenance he needed to grow, to be whole, he felt her heat, her passion, he felt her soul and he drew from it and he was uplifted.  And Justin, he marveled at the child he and Joy made, he was beautiful, his mass of dark curly hair, and his blue eyes just like his amazed him.  He was a happy baby, his little smile always there for his father, and Royce loved playing with him, holding him and just plain looking at him, looking at the child he made with Joy.  
 
   “I’ll be back,” he said to Ms. Severs.  She nodded like it wasn’t out of the ordinary but he’d been doing this all week.  He’d just up and leave and would be gone for hours, it was unlike him, most of the time he was there before her and still there long after she left, but something was on his mind.  He wasn’t there mentally she knew that, even when he was at the office physically, mentally he was somewhere else and a few times she’d had to tap him on the shoulder to make him aware of her presence when she’d been calling him several times and he hadn’t heard her.  Ms. Severs watched him as he stepped into the elevator and she saw the happiness on his face, and she was glad to see him his old self again.  This past year he seemed to carry sadness around with him.  She saw his smile as the door closed and she knew he was already gone and she was right Royce’s mind was already with Joy and Justin.
 
   Joy had been letting Royce do the things she would normally do for Justin.  She’d prepare a bottle of breast milk and let him feed him.  He changed his diapers, and lie on the floor and play with him.  Justin was trying to crawl and his efforts were monumental; he was trying to get up on his knees and plopping right back down and he and Joy would laugh and smile at his efforts.  Justin loved when Royce dangled toys in front of him; he always reached for them and tried to pull them away.  Joy was introducing new foods to him and that was a sight as well, “I’m trying asparagus,” she’d said yesterday.  She opened the jar, warmed up the food and it was funny to see Justin close his eyes and scrunch up his face at the taste.  They both laughed.
 
   Royce fed him a jar of bananas while he sat in his highchair while Joy worked in the kitchen always preparing something. Royce had no idea what, but she was always doing something in there, “I need to get prepped for dinner,” she always said and he’d sit at the kitchen table and play with Justin while she did chopping, mixing, measuring and they’d talk, about everything really but mostly about Justin and how much involvement he was to have with him.  
 
   He drove up to her gate, the attendant waved him in, he was becoming a regular, the guards knew him and he knew them.  The gate opened and he drove through, a big smile on his face.  Joy let him in, “I swear Royce the neighbors are going to start talking if we keep meeting like this,” she joked.  She never knew when he was going to show up but over the past week, either in the morning after she dropped off the kids or in the afternoon he’d come.  She didn’t know the guards at the gate were already trying to figure out if he was her lover or there on business.  He laughed and went straight in and picked up Justin, who was as usual on his blanket on the floor, toys all around him. “Hey buddy,” he said holding him in the air and looking up at him, “How you doing today?”  He cooed to him, with one hand he maneuvered out of his jacket and tossed it on the sofa.  
 
   Joy went into the kitchen, he went in too, like the house her kitchen was Spanish style, beautiful in bright yellow and red accent Spanish tiles as backsplash in a Spanish motif bordered around her walls.  She had vegetables out washing them and preparing them for whatever she was making for dinner that night.  He had no idea Joy loved to cook until he’d been coming over so much, but she loved it and he asked her all the time, “What are you making?,” and the answers always amazed him, “Oh pizza dough, we’re making pizza tonight,” or, “I’m chopping vegetables and seasoning the meat for fajitas,” “Pie crust, I like to make it ahead of time,” things like that.  
 
   “Joy we have to come to an agreement on this,” he said to start them discussing Justin again.  “I know Royce, but we have to be careful.”  “What do you mean?”  “I mean we have to look out for him, how are we going to explain how he came to be?  You were married, I was married.  How it was all because we were careless and didn’t use condoms huh?  How are we going to explain that?”  She asked turning to look at him. “Is that what you think we were careless?”  It wasn’t careless on his part, he just didn’t want to use one that’s all, he wanted her, wanted to feel inside her, wanted his sensitive engorged head to touch and feel every inch of her.  He wanted to know how she felt inside and to feel her wetness all over him and a condom would prevent that and he’d chosen not to use one.
 
   “Yes, we were careless Royce,” and she’d had to listen to Michael and see his hurt and distain on that issue.  He abhorred the fact that she hadn’t thought to use a condom and for her she couldn’t believe she never thought to use one either.  How it just never came up and she accepted that, she didn’t know who to blame her or Royce for not thinking of that, she went on. “How else can you explain it?  We didn’t think of our spouses, we didn’t think of ourselves and the consequences and now look...,” and she paused and he looked at her, wondering was she going to say Justin was a mistake?  This beautiful baby was a mistake and he didn’t want her to think like that, “Even so Joy, condoms break, it still could have happened if we used a condom or not,” he said using the lie he would tell Tammy later.  
 
   Royce thought her having his child was divine intervention; that it was meant to be, it was going to happen and the powers of heaven had spoken. “Maybe so, but still…,” she paused again, thinking of how Michael felt about that, that he’d thought they’d been stupid as hell, “That’s Sex Club 101 Joy, how could you not protect yourself and me for that matter?”  He’d asked her and she winced.  “What’s the matter?”  Royce asked seeing her react to something and with her back to him she said, “It’s just we should have used a condom Royce,” and she felt her body react to something different.  
 
   The thought of him as he made love to her; she saw them in their passion, free, uninhibited, abandoned to the pleasure and a condom never crossed her mind.  She wanted Royce just the way she had him, yeah, she’d been stupid, she thought and Royce watched her.  He could see her mind working on something, and he thought too of them in their passion.  Her legs spread wide and the wild tingling sensation coursing through his body and he didn’t want a condom in the way of that and he felt the heat rising in his body.  He watched Joy and thought of her naked, her arms wrapped around him and her cries of passion and a smile came on his face.  
 
   She turned and looked at him, his mind deep in thought a smile on his face, “What are you smiling about?”  She asked and he looked at her, “Oh nothing,” he said, but she smiled and went back to her vegetables like she knew.  “Oh and Michael wants to meet with you,”  Michael had gotten tired of her telling him Royce wouldn’t budge and she could see his look of disappointment, and now he thought it was up to him to handle this, and she felt inept, like everything was her fault and she couldn’t do anything right when it came to this situation. “Oh why?”  “You know to discuss Justin with you.” “Yeah okay, he won’t change my mind if that’s what he’s thinking,” Royce said matter of fact and Joy smiled inwardly, good then it wasn’t her that wasn’t good at persuading, but then her smile disappeared because Michael was good at persuading and if he got Royce to do what she couldn’t she’d never live that down. “Can you meet tonight after dinner, say around eight?”  “Yeah sure,” and Royce turned his attention to Justin who he’d been holding.  
 
   He sat him in his highchair, “You got something for him to snack on?”  “Sure, look in the pantry and get him his teething biscuits, he likes those, it works his gums,” she said and he went into her pantry and he saw how organized it was, everything neat, stacked and labeled, Joy was so orderly, that was something he was learning about her too. “Yeah I can see that he’s got two teeth already and two more coming in,” and Joy looked at him in surprise, she didn’t know he knew that. “Hey buddy,” he said, and handed Justin a biscuit.  Justin smiled at him and Royce touched his cheek, this was his son, his son. 
 
   Later he went back to the office feeling the same, happy and sad; happy to spend time with Joy and Justin, and sad that he couldn’t convince her to see this from his point of view.  He was usually good at getting what he wanted, but this thing she couldn’t see, couldn’t see that now that he knew he had a son with her that he couldn’t just easily walk away from that, just live across town like he didn’t know he existed.  He ran his fingers through his hair. “Why can’t she see how dumb that is?”  He asked himself, “What man in his right mind would go for something like that?”  He couldn’t understand her logic in this, why she wanted him out of his son’s life.  He walked back into the office, his mind still far away and never noticed how everyone looked at him, wondering what he was up too, and all of them suspected he was up to something especially Bobby.
 
   Bobby had been watching him all week and saw how far away and deep in thought he’d been, and since Royce had barely been himself the past year he was letting it go, pretending not to notice but something was up with him.  He went to Royce’s office, “Hey man what’s up?” 
 
   “Oh hey Bobby not much, what’s going on with the Miller contract?”  
 
   “Oh it’s under control, still negotiating a few minor points but we’re moving on it.” 
 
   “Good, that’s good,” Royce said. 
 
   “What’s going on man?  You seem so distant, I don’t want to pry but hey you’re my friend too as well as business partner,” he said hoping Royce would bite. 
 
   “Yeah I know man,” Royce said looking at him, he didn’t know if he should tell Bobby or not, he knew he wouldn’t approve, no one in his circle would approve he knew that, but he needed someone to run this by, to get another opinion, to see if he was right in this or Joy. 
 
   “I found Joy,” he said looking at Bobby to get his reaction and he got it.  Bobby’s eyes got big and he plopped down in his office chair.
 
   “You found her, where is she?” 
 
   “Los Colinas”
 
   “And have you spoken to her?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s what I’ve been doing the past week,” and Bobby eyes got even bigger.
 
   ”Okay, please tell me you’re not seeing her again man,” and Royce could see the deep concern for him. 
 
   “No, no nothing like that,” he reached into his drawer and pulled out a large orange envelope and handed it to Bobby.  Bobby opened it and pulled out pictures, lots of pictures. 
 
   “Oh my God,” he said as he scanned through the pictures; he saw Justin as a newborn and the name “Justin Royce Abrams” etched at the bottom of the photo with his length and weight, another of Joy smiling and holding him and he saw a professional picture of him lying on a white bear skin rug, smiling his blue eyes playful, another of him a little younger maybe a month old, not smiling but his blue eyes staring into the camera, and then he saw smaller pictures taken with a home camera of Royce holding him, feeding him, playing with him and others with Joy holding him, looking at him and one of all of them looking like a happy family.  
 
   Bobby scanned through the pictures and looked at Royce, “Aw man,” Bobby said as he looked at one picture then another.  “Yeah he’s my son, Joy had my son, his name is Justin Royce,” he said smiling. “I can see that, he’s a beautiful baby,” and Bobby looked at him, “He looks just like you.” Royce was smiling, “I know isn’t it uncanny he looks more like me than either Karen or Dillon?” 
 
   Bobby put the pictures back in the envelope and sat there stunned; he didn’t know what to say, “Well this changes things man, how are you going to work this out?”  
 
   And Royce shrugged, “That’s the problem…,”
 
   “I can see that it would be Royce, does Tammy know?” 
 
   “Nah not yet, I’m still trying to come to terms with Joy.”  
 
   “Oh let me guess what does she want, too much child support and not enough visitation?”  And Royce looked at him wondering if he should tell the truth, but from Bobby’s question he felt Bobby thought like him, that it was just a matter of terms and not, I don’t want you in his life at all, he decided to tell it all. 
 
   “I wish it was just that, but no she wants nothing from me as a matter of fact she doesn’t want me in his life at all; she wants him to be raised by her and Michael and then let him come to me after he’s older and can understand,” Royce said and his heart hurt when he had to say it out loud like that, and he saw Bobby react.
 
   “Are you kidding?”  Was Bobby’s first reaction, he’d never thought that a woman wouldn’t want the baby’s father in his life, that never occurred to him, but now he thought about it, maybe she had a point.  This could work out best for everyone. Tammy doesn’t know and Royce could ignore it until the kid was old enough. “Well she might have a point,” he said and he saw Royce’s expression go hard. 
 
   “What point does she have?” Royce asked. 
 
   “Putting it off until he’s older, it might be easier…” 
 
   “Easier for whom?” Royce interrupted. 
 
   “For you, Tammy, the child, everyone,” Bobby said and he saw Royce’s face and knew that was not okay with him and since that night at The Club he’d made a vow to always be in Royce’s corner, no matter what. “But I don’t know if you should do it though,” and he saw Royce look at him hope in his eyes, hope that someone understood and Bobby knew he did understand.  He knew how a father felt about his children, especially when they came from the woman he loved and Royce loved Joy, there was no question in his mind about that.  
 
   “Why do you think I shouldn’t do it?”  
 
   “Because he’s your son Royce and…,” Royce looked on waiting, “I can see it in the pictures that you’re…,” and Royce looked on, “Happy with him,” and that was true too.  Bobby had seen his happiness in those pictures, he’d seen a happy smiling Royce in those pictures, a Royce he hadn’t seen in a long time, and he saw it now as his hope went up and he smiled, “I know man, you should see him, he’s so beautiful, I just love him.” 
 
   “So what are you going to do about it?”  Bobby asked.
 
   Royce looked at him and said what he’d been thinking the past week, his only drawback was Joy, he didn’t want to hurt her, but he knew what he had to do, “I’m going to fight for him,” he said and Bobby smiled.
 
   Royce stayed at the office until it was time to meet Michael and he was glad he‘d talked to Bobby because now he felt surer than he’d felt before.  Joy was the holdup, he didn’t want to hurt her, he wanted her to love you, “No I want her to agree for me to see him.”  He drove out to Joy’s; the guard was different this time of day, “Royce Harrington to see Michael Abrams,” the guard made the call and opened the gate.  Joy let him in, the whole family was home now and he saw Lindsey and Deon in the family room.  Deon was playing a video game on the TV, he was working the controller like he’d seen Dillon do a thousand times.  Justin was on the floor draped across Lindsey's back a teething ring in his mouth working it with baby drool running down his hand making baby happy baby sounds while Lindsey cooed to him and read him a story from a baby book.  
 
   “Come in Royce,” Joy led him to the kitchen, he could smell the aroma of whatever Joy had made that night, even though now the kitchen was clean and everything put away it smelt delicious and it reminded him he hadn’t eaten.  He hadn’t seen Michael yet and then Michael came in, he was comfortable in blue jean long shorts and a golf shirt, “Hey Royce man,” he said cordially and they shook hands.  Then they sat at the table and he heard Joy in the family room, “Take your brother and go to my room, watch a movie in there okay, we grownups need to talk,” then she came in the kitchen and she put a crystal decanter on a tray with three glasses and brought it over and sat it on the table.  Cognac or Brandy, he thought; she sat down next to Michael and Royce knew it was going to be two against one.
 
   “Well first of all man let me say thanks for coming by.  I know this is hard on everyone, but we have to resolve it so it works out best for all involved, are we agreed on that?”  Michael asked and poured himself then Royce a drink, Joy passed on the drink he offered her.  “You’re welcome, and of course that’s why I’m here to work this out.” Michael smiled at him, “Hey let me ask you something first, how did you find us man?”  Royce looked at him, he would never tell him he’d hired a private investigator, “Well it wasn’t hard, I looked you up, it’s not like you all disappeared or anything.”
 
   “Ahh,” Michael said, “I guess you’re right it was that easy huh?” Royce nodded, at least that’s what Jameson had told him when he asked how hard it was to find Joy, “It’s all in the public records Mr. Harrington, it wasn’t that hard, it was just verifying that Mrs. Abrams was in fact the Mrs. Abrams you were searching for,” Jameson said, and Michael was thinking it was that easy, just like it was that easy for you not to wear a condom with my wife.  He felt so disrespected by Royce, like Royce was acting on his whiteness and could do what he wanted to put him in his place and that place was beneath him.  Michael chafed, but he wanted to be professional.  “So what is it you want Royce, what do you want as it concerns Justin?”  
 
   Royce wasn’t expecting that question, he thought he was going to go straight into about it being best for Justin if they raised him without him and he was ready for that. “He’s my son,” he said looking Michael square in the eye, and Michael felt that disrespect again, “And I want to be a part of his life like any father would...,” he looked at Michael again, “Look Michael, I know this is tough, a tough situation,” and Michael was thinking you got that right, it’s like a snowball, it won’t disappear and melt in the light of day, instead it keeps rolling down a hill adding more shit to it and getting bigger and bigger. 
 
   “But we can work this out, I want to be a part of his life and I have a right to do that he’s my son, that’s all I ask, just let me be there,” and Michael thought, if he says he’s my son one more time I might punch him.  He leaned in closer to face Royce, “We can’t do that, we don’t think it’s best for him and we want to do what’s best for him,” and he looked Royce square in the eye, “And for the record he’s not your son, I’m listed as his father, I’m the one listed on his birth certificate.” 
 
    Joy sat there and she could feel the tension growing between the two men.  She could see Royce weighing his words carefully on what he was about to say next but his eyes showed he was getting angry, and Michael she could see that little smirk when he knew he had someone and she could feel his anger bubbling. “Let’s talk about Justin, okay,” she intervened, “Royce think of Justin, this situation is confusing enough as it is, let’s not add to it,” she said trying to convince him.  
 
   Royce looked from her and back to Michael and he saw him seething beneath the surface and he thought the first thing I’m going to do is change his name, “I am thinking of Justin, and if I wasn’t his father we wouldn’t be sitting here talking about this would we?”  He said eyeing Michael and he wanted to say, so can that shit.  He didn’t like being fucked with and Michael was fucking with him, he went on, “The only thing I’m agreeable too is visitation and I’ll pay child support, I’m not here to shirk my responsibility to him,” he said looking at Michael, and Michael wanted to punch him if he thought he would allow any of his money to come into his house. 
 
   “Well what do you suggest we tell him when he’s in school and the kids start asking him about his father, do you want him saying my father is the man across town my mother had as a lover?”  Michael asked and Joy gasped, “Do you?”  He repeated ignoring her, “Or do you want him to feel good about himself and his family and the confidence he will need in this life?” Michael asked.
 
   Royce knew he was right on that it was going to be tough on Justin from that standpoint, people were going to talk, “Look we’ll handle that when the time comes, we’ll make sure he has a good answer, but we shouldn’t deny him his father because of what people will say,” he said; his anger flashing a bit now.  
 
   He was tired of other people’s opinion deciding his life, other people is what caused her to leave in the first place.  She was going to tell him that night.  This could have been resolved months ago and he could have been there for her, but now after the fact here they were dealing with it, and he saw Michael sit back a disdainful look on his face. “Don’t you think it matters?  He has to live in this world, the world the way it is, and for you it might be easy to handle what other people say,” and Michael wanted to add because you’re white and you’d never had to live with what other people thought of you, but just like him Justin would, “But Justin will live with it every day of his life,” he said looking at Royce.  
 
   “No I don’t think it matters,” Royce said and he didn’t think it mattered in the scheme of things, it was a minor thing to deal with, “What I’m asking is bigger than that, to be in my son’s life is much bigger than worrying what other people will say about him,” he said. 
 
   “Then you don’t understand what it’s like to be black and Justin will be black and treated as such,” Michael emphasized and he saw the stunned looked on Royce’s face.  Ahh, Michael thought, he hadn’t thought about that, and he was right.  Royce hadn’t thought of that, he just saw his son, the son he made with Joy, he hadn’t thought about how the world would see him.  
 
   Royce didn’t know where to go next to make them see this from his point of view, “Well put yourself in my shoes, how would you feel if it was you, if you had a child with another woman and you wanted to be a part of that child’s life and she was trying to stop you?”
 
   Michael stared at him a moment before he said, “If I were in your situation I’d do like the mother wished,” he said without hesitation, “Apparently she has good reason,” he added and Royce couldn’t believe it. 
 
   “So you would just walk away?” 
 
   “Yes” 
 
   “Well I can’t do that” 
 
   “Okay then let’s do it, let’s switch places let’s say after all the women I’ve been with at The Club, including Tammy,” and he looked at Royce as if to say, yes I fucked your wife too.
 
   “Let’s say Tammy had my child and to keep her family, her marriage to you and to protect the child she asked me to let go, to let you and her raise him as your own.  I would honor her wishes, because I know she’s doing what’s best for the child,” and Royce was fuming now and he wanted to punch Michael.
 
    “Well I wouldn’t ask that of you if the tables were turned, I’d know you might want to see your son,” he said evenly, and that was true he’d never think to deny a person their child.  He might be furious at the situation and want to kick the shit out of Michael but he wouldn’t think of denying him the right to his son.  Maybe that’s it, he thought, Michael just wants to kick his ass for being with Joy, maybe if they fought it out he would see reason and not try and keep him from his son. 
 
   “What is it Michael, what will make you see all I want is to be there for my son, do you want to kick my ass, and maybe then we can focus on what’s best for Justin and stop all this dicking around?”  He looked squarely at Michael, he heard Joy gasp and he glanced at her and he could see the angst on her face, “Then let’s do it, let’s have it out,” he said.  
 
   He hadn’t had a fight since he was sixteen when a new ranch hand not much older than him kept calling him “Daddy’s boy,” and acted like he couldn’t do anything, and after a while he got tired of it and went after him, it wasn’t much of a fight though, before any real punches were thrown he was pulled one way and the ranch hand the other.  But if Michael wanted to fight this out he would, he saw Joy put her hand over her mouth, and Michael’s anger was evident. 
 
   “You damn right I want to kick your ass, you took advantage of her and you know it!”  He said angrily and Royce was stunned and taken aback.  He sat back in his chair and his shock said it all. 
 
   “I did not take advantage of her, I can’t believe you’re saying that, all I wanted was to be there for her, to help her and protect her.  I…,” he paused when he saw them looking at him, Michael as if he was seeing him for the first time and Joy with tears in her eyes, and he was going to say I loved her, but didn’t want to say that in front of Michael, “I didn’t want to see her hurt, that’s all,” he looked away, he didn’t want them to see his eyes water.  He wanted Joy was all he’d thought about at The Club and when he looked back Joy was wiping a tear and Michael had him fixed in a hateful gaze. 
 
   “She wasn’t yours to protect, because of your meddling we’re in this situation and…,” Michael stared openly and hatefully at him and said, “And if you wanted to protect her so much you should have worn a god damn condom,” and before Royce knew it he was out of his chair and so was Michael and it was Joy who stopped them she burst out crying in a loud painful sob.
 
   “Noooo!”  She cried out and both felt her pain and looked over at her alarmed, and she cried harder and Michael went to her, and Royce wished it was him. “Don’t cry baby, we’ll work it out,” he soothed and held her.  Michael looked over at Royce, “We’ll talk again, let’s call it a night,” he held Joy against his chest and Royce saw himself out.
 
   “Fuuuuccckkkkk!” He said and banged his hand against the steering wheel, “Fuck that didn’t go well!  We didn’t accomplish a thing!”  He drove down the street and out the neighborhood and the only thing he was sure of was Michael hated him for what he’d done and he ran his fingers through his hair.  He was angry, sad and hurt that they hadn’t resolved anything and he wanted this to work out and from the looks of it they’d just made it worse.  He drove home, it was late, when he walked in no one was there to greet him but Duke, he came up and licked his hand, “Hey Dukey boy,” he said and scratched him on the head.  He could hear the kids upstairs getting ready for bed, loud footsteps and talking loudly to each other about this or that, apparently one was in one room and the other was in another and they were talking loudly so the other could hear.  They were a good brother and sister they got along great.  He walked into his bedroom and took off his clothes, Tammy was in the shower, he changed into comfortable clothes and went into the kitchen.  
 
   Tammy had left a covered plate for him on the table, good he was starving.  Duke came over to him as he sat down, “Okay boy I bet no one took you for a walk did they?”  Duke was a big Golden Labrador Retriever with soft loving brown eyes, “Okay, I’ll let you out back for now okay,” he said.  He knew Duke, he was the one who took him for his walks every day, he needed to go out now is what he was trying to say, he let him out in the backyard he saw him run to the  back fence raise his leg and take a long leak.  He went back to his plate and uncovered it, it was a big bowl of Tammy’s chicken soup, it was her specialty, it was really pot luck as she described it. “When you live in a trailer park you don’t throw nothing away,” she’d said, “So at the end of the week whatever was left in the refrigerator went in the pot,” she said, so she’d been making this chicken soup since the day they’d gotten married, but now it wasn’t what was left in the refrigerator she prepared it as a meal, it had big pieces of chicken, sausage, carrots, peas, celery, it was very good and hearty.  
 
   The only thing he’d changed for her was the bread, the first time she served it she laid out loaf bread from a bag on a plate and he asked, “What is that?”  “Bread silly,” she said. “Yeah, I know that but why is it on the table; don’t we have rolls or something?”  He’d never in his life seen loaf bread straight from the wrapper on the dinner table. “No, it’s all we have,” “Oh, well next time fix some rolls or something,” he said and she did.  She had a few trial and errors but then she found she liked French bread she spread with butter and garlic and toasted it in her toaster oven.  He uncovered a plate of garlic bread, Tammy was a good wife, he thought, how was he going to tell her this, how was going to tell her Joy had his child?  
 
   He wolfed down his food and then took Duke for his walk and as he walked all he could think was how this had turned so bad.  It’s Friday, the weekend would give us time to cool off,  but as it stood right now he knew he was no closer in convincing Joy or Michael he deserved to be in Justin’s life and they were no closer into allowing it.  They didn’t want him around and that hurt, his heart was hurting and pounding in his chest wondering if he was doing the right thing, wondering if he should just let it go.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 6, JUSTIN
 
    
 
    
 
   Royce spent the weekend thinking, and that Monday morning instead of going to the office he went straight to Joy’s.  She opened the door but looked away from him, “I didn’t expect you back,” and he could tell she was still upset.  “I’m sorry Joy, don’t be mad,” she looked at him, “Well I am, what the hell was that Royce?”  
 
   “Don’t put all the blame on me, Michael was…” 
 
   “Believe me I know, I’ve spent the weekend fighting with him about it,” and she had.  
 
   They’d argued all weekend at how he behaved and how he felt justified and he’d said some awful things to her, “If you’d just worn a fucking condom we wouldn’t be in this mess would we?”  And that made her cry, “And that smug ass Royce, 'He’s my son, he’s my son',” he mimicked Royce in a whiny voice and she hadn’t thought Royce had been smug at all, and, “He wanted to protect you, wanted to protect you my ass,” he’d yelled at her, so she’d been through it this weekend and the last thing she expected was to see Royce at her doorstep early Monday morning.
 
   Royce had thought about what happened all weekend too, and couldn’t sleep wondering how bad the situation had gotten, wondering if she’d see him again or was the door and communication shut off completely so when the guard let him in he was ecstatic, but Joy wasn’t through with him. 
 
   “That was two men swinging dicks is all that was! Trying to see whose is bigger,” she said angry and she fixed her eyes on him, “And I’ve been with both of you so I know the answer to that one!”  Her anger rising and for the life of him he couldn’t help it he laughed, what she’d said was so unexpected he laughed, and she laughed too.  “Oh yeah, I hope it’s mine,” he said through his chuckles and she laughed, “A lady never tells,” she said smiling.  Before he knew it he took her in his arms and started tickling her.  “This always works.”  She pulled away and ran laughing screaming, “Royce stop it!”  “No, I want to know, whose is bigger?”  He chased her and she ran in the dining room around the table and screamed.  He caught her and tickled her, “Royce stop,” she squealed.  “Tell me,” he said still tickling.  “Nooo!”  She yelled through her laughter and then they heard Justin’s cry over the baby monitor.  “See you woke Justin,” she hit him playfully on his chest; he jumped and laughed, “Me!  It was you doing all the screaming.”  They laughed and he followed her to his nursery.  “Hey buddy,” he picked him up and held him close.
 
   Michael had been furious since the conversation with Royce and he’d seen how he affected Joy too.  He actually brought a tear to her eye when he said, "I was only trying to protect her," and that pissed him off and he knew the truth.  Royce had it right, Joy did need protecting in The Club and he missed it, he didn’t see, all he saw was the business.  She was scared and vulnerable and Royce saw it and tried to help her, he created a mess, but Royce was there for her when he wasn’t and he was mad at himself for that.  
 
   He was having fun fucking every woman he could, even Tammy, she opened up and let him fuck her, fuck her hard.  He’d had her quite a few times and each time he had her moaning and screaming with pleasure and he always left her lying naked on the bed wiped out as he went out the door, but Royce had known what Joy needed and for the life of him he couldn’t figure why he didn’t include a condom in that protecting.  It was like he went half way with the protecting; he protected her from others but exposed her to him and whatever he had and Tammy too, and he couldn’t figure that.  A picture of Royce on his knees crying his love for Joy came to mind, when did he fall in love with her an is he still in love with her, he wondered.  
 
   He’d get the answer to that question soon enough, but now he had nothing but his anger to contend with, his anger at Joy, at himself and at Royce.  He couldn’t believe how he and Joy argued this weekend.  “What was that Michael?  I thought you were going to persuade him to see things our way and instead you went after him,” she yelled at him the next day.   She’d cried all night Friday and Saturday she woke up angry. 
 
   “I went after him!  You were there he provoked me!  He’s a prick and you know it!”  “Well it takes one to know one you were acting pretty prickish too!”  She yelled at him. “Are you defending him Joy, are you taking his side!”  “No, of course not!  It’s Justin we were supposed to talk about, his well-being, what’s best for him!,” she yelled, “And that didn’t happen, it was between you and Royce,” she was so mad, “And to fight Michael, oh my god, I can’t believe that!”  He was angry at her too, “Well guess what sweetheart if you’d only worn a fucking condom we wouldn’t be in this situation now would we!”  He’d yelled back at her and he would say that to her all weekend, first because it hurt her so bad.  She always cried when he said it and the argument was over, and the other was because it was true, a simple act is all it was, a simple act to wear a condom and she didn’t do it with that prick Royce.  
 
   He was so angry and wanted to hurt her so bad that Saturday after all the arguing he took her in his arms that night, roughly took her and put her legs above her head, up against his shoulders, a position she wasn’t too fond of.  She was always scared in that position, that he went to deep for her, “Take it easy,” she always said and he did, he always did, he would go deep inside her and it felt so good.  He could feel her trying to take all of him and stretching to accommodate him, and he would be gentle and make it feel so good, but Saturday he wanted to hurt her, make her pay for his pain and he rammed inside her. “Michael!”  She screamed, “You’re hurting me!”  And he ignored her pleas, ignored her trying to get away, ignored her gripping his thighs and trying to push him off, “Stop Michael please,” she begged him and he rammed inside her, and the only thing he could say to justify his action was, “Why Joy?  Why didn’t you wear a condom?”  And he rammed inside her and heard her cry out, and when he was done she slowly got up and he saw her walking to the bathroom wiping her tears, and when she came out and laid down he couldn’t help it he took her in his arms, “I’m sorry Joy, I didn’t mean to hurt you, I’m sorry,” and he held her all night.  
 
   Damn he loved her so much, this love was making him crazy it was hurting him so bad, and seeing Royce with tears in his eyes saying how all he wanted to do was protect her tore a hole in his heart because he should have been the one to protect her.  Another man shouldn’t think he needed to protect his wife, he should have done it, he should have been there for her.  He was glad this weekend was over, and even he knew he’d made it worse, that communication now between them might be over and who knows what was going to happen from this point.  
 
   He sat at his desk, thoughts of this weekend on his mind, “Maybe I should call Royce and make amends,” he thought and then he thought better of it, he didn’t want to seem as if he were crawling back to Royce, if it wasn’t for Royce he wouldn’t be in this mess, if it wasn’t for Royce he wouldn’t be trying to persuade him to let him raise a child that wasn’t his, and he thought of Justin.  Despite of everything he loved the kid, he was a sweet baby.  He hardly ever cried and his little baby antics and laughter were infectious, he even found himself watching him, and the kids just loved him.  Lindsey tried to carry him around like a little doll but he was almost as big as she was and Deon let him do whatever he wanted to do him, he saw him let him pull his lip as Deon was playing and cooing with him, and Joy she was the best mother, always had been.  I screwed this up, I’ll let things cool off today and then contact Royce and see where we can go from here.  
 
    Joy was surprised to see Royce that morning.  She’d had a rough weekend and after Friday she thought all was lost and that she’d never see Royce again, and for some reason her heart lurched in her chest at the thought of never seeing him.  Joy didn’t know if she never wanted to see him again, he was someone she enjoyed being with, he was someone she enjoyed talking too.  If things hadn’t turned out the way they had she could see him being a good friend over the years, but now it had gone south.  The talks went sour that Friday night and she didn’t know what to do about it.  She blamed them both; she thought both acted like assholes and neither really thought about Justin nor tried to resolve their differences.  But now here was Royce, bright and early this morning, apologizing and making her laugh, and she needed that after the weekend she had.  I shouldn’t let him get too friendly with me though, she thought after he’d been tickling her, but she smiled to herself about that too.  She remembered how he would tie her to the bed and tickle her with the tickler and she smiled at how he made her say the most outrageous things. 
 
   “Hey you can change his diaper,” she said and she sat in the pale green stuffed rocker and watched as Royce handed her Justin and rolled up his sleeves and then took him from her arms and changed his diaper.  She loved watching him interact with Justin, he cooed at him, he blew raspberries on his belly, like he did now, Justin was wiping sleep from his eyes and laughing. Royce changed him and handed him to her.  Her breast were aching to be relieved and she unbuttoned her blouse; she’d fed him now so many times in front of Royce she didn’t think about it, she opened her bra and her large swollen breast poked through.  
 
   Royce watched, he loved this and he loved seeing her do it and he longed to have his lips on her erect nipple.  He knelt down beside her and watched as she placed Justin on her nipple and he stroked his hair as he sucked. “He loves his milk doesn’t he,” he said as he watched. “Yeah, just like a man,” she said and he didn’t know what she meant, but he took her free hand and brought it to his lips and kissed the back of it. “I’m sorry Joy, let’s work this out, I know we can,” he said.  Joy looked down at Justin, “We have too Royce,” then she looked deep in his blue eyes, “We have to for him okay, we have to do what’s best for him,” and she stroked the side of his face and into his hair as she looked at him.  Royce wanted to kiss her, but he said, “I know, I know we do,” all he wanted to do was work this out without hurting her.
 
   He stayed a little while longer before he headed out to work, he felt good, seeing Joy made him feel good, he liked being in her presence, and Joy liked him being around too.  She knew they had to work this out, find a way that worked for everyone, especially Justin, but Royce coming over felt special; she saw the bond forming between father and son and she wondered would Justin have that with Michael?  Michael loved him she could see that, but he didn’t interact with him the way Royce did.  Michael didn’t act like a father who loved him, but Royce did and she could see he was growing closer and closer to his son.
 
   Royce would see Joy the next day and the next.  He helped with Justin and spent time with Joy and he loved it.  
 
   Joy had decided it was up to her to make him see.  Michael was too upset to be reasonable, so some days she told him she talked to Royce and some days she didn’t and she knew he thought she meant she talked to him on the phone.  He would flip out if he knew he was coming to their house, and that he came unannounced whenever he wanted to during the day.  She never set up a time with him, she never really expected him until the phone would ring and the guard would say, “Ms. Abrams there’s a Royce Harrington to see you,” and she’d always let him in.  She knew he wanted to see Justin, that since he discovered he had a son he’d been drawn to him and she couldn’t stop that or deny him that, it just didn’t feel right to do that to a person, but the more time passed and the closer he became to Justin she also knew it was getting tougher and tougher for him to see it her way.  She had budged on her part though, “You can see him but only over here, and no one has to know, not your family or anyone, will that work for you?”  She asked yesterday and she saw him mull that over, he thought about it and thought about it and then he said, “I don’t know Joy, I need to think on that okay,” she smiled that was a first.
 
   She looked at the time, “I better get dressed,” she’d almost run out of time to get ready for the western fun day the school was having.  She’d volunteered after Lindsey begged her, “Please mommy, you haven’t been to school in a long time,” and she hadn’t since she’d had Justin and was breast feeding she found it hard not to feed him from her breast.  She really didn’t like pumping, she’d rather feed him straight from the source, it relieved her and he got fed all at one time, but she told Lindsey she’d be there so she pumped her breast, and filled up two bags full, “Man I make a lot of milk,” she said out loud.  She quickly took a shower and dressed in the western wear she’d bought a few years ago when Michael’s company had an event out at South Fork Ranch. 
 
   She looked at herself in the mirror; she had on tight dark blue jeans and a wide black leather belt with a big silver metal buckle of a cowgirl riding a bucking horse, a red plaid shirt and red cowboy boots and black cowboy hat to put on her head, “I’m so glad this still fits,” she said and admired her backside, I like this look.  She loved the feel of the boots, they didn’t look it but they were comfortable, satisfied she went to get Justin out of his crib, “Come on baby boy, it’s your turn.”  She bathed him quickly, and put on the little western outfit, and then the phone rang.
 
    “Hello Ms. Abrams a Royce Harrington to see you.” “Send him in,” she said but she couldn’t visit with Royce now she had to go in a few minutes.  She put on her hat and the door bell rang.
 
    Royce’s mouth dropped when he saw her dressed like that, “Wow, where are you going?”  “Oh you like, it’s Western Day at Lindsey’s school I promised her I’d be there, I hope you don’t mind Royce but you can’t stay long I’ve got to get going,” she said as she let him in and he kept staring at her, she laughed, “Why are you looking at me like that?”  “It’s just that you look like…just like a cowgirl should,” he said smiling, “You make me want to two step,” he held out his hand.  She laughed and took it, “I always wanted to two step, I tried once and couldn’t get the hang of it.” “Well that wasn’t me,” and he showed her how to two step, “Just follow me okay,” and she did and she had so much fun as he moved her around the floor and Royce smiled and looked at her, he just couldn’t take his eyes off her she was so beautiful.  
 
   Royce knew who he was, or who he thought he was, he was Royce Harrington a good ol boy from Amarillo, but he hadn’t been that in a long time.  He hadn’t worn tight blue jeans, plaid shirts, pointed toed boots and big belt buckles since he moved to Dallas.  Now he wore expensive custom made suits and leather shoes with tassels or laces, and as he watched Joy he realized he would have fallen for her if he’d seen her dressed like this as a boy.  He would have wanted her then, at fifteen, sixteen, seventeen he would have wanted her.  He would have been Louie even back then.  He was Louie; he had a taste of brown sugar and was lost to it.  He pulled her close, then pushed her away and spun her around and Joy laughed and he smiled, I love you Joy , floated across his mind, I love you.
 
   When he stopped he was looking at her and Joy saw something in his eyes, “I’ll come back tomorrow okay.” “Yeah, okay,” she said softly and he picked up Justin.  Joy grabbed the diaper bag and he walked her to her car and strapped Justin in his car seat, “I’ll see you tomorrow buddy,” and he couldn’t help it he watched Joy’s behind as she walked around the car, yep, I’m Louie and Joy’s my brown sugar. 
 
   The next day he came back and Joy let him in.  He sat on the couch holding Justin, “Joy I want this to work for us, for all of us, just keep that in mind.”  “I know Royce,” she could see something was bothering him. “You asked me the other day if seeing Justin only over here would work for me,” she nodded, and he looked at her, “No Joy it’s not enough, he’s my son and I want to see him like a father should.” “Royce it’ll work that way.”  “Maybe, but let me ask you something, would you do what you’re asking me to do?”  She looked at him for a long moment then she said, “I want to lie so bad right now, but I can’t.  I can’t do that to you or to Justin, but no if I loved him and I can see you do I wouldn’t do what we’re asking.  We’re trying to make it work for us, but he’s your son and if I were you I’d do whatever it took to be a part of his life,” her eyes were brimming with unshed tears as she spoke, and so were Royce’s.  “Thank you Joy, thank you for being honest and I hope you don’t mind but you’ll be hearing from my lawyer.” “I know,” and he pulled her in his arms.  He held her and Justin and stroked her hair as she cried.
 
   And the next week Joy got a letter from Royce’s attorney.  But before that one of her neighbors spilled it to Michael that a man had been coming over to the house every day for the past couple of weeks.  Joy had seen Michael talking to John, he lived down the street, and she knew he worked from home, but she didn’t know he was nosy.   She didn’t think anything of it when she saw them talking but when Michael came in the house his nostrils flared.  He grabbed her by the arm and led her to the bedroom. “Michael, what is it?”  She asked alarmed as he dragged her away and slammed the door. 
 
   “What the hell is going on around here?  Has Royce been coming over here while I’m at work?”  He glared at her, his nostrils flared and he was like an angry bull and she knew she was busted. 
 
   She tried to play it off, “Yes, but it’s not what you think he wanted to see Justin and it gave us a chance to talk,” and Michael looked at her as if she thought he was a fool. 
 
   “How often did he come by Joy?  The neighbors are talking and wondering what the hell is going on?  Hell they think you’re fucking him!”  He stared at her as if he’d asked, “Are you, are you fucking him?” 
 
   “Of course I’m not fucking him, you know as well as I do why he’s coming over here, and it’s not to see me,” 
 
   “Do I Joy?  Do I know why he’s coming over here, it’s funny a neighbor had to tell me and not my wife that it was often…how often Joy?”  He asked her point blank and fuck, she thought, fuck, fuck, fuck! 
 
   She knew her answer wasn’t going to look good, “Every day,” and Michael flipped out like she knew he would.  He went off on Royce calling him every name in the book and then he looked her square in the eye. 
 
   “Is something, anything going on between you two?”  She was exasperated by this and Michael was thinking, the fucking snowball keeps getting bigger. 
 
   “No Michael nothing is going on,” but he stormed out anyway, and she and the kids had to eat dinner alone and that night again he made rough love to her; at least he didn’t put her legs over her head.  This time he just rammed into her hard and then he used the words that he knew hurt her the most, “A condom Joy, that’s all it would have taken,” and she knew she would never live that down, that if she’d used a little piece of latex all this wouldn’t be happening.  
 
   But he stressed to her that weekend, “I don’t want his ass over here again! I mean it Joy,” and she hadn’t thought of Royce until that Monday when the phone rang and it was the guard, shoot I didn’t call Royce,  “A Mr. Harrington to see you Ms. Abrams,” “Sorry but I can’t see him today, tell him I’ll call him,” and before she hung up good her phone was ringing.  It was Royce, “Why Joy?  Is it because of what I said Friday, that my lawyer will be contacting you?”  “No, Michael found out you’ve been coming over and he wasn’t too happy Royce,” understatement of the year, “I can’t let you come over anymore, I’m sorry I know you want to see Justin but I can’t okay,” and she heard Royce swear, “Dammit, okay Joy, I’ll talk to you later,” and he drove away.  And then two days later she got the certified letter from his lawyer,
 
   “Michael and Joycelyn Abrams, a suit has been filed at the George L. Allen Sr. building in the city of Dallas family court in the case of the minor child Justin Royce Abrams, the case is for proof of paternity and joint custodial rights of said child…You are hereby requested to appear in court on…Royce Thomas Harrington vs. Michael and Joycelyn Abrams for paternity…Seeking visitation rights for said minor…a judgment in the case will be pending…,” Joy scanned the letter from Royce’s attorney, and when Michael got home she handed it to him and walked away.  When he was done reading he came in the room with her and she knew he was mad and she knew he was going to say something hurtful and she knew he blamed her.  She’d known that from the day he dragged her from The Club in tears and he’d let her know many times since then this was all her fault.  She waited for him to say whatever it was he was going to say, 
 
   “So the prick is suing us for his custodial rights, good Joy, fucking good,” and he thought the fucking snowball just got bigger, and that night Joy didn’t go to bed when he did.  She stayed up and watched TV, something she rarely did, but she didn’t want him to pound inside her tonight and hear his hurtful words.  So she pretended to watch TV, but all she did was silently cry, and somewhere in the wee hours of the morning after she accidentally fell asleep on the sofa she crept into bed as far away from Michael as possible, which was another thing she’d never done.  She’d slept in his arms since their wedding day and she loved it, loved feeling his strong arms around her.  It was Michael who started it, “I love you Mrs. Joy Abrams and I never want to let you go, in my arms is where you belong and I will hold you close to my heart all night every night for the rest of our lives,” he’d said on their honeymoon and he’d done just that until now.  They were used to sleeping all wrapped up in each other and when they came apart at night, somehow one or both would find the other and snuggle back up against each other, but tonight she was scared he was going to hurt her with his love, and just as she was falling asleep she felt him reach for her and then she felt his leg drape across her body and his arms around her as he went deeper into his sleep.  She relaxed and went to sleep comfortable in his arms.
 
   Royce had done what he had to do, he’d talked to his lawyer after the fight with Michael and his advice had been, “You have to sue for custody, if not you don’t have any rights or say so in the child’s life regardless if you’re the father or not if you’re not listed as such,” he’d said, “I’ll draw it up,” his lawyer said.  “Okay I’ll let you know,” but it was hurting Joy that stopped him, but once he saw they weren’t getting anywhere.  That he wasn’t going to do as they asked and she wasn’t going for what he wanted it was time, but Joy, he desperately didn’t want her to hate him, and that Monday when she wouldn’t see him scared him so bad.  He did think she wanted nothing more to do with him, and he hadn’t seen her or Justin since.
 
   It had been three days since he’d seen Justin and Joy had been served today and Royce sat in his office his face in his hands, worried she’d hate him and his lawyer’s words ringing in his ears, “Tell your wife, this will look much better in court if she is by your side,” he dreaded the thought of telling Tammy.  She was going to freak out he knew that, like Michael was infuriated with him, she for some reason was incensed and upset at Joy and blamed her for what happened and he didn’t know why, saying things like she would kick her bony behind, and he knew Tammy was all talk, but Joy he wasn’t so sure, he had a feeling she would fight, just the way she talked sometimes.  He could tell she wasn’t afraid and would do what she had to do, even fight if need be, “I’m from Philly okay, enough said,” she’d said acting tough one night at The Club when he teased her that she was so beautiful all the other ladies were jealous and he’d love to see a cat fight.  And now he had two weeks to tell Tammy, and he knew the sooner he told her the sooner she’d get use to the idea, Justin was here, Justin was his son.  
 
   He put the pictures in his briefcase, the pictures of just Justin, not the snapshots with him or Joy in them, he didn’t want her to know he’d been spending time with them the last couple of weeks.  He took out a couple of pictures, the big professional one of Justin his blue eyes staring back at the camera, damn he’s a pretty baby, he and Joy did good work, and look at that hair.  Justin had a ton of curly dark hair.  It was big, fluffy and curly all over his head, who couldn’t love him?  And he hoped Tammy would, she’ll have too, she doesn’t have a choice really.  Justin was his son, she can’t deny him his son, no more than Joy.
 
   Later that night after the kids were in bed he took Tammy by the hand and led her outside on the back patio.  He thought she wouldn’t make a scene outside where the neighbors could hear.  They sat by the pool where he could see her from the underwater pool lights and the nightlights around the house that gave the house a nice lighted ambiance, “I have something to tell you.”  He sat across from her on one lounger and Tammy on the other, 
 
   “My god Royce what is it you’re scaring me taking me out here?”
 
   “Well I don’t want the kids to hear anything until we tell them.” 
 
   “Oh, then it’s serious,”  
 
   “Yes, it’s serious,” and Tammy felt her heart beating wildly.  She thought the time had come.  Royce wanted to divorce her.  He hadn’t been himself since the debacle at The Club and the past couple of weeks he’d been happy, and now she thought he’d been happy because he’d decided to leave her. 
 
   “Okay tell me,”  
 
   “I don’t know how to say this other than straight out,” he paused a knot in his throat, “I’ve seen Joy Abrams and the reason she left so suddenly was because she was having my child.  She has a son and he’s mine,” and despite himself he smiled, “He’s beautiful Tammy and I want you to know him, I want you to…,” 
 
   “What!  What are you…are you out of your mind Royce!”  Tammy stood up and walked away from him, “A baby!  Joy has a baby by you!”  She looked hard at him, her words screeching, so much for making a scene, but he had no choice in this Justin was his son and he intended to fight to be in his life and he needed Tammy to be there with him.  She ran up on him like she wanted to slap him and he knew if she did he might slap her back, but she stopped in front of him breathing hard, her chest heaving and then she burst into tears. 
 
   “How could this happen Royce, how could this happen?”  She cried; he pulled her down on the lounger. 
 
   “Sit, sit Tammy, sit,” he was afraid she might fall in the pool now and he’d have to go in after her.  “Look Tammy, I know this is hard and unexpected, but it happened and there’s nothing we can do about it but accept it,” he said trying to convince her.
 
   “She did it on purpose I bet, I bet she meant to do it,” she said through her tears, and he felt himself wince, why does everyone blame Joy?
 
   “No Tammy, she didn’t, it just happened.  The condom broke and…,” that had just come to him to lie like that.  She looked at him tears running down her face, “The condom broke Tammy, it broke when we were together.   We didn’t think anything of it at the time,” Royce lied, he knew he was becoming a very good liar and he lied so convincingly too, “So don’t blame her, blame it on a faulty condom,” he joked, and Tammy looked at him. 
 
   “This is no time for jokes Royce, a condom broke and she got pregnant,” she said sarcastically still crying. 
 
   “Yeah, that’s the only way I know it could have happened.  It’s done Tammy and I’m suing her for visitation.  He’s my son and I want to be in his life, I want us to be in his life,” she looked up at him shocked. 
 
   “Are you nuts?  I don’t want no parts of her black bastard!  She can keep him for all I care,” and Royce was shocked, stunned and in disbelief at what she said. 
 
   “Tammy you can’t mean that.  He’s a baby, he had nothing to do with this, but he’s here, you can’t fault him.” 
 
   “The hell I can’t, I don’t want to see her bastard baby and neither should you Royce, let her keep him!”   She was beyond angry, and now it was his turn to be angry.  
 
   He stood and walked away from her, “He’s my son!”  He said angrily pointing at his chest, “My son!  And I will not just throw him away to make you or anyone else feel fucking better!”  He stared at her, “He will come to this house and he will be welcomed here!”  He said angrily, and Tammy stormed off, and Royce was stunned and Joy’s words came to his mind, you think Tammy is going to go for this, and now he had the answer to that, it was a resounding No!
 
    Wait until she sees him, she’ll love him, “Oh shit, I forgot to show her the pictures,” he knew now was not the time, but he would show her the pictures of that beautiful baby and like him he knew she would fall in love with him.
 
   Tammy was mad as hell, and she blamed Joy, “The bitch did this on purpose, I know she did, I know she wanted Royce, wanted to take him from me,” she cried to herself.  She threw herself on the bed and pulled the cover up over her head, the fucking condom broke, is that the truth?   She wanted to believe it was something as simple as that, and she thought that was probably the truth, the condom did break, that happens but for Joy to get pregnant was cruel, “Why God!  Why did you let this happen?”  She cried out, why was God punishing her, was it because she loved a man so much, much more than she loved him, God is a jealous god and he wants you to put no man before him, she could hear her mother say.  
 
   Her mother was very religious, even though her mother was a drunk and got beat regularly by all four of her husbands she somehow managed to get up on most Sundays and drag them to church.  She always thought it was a bunch of malarkey that her mother believed she had to suffer here on earth because there was a better place waiting for her in heaven; her mother would say of her pitiful, miserable life and after a beating.  She quoted the bible constantly about anything going on in their lives like, “Suffer the children,” “The meek shall inherit the earth,” and, “I am a child of God born into sin, that’s why I suffer,” she’d say after a beating or “Spare the rod, spoil the child,” she’d say after she or one of her siblings was beaten by whatever husband or boyfriend she had at the time.  She hadn’t thought of her mother in a long time, she hadn’t even told Royce she had three sisters and a brother, all of them born of one husband or the other.  
 
   When she left to marry him she quoted the book of Ruth to herself, where thou goest I will go, where thou layest I will lay, thou god shall be my god, thou people shall be my people.  She never even told her mother she’d gotten married, or invited anyone she knew to the small wedding, not even Jody; she thought they’d embarrass her.  Royce’s brother decided to give her away, and when they went to Amarillo to visit his parents she never even mentioned heading to Lubbock, and she thought of her mother now and what she’d say of all this; that God was punishing her for forsaking her family and putting a man before him.
 
   “Is that it God?  I love him more than you?”  She cried and she knew it was true.  She loved Royce more than anything really, more than God, more than herself, more than the children, more than life. “I’m sorry we never went to church God, but Royce never said we should.”  She knew Royce had grown up Catholic and because she was pregnant the church wouldn’t marry them, so they had a small family wedding at his parent’s house.  She lay in her bed crying and needing her mother for this one.  Royce had a baby by that bitch Joy Abrams, she wiped at her tears, “I can’t go through this, I don’t want to go through this God,” she pleaded.  
 
   Royce came in and she heard his heavy footsteps as he walked into the bathroom, she heard the shower turn on and she cried harder, he wants to bring the baby here!  She let out a loud sob, what will people say?  Oh God!  She cried, “God will not give you more than you can handle,” she heard her mother say after a particular bad beating, “He knows I have a tough ass!”  Her mother laughed and said as she wiped blood from her nose and mouth.  I can’t handle this.  I can’t face people knowing he has a baby by another woman, a black baby at that, and another thought kept trying to be heard and finally it came out, and he loves her, you heard him say it, everybody heard him say it, and a picture of Royce on his knees pleading his love for Joy came to mind, and she punched the pillow, “Over my dead body will I allow that child in my house,” she vowed.  
 
   She heard the shower turn off and the door open.  She pictured Royce drying off, damn he was so fine, and she felt her body responding to the thought of him.  She dried her tears and listened for him.  She heard the sink faucet turn on and knew he was brushing his teeth and she heard a few mumbles or grumbles too, he was talking to himself.  “I’m sorry Royce,” she said to herself, “But this hurts, she had your baby, this hurts to much,” and she hated Joy, hated every breath she took.  She heard the bathroom door open and saw Royce walking naked to his dresser, his dark hair wet and combed back.  He opened his drawer and took out a pair of pajama pants and quickly put them on and he never even glanced at her, and then he walked to his side of the bed and pulled the cover back roughly and climbed in and turned away from her; he was on the far side of the bed his back to her and she began to cry.
 
   Royce was furious at the things Tammy said, how she spoke about a baby, his child. “Black bastard, and I want no part of him.  She can keep him for all I care,” he couldn’t believe how cruel and callous she was about a child.  He needed to take a shower to feel the warm water wash over him but it couldn’t wash away her words.  This was not going as planned; this whole thing hadn’t gone as planned.  First Michael and Joy wanted him to stay out of his child’s life and he had to sue for visitation and now Tammy was being heartless when it came to his child.  He hadn’t expected that of her, he always thought she had a loving heart and wouldn’t hurt a fly, but now he sees when it came to an innocent baby she wasn’t so loving, now you see why Joy wanted it the way she did, now he sees, but he was suing for custody.  He couldn’t back out of that now, nor did he want to.  He wanted to see his son and acknowledge him and he wanted him to carry his name.  He was going to change his name to Harrington as soon as the law allowed; there was no way he was going to let his son grow up with another man’s name, especially not Michael’s.  
 
   The warm water had felt nice running down his face, “Tammy will just have to accept it,” he said under his breath, in time she’ll get used to it, it’s new now.  She just heard it, give it time to sink in, he stepped out the shower, dried off and brushed his teeth.  He walked into the bedroom still fuming a bit at her outburst and what she’d said, “Black bastard,” always came to the forefront.  He climbed into bed and lay as far away from her as possible.  He heard her silently crying, and he thought, good, cry, you should cry for the way you acted about a child, an innocent child, he felt her moving.  She came over to his side of the bed. 
 
   “Royce,” she said softly. 
 
   “Yes” 
 
   “We can work this out,” he smiled and turned to face her, 
 
   “I’m glad you said that Tammy, I know we can,” he said, happy to hear her coming to his side.  
 
   She kissed him on his chest, sweet little kisses.  She went down his belly; she loved the soft line of dark hair that ran from his navel to his crotch.  She kissed and sucked the hair as she made her way down to his thick wiry hair.  She slipped his pajama bottoms down past his hips and took his soft member in her mouth and sucked, she knew how he liked it.  He was getting harder, she caressed him, stroked him and sucked him, taking him deep in her throat, and when he was hard, so hard, she climbed on top of him and eased him inside her.  He moaned as she moved on top of him. She moaned and moved on top of him so good, and when she thought she had him right where she wanted. 
 
   “Let’s forget about the baby Royce, no one has to know.  Joy can take care of him, its best that way,” she said softly and leaned down and kissed his lips and she didn’t get a response.
 
   Royce had stopped moving as soon as she said, “Forget about the baby,” he pushed her off him. 
 
   “You think I can forget about my son!”  He sat up and looked at her in angry disbelief, “And you think a little head and a fuck is going to make me change my mind!”  He paused and ran his fingers through his hair, “Arggg, this is fucking unreal!”  He said angrily and got up, pulled his pants up and stormed out and as he went she screamed at him. 
 
   “I’m not taking in her bastard!”  He relegated himself to the couch this time.  He turned on the TV and flipped through channels and he was mad as hell, it’s a baby, he thought, my baby and she thinks fucking me is going to work, unbelievable!  
 
   For Royce, Justin was more than his child.  He was his link to Joy; he was the reminder of their brief love and coming together at The Club; he reminded him that it had been real and beautiful, Justin was love.
 
   Michael hadn’t been the same since he read the letter.  The snowball was still rolling and getting bigger and bigger and Royce Harrington was suing them for visitation and for rights of paternity and he was a lawyer he knew what that meant.  He was going to prove his paternity and change Justin’s name probably, wipe the Abrams name from his records, fucking bastard, he thought, but he knew he would do the same.  He wouldn’t want his son to have Royce’s name if he could help it, but it was the thought of Royce he had to deal with.  Royce always seemed to cross the line with him, first he slept with only Joy at The Club and had been with her for months and didn’t wear a condom not once when he was with her, then she had his child.  Then he finds out he’s been coming by while he’s at work and now this, suing them and wedging himself in their lives forever.  He couldn’t take it, he wanted to kill somebody, he wanted to punch somebody and he wanted to hurt somebody and since he couldn’t hurt Royce he took it out on the one person he could, Joy.  
 
   He waited for her to come to bed and he was going to make her feel it, he was going to make her feel the hurt he was going through dealing with the hand she dealt him.  Every since the last time he’d hurt her he’d been like a volcano, smoking and hissing on the outside but underneath there was a hot lake of lava roiling, boiling, seething and getting hotter and hotter.  He heard her in the bathroom.  She was taking a shower and he was waiting, had been waiting for a long time, damn is she going to be in there all night.  He simmered, he heard the water finally turn off, and he pictured Joy drying off, damn she’s so beautiful, and he pictured her beautiful smooth skin and nice round behind, he felt himself rising.  After a moment he heard the sink faucet turn on and knew she was doing her nightly routine.  He waited and it seemed she took forever, then he heard the bathroom door open and she came out and he watched her turn her side of the cover back.  She looked so innocent wearing a short white spaghetti strap silk nightgown, her hair pulled back in a loose ponytail.  
 
   She climbed into bed and lay down and he pounced on her and pulled her under him.  “Michael, please not to…,” he pushed down hard on her lips, he kissed her hard, holding her head down so she couldn’t move and when he broke the hard kiss he said in agony and brittle anger, “Oh Joy why, why Joy why did you bring all this shit on us?”  He was on top of her and she tried to move from under him but he pressed down harder with his weight and pulled her hands up above her head and held them tight with one hand and with the other he roughly pulled her gown up and with his legs he forced her legs apart, and he heard her cry, “Michael please, not like this, please,” she pleaded. “Not like what?”  His rage up, he boiled, “Like this,” he’d let go of her hands and pulled her legs wide and now he rammed into her, she cried out in pain. “You should have thought about that before you let Royce fuck you without a condom,” he spat out angrily at her as he rammed into her.  He pinned her legs wide with his strong hands and held her down with his body, he was big and ramrod hard.  This is the release he needed.  This released all that pent up rage he had for her and for Royce, no matter how he tried and how much he hated Royce he still blamed Joy.  She was the one who should have known better, it was her responsibility to protect them not Royce’s, it was hers and she let him down.  And now the fallout from her actions was bigger and wider than he’d ever imagined.  The snowball was the size the moon! 
 
   He rammed into her feeling his pleasure, feeling his rage boil as he took pleasure in hurting her, making her feel his pain, the lake of lava roiling.  He moved faster with hard angry thrusts, Bam! Bam! Bam! He pounded inside her, and he felt her wet cheeks against his.  She held tight onto the sheets, holding on for dear life.  Bam! Bam! Bam! He went and he felt his sweet release coming, the roiling, boiling lake reached a fever pitch.  He erupted hot inside her, spewing his hot angry seed in his eruption.  The volcano had erupted, burst open and spilled over and now it flowed quietly, destruction in its wake, but it was free.  He moved a few more times, more sweeter now.  The pain had flowed back underground.  When he was satisfied he let go of her legs and released his weight off her and rolled off and he got his parting shot, “A fucking condom, that’s all,” he said and got up and went into the bathroom.  Joy pulled her gown down and rolled to her side, her tears covered her cheeks, I’m sorry Michael, I’m sorry I didn’t mean to hurt you.
 
   Joy knew Michael was taking out his pain on her.  She was trying to forgive him and she wanted to help him, but not like this, not like he was doing, hurting her when he should know she was hurting too.  The next day she winced when she got out of bed, she was sore and in pain.  Michael had long ago gotten up and gone into the office.  She went to Justin’s room, her beautiful baby; she loved him she knew that, he looks so much like Royce, why didn’t I think about a condom she asked herself, since that was the question that perplexed Michael.  It was the question she often pondered, why didn’t she think of it and she didn’t have an answer.  She’d never come up with one, she just knew she didn’t think of it and that was it she hadn’t thought of it and for Michael it was the one thing she should have, and the only thing she could do was suffer his attacks for it.  He made her pay for that indiscretion.  She picked up her baby boy and changed his diaper and gingerly sat in the pale green stuffed rocker and nursed Justin. 
 
   The phone rang, and slowly she went and answered it and still holding Justin she went back to his room and eased down in the rocker.
 
   “Joy,” her heart leapt.  “Hey Royce,” and she could almost hear him smiling on the other end and she smiled too. 
 
   “Hey Joy…I miss him,” he almost said you. 
 
   “I know but I can’t have you come over anymore, so I don’t know how we can work it out.  I’m sorry Royce.” 
 
   “I know, but can you meet me somewhere so I can see him?”  Royce had mulled over as he lay on the couch last night how to see her and Justin and as soon as he got to the office he called. 
 
   Joy was happy he wanted to see his son, but she knew she couldn’t, her body ached and it would destroy Michael, “I can’t Royce…”
 
    “Is everything okay Joy?”  He could hear sadness in her. 
 
   “Well Michael isn’t too happy right now…You know this is hard on him,” she said and she didn’t want to say, and he brutalizes me in bed because of it.  “I see, he’s taking it hard, huh?”  “Understatement of the year,” she said, “What about Tammy is she okay with all this?”  “I can’t say she is, this is hard on her too,” he decided to be truthful.  “We sure made a mess of things didn’t we Royce?”  “Don’t say that Joy, we didn’t plan any of this.  All we can do now is make the best of this situation…It’ll work out,” he said.  “I know Royce but it is a mess,” an on the other end he smiled, “Yes, I’ll agree to that, it is a mess.”
 
   “Do you regret joining The Club?”  She asked softly.  Joy was wondering if he hurt as bad as she did, and she hurt because of what she’d done to Michael, not for herself, but because he wasn’t the same loving man he used to be.  
 
   Royce could hear the sadness in her voice and he hoped she didn’t regret their time together, he didn’t and he would never tell her it was him who asked Doug to pursue her and Michael.  It was him who called and asked, “Hey you know the Abrams they would be a nice addition to The Club?”  He had been thinking about quitting until he saw Joy at the Christmas party and after that he thought about nothing but her.  And the only way he thought he could have her was through The Club.  It took him three calls to persuade Doug to go after them, like everyone else he didn’t see how they could be anonymous, “How would they be anonymous that defeats the purpose?”  Doug had said. “Well I admit I still don’t know a few members but most are not anonymous to me either,” he said to Doug, “We all know to be discreet Doug, even if we do know the identities of each other,” he’d said and Doug agreed, and that was that.  And then one day he saw Joy and Michael walk through the door.  
 
   “I hope you don’t regret being with me Joy,” he said softly.  
 
   “No, Royce I didn’t mean it that way.  You were fun, we were fun and I had fun being with you,” she paused, “And look what we made, he’s so beautiful, so beautiful,” she said and stroked Justin’s hair, “But the people we hurt Royce, that’s what I mean, you know Michael…Tammy,” she said.
 
   “I know, but Joy we didn’t intend for that, and the only reason they feel hurt is because they feel betrayed,” he paused to get his next words together, “And you know the truth Joy, you and I know the truth.  We didn’t intend for it to turn out this way…but Joy you know we can’t do anything about that.  They have to work through their pain, they have to understand we didn’t plan for any of this, you know that,” he paused again, “And I hope they can Joy,” he was thinking of Tammy and her vile words, “I hope they can, but they have to deal with it and move forward.  All of us have to move forward and think of Justin.  He’s what matters now,” and Joy’s eyes filled with tears and she felt that draw, that pull.  She wanted to reach through the phone and kiss him, kiss his beautiful lips and lose herself in the blue depths of his eyes.  But she said, “I know Royce, I feel exactly the same, exactly the same.  Doing right by Justin is what matters.”
 
   They talked for two hours before Joy said, “I better go and I know you’ve got to get to work,” and Justin had fallen asleep in her arms long ago.  
 
   They wouldn’t speak again until the day they met in court. 
 
   And until then she dealt with Michael’s wrath.  He was beside himself with anger and preparing for their day in court.  He’d decided to represent them and when it got to be too much he’d hold her down and pound his frustration out on her.  
 
   “I don’t want him here Joy,” Michael said, “I don’t want him coming to our house.  I don’t want his money, are you with me on this?”
 
    “Michael please he’s his father, we have to let him do right by Justin.”
 
    “Oh are you going against me on this too?”  
 
   “No, no I agree with you, I think he should wait until Justin is older, it’s just that what if we lose?  We’re going to have to let him see him.”
 
   Michael glared at her, “Why didn’t you wear a condom Joy, that’s my question, why are you for him all the time?”  
 
   Her mouth dropped, “I just thought…just thought…it’s the right thing to do,” she stammered out. 
 
   “Oh everything for Royce is the right thing isn’t it!  Not wearing a condom is the right thing!  Only fucking him is the right thing!  Naming Justin after him!  Seeing him behind my back is the right thing,” and he stared at her and she wondered was he right?  Everything he said was true and she felt her lips quiver, but she didn’t want to cry, she held it in, and that night after she tried to stay out of bed until he went to sleep she reluctantly went to bed and he rolled over and glared at her and she knew what was about to happen.
 
   Royce was standing by his office window, the top of the Dallas skyline hidden behind thick fog, it was a grey dreary day and it matched his mood perfectly.  His court date was coming up and he hadn’t seen Joy and sometimes he still wondered if he was doing the right thing.  Tammy wanted nothing to do with it and was being a bitch about the whole thing and he knew Michael wanted him to disappear and not be in Justin’s life at all.
 
   “Royce what’s going on man?”  Bobby walked in; he’d walked by twenty minutes ago and saw him standing there.  He turned and embraced Bobby.  “Oh god man this is so hard,” he said his emotions getting the best of him, “I love her so much and it hurts so bad man, so bad, and Justin he’s so little and beautiful I don’t know man what’s right,” he said his eyes full of tears.  Now that he hadn’t seen Joy or Justin he’d thought a lot about this situation and he knew if it had been up to just him and Joy that maybe he would have done it her way if it meant spending time with her and Justin, if it could be like it was and if he could have persuaded her to let him change his name, but Michael was the one he didn’t trust.  He needed something legal to be assured his rights or he knew he’d be vanquished just like he was now his visits stopped, so he knew in his heart he was doing the right thing, but it was so hard. 
 
   “Ah man, I know, but you have to do it, he’s your son and no one can deny that,” Bobby said reassuringly, holding him.  Royce was torn up about this he could see that and he didn’t know Royce had let it slip that he loved Joy, but she was heavy on his mind and his innermost thoughts blurted out in his anguish.  Bobby wasn’t sure he was doing the right thing either but the truth was Justin was his son and you can’t tell a father he can’t see his child when he so desperately wants to do so.  He hugged Royce tight, “Do what you have to do man, okay.”  “Okay, I know.”  “This came for you,” Bobby said handing him a big orange envelope.  Ms. Severs handed it to him when she saw him contemplating going in to Royce’s office. “Thanks,” he saw it was from the clinic.  
 
   That had been an unreal moment, he and Joy met at the clinic a few days after she’d been served and he and Justin got swabbed in their mouths and it didn’t help that the lab tech said, “Well I can see you’re his father, why do you need this?”  And he looked at Joy and blushed, “We need medical proof that’s all,” he said. 
 
   Bobby was heading out the door as he tore open the envelope.  He scanned through the numbers, numbers he didn’t understand, but at the bottom it said ninety-nine point nine percent he was the father and he smiled.  He called his lawyer, “Did you get a copy of the testing?”  
 
   “No I haven’t seen it yet, have you?” 
 
   “Yes, I have it right here.” 
 
   “And what does it say?” 
 
   “Ninety-nine point nine percent I am the father.” 
 
   “Good, there’s your proof Mr. Harrington, not that there was ever any doubt,” his lawyer reiterated.  His lawyer had never met Justin, but Royce had shown him pictures and he said, “Well he sure looks like you I have to give you that, but a paternity test will confirm it,” his lawyer went on, “Good, that will definitely improve our chances…now where is your wife on all this, has she come on board?”  The question Royce dreaded, he’d been trying to convince Tammy and still she refused to come around.  
 
   A few days after he told her they were eating dinner she said, “Look at us, look at our family, you want to ruin this?”  And he saw Karen and Dillon looking from him to Tammy and back again.  “I don’t want to ruin it I want to add to it,” he said calmly and she slammed her plate down. “Uuurrgggg,” she said angrily and glared at him and he glared back, and Karen had tears in her eyes when she asked, “Mom, dad what’s wrong?”  And Tammy taunted him, “Ask your father?”  She said glaring at him and Karen looked sadly at him. “When the time is right I’ll tell you honey,” he said and Tammy stabbed into her mashed potatoes and took a forkful and angrily began to eat and he found himself not wanting to be near her and missing Joy more and more.
 
   Now he found himself sleeping on the sofa or with his back turned to Tammy her shrill wailing always in his ear, “I can’t believe you’re doing this to us!”  She shrieked the other day, “I don’t want to see a baby by you and Joy, it’s a disgrace to you, me and our family,” she cried, and her favorite thing to say, “I can’t believe you want to bring her bastard into this house!” And he’d wanted to slap the shit out of her, but he tried to remain calm.  He needed her with him so he’d reply, “He’s a child Tammy, an innocent child,” and she’d storm off, so he answered his lawyer truthfully, “No, she’s not on board, does that hurt us?” “Well in my experience Mr. Harrington you never know what a judge will latch on to so I don’t know, it could go either way, but we deal with the hand we are dealt.  If she’s out don’t force her and my suggestion is do not bring her to court, her reaction could jeopardize us.  I’d rather have them speculating on her absence and have to explain it rather than our opponent or the judge asking her questions,” his lawyer said.  “Okay,” he said and through all this he missed seeing Joy.  He still wanted Joy and still loved her, Justin was Joy, Justin was his reason to find happiness now, and when he thought of him laughing his baby laugh, nursing at his mother’s breast, scooting around and his blue eyes following him as he played with him, he was love. 
 
   The day of their court date he awoke to thunder, lightning and rain coming down in torrents, it was a typical spring thunderstorm in Texas, scary, dark, dangerous and horrible to drive in.  He thought about cancelling and he wondered if Joy would show up it was so bad out there, but he went anyway and he drove slowly and carefully to the courthouse.  He didn’t want to chance getting into an accident and losing on a technicality like not showing up or being late to court, it wouldn’t look good, and he had to admit he was glad to get this behind him.  Whatever the consequences, he would move on an abide by what the judge said even if she decided it was best for him not to be in Justin’s life, he would do it.
 
   Royce arrived at the courthouse and he saw Joy and Michael coming in.  She was shaking out her umbrella, inwardly he smiled, she still made his heart sing whenever he saw her.  He stood next to his lawyer who was going over some last minute details with him, “We need to stress your willingness to pay child support and the amount, you’re being very generous Mr. Harrington.” Royce nodded, “He’s my son, I can’t shirk my financial responsibility to him,” he said and they walked into the courtroom and waited for the proceedings to start. 
 
   He saw Joy and Michael come in and take their place at the defendants table.  Joy looked hard and soft at the same time, she was soft, vulnerable and she had a resigned look about her and as always he wanted to hold her, take her in his arms and kiss her with love and tenderness.  He watched her for a moment wanting to make sure she was okay, but she didn’t make eye contact and he couldn’t tell her face was a mask, but he knew the day had come.  He had to do what he came for.  
 
   His lawyer opened, and after both sides presented their case it was the judges turn to ask questions. 
 
   Judge Ramirez looked them over, from one side to the other and began questioning, “Where is Mrs. Harrington, why isn’t she in court today?”  Joy perked up at that question; she wanted to know the answer to that too. “She couldn’t be here today your honor,” and “Where is she on this issue?”  “She is coming around your honor, but it is something she has had to get use too,” she nodded and moved on, “Mr. Harrington why is it important to be in the life of a child born of your mistress?”  And Joy almost screamed of shock at that and wanted to yell out, I was not his mistress, it was a sex club that caused all this! 
 
   “He is my son your honor and no matter how he came to be, he is my son,” and Joy could hear the passion in Royce’s voice as he said those words.
 
    “Mr. Abrams why do you feel the color of Justin’s skin matters?  Isn’t it more important that his father even though he is white be present in his life?” “Justin will be treated as a black man in this society and I being black am better suited in helping him with the pains and pitfalls of that more so than Mr. Harrington.”  “So do you think he would benefit from having both you and Mr. Harrington in his life,” and Royce winced at that.  He saw Michael reluctantly agree to that, “Yes your honor,” he didn’t want Michael to be a father figure to Justin, he wanted to be his father.  “But I will be the one raising him your honor,” Michael added, and Royce felt the anger rise in his gut.
 
   When the judge was satisfied with her questioning she took a moment to scan back and forth between them and then she spoke, “This is an unusual case.  We have a plaintiff who is suing for the rights to be a father to a child he conceived with a woman who was not his wife on one side and on the other we have the husband of the woman fighting to be the father the child deserves.  This is very unusual and I must say Mrs. Abrams you should count yourself lucky that both men want to be a father to a child you conceived in a relationship outside of your marriage, an adulterous relationship I do not approve of…,” and Royce winced, why does everybody blame Joy, but Joy sat strong, “But that is not the reason we are here.  We are here to do what is best for the child born of that relationship, and this is a tough case on the one hand to decide who will be the better father and give the child the best possible outcome in life, but on the other the law is clear.  Unless there are extenuating circumstances that prevent Mr. Harrington from being a father to the child and none were presented today a father does have rights and Mr. Harrington is the child’s father, he has shown proof and provided the evidence.  
 
   Mr. Harrington is willing and able to be a strong father figure to the minor child, so the court rules in favor of the father Mr. Harrington, he will have joint custody and receive equal visitation as stated in the court documents.  The child’s name will be changed to reflect his surname of Harrington and he will provide financial support to the minor child until he reaches the age of eighteen,” she then looked over at Michael, “And Mr. Abrams it is commendable what you are trying to do and I hope you will remain a loving strong male influence in this child’s life as he will be in your home and he will need that from the African American point of view, do not turn your back on him.  Mr. Harrington is only doing what he feels he should as a father, and that is fight to be in his child’s life which is also commendable, it takes a village Mr. Abrams and I hope you will be a part of that village and do what’s best for the child,” she banged her gavel, her decision final, “Case closed!”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 7,  VISITATION
 
    
 
    
 
   After his stunning victory Royce was preparing for his first visit to pick up Justin.  Justin was six months old now and he went straight over to Joy’s from the office.  It had been hard to tell the children.  After he’d won he told Tammy who almost hit the roof, “No Royce, no, you mean the court said you could do this!  The court said you could bring a child you had with another woman to this house!”  “Yes, why would they not, he’s my son,” he said evenly and then he sat the kids down. “Daddy has something to tell you,” he tried to make light of it, “Remember how you always wanted another brother or sister,” he smiled as they looked at him like he was crazy, “Well now you have one, you have a little brother.  I have a son, he is just a baby now, only six months old and he will be coming into our lives and visiting with us from here on out.”
 
   Karen and Dillon looked at him as if he’d lost his mind.  “How do you have a son, I don’t understand?” Karen said, and this was the hard part; he didn’t know how to describe his and Joy’s relationship.  He knew it wasn’t really an affair, it was consensual with the knowledge and agreement of all spouses, but he couldn’t tell them about the club they belonged too. “I had a relationship with another woman.  Your mother is aware of it and of the child, she knows about all of it…,” “While you were married to mom?”  Karen asked. “Yes, but she was aware of it and agreed to it at the time,” he stressed and he knew that sounded crazy, but it was as close to the truth as he was willing to go, and he could see the questions as the kids worked out what he was saying. “So we have a little brother?” Karen said. “Yes, and I’ll be bringing him here every other weekend,” the kids just looked at him not knowing what to say.
 
   Now he was outside Joy’s front door.  He knocked and Lindsey answered, “Mr. Royce is here!”  She yelled and he walked in.  Joy was in the kitchen and Michael spoke then ignored him from the family room.  He sat in his chair and acted as if he hadn’t shown up.  He didn’t look at him or acknowledge him after his initial hello, good Michael, way to be mature, he was thinking.
 
    “In here Royce,” Joy called as he made his way into the house and into the kitchen.  
 
   The table was laden with baby stuff.  Justin was in the family room and he heard Lindsey calling cooingly to him, “Come here Justin, come here,” then he saw Justin come crawling into the kitchen.  Royce’s eyes registered his delight, “He’s crawling now Joy,” he said excited. “Oh yeah a week or so now,” and he looked at her and saw her wiping tears.  “Oh Joy it’ll be okay,” he went to pick up Justin.  He had to do something with his hands or he would’ve taken her in his arms and cried with her saying Joy Joy Joy.  “Hey buddy,” he cooed to Justin, who looked at him with his blue eyes, and he pulled him closer and hugged him and Justin grabbed a baby handful of his shirt and rubbed his face against his chest and he loved feeling his little body in his arms.  
 
   Joy was getting his stuff together, “This is so hard Royce, he’s just a baby,” she said and wiped her tears, “Please watch out for him.  Make sure he doesn’t get hurt, he’s all over the place and getting into everything so make sure the house is baby proofed,” she cried. 
 
   “Oh Joy of course I will.  I’ll make sure he’s well cared for okay.” 
 
   “I hope so Royce, but you said yourself Tammy wasn’t accepting of this, what about her Royce?”  She asked concerned. 
 
   “She’ll come around okay, don’t worry,” and he believed that.  Tammy was pissed yes, but once she held this beautiful baby boy in her arms he knew she’d fall in love with him. 
 
   “Okay, just watch him okay,” he agreed and she wiped tears, “Okay, here’s his bottles.  I put in extra, in case you need them, but give him one every three hours and make sure you put them in the refrigerator as soon as you get home, it’s breast milk, it goes bad fast,” she said looking at him for emphasis. 
 
   “Okay,” he assured her, “Everything will be alright, he’s with his father okay,” and finally she smiled at him.
 
   Royce walked into his house with Justin in his arms, the diaper bag slung over his shoulder and everyone in his family paused as he came in.  He took Justin’s blanket out of his diaper bag and spread it out on the floor the way he’d seen Joy do and he laid Justin down with a few of his toys.  He went into the kitchen, Tammy was standing there giving him the eye, and the kids were in the family room.  Dillon was playing a video game on the TV and he was deep into it, working the controller and Karen was laying crosswise on a stuffed chair her headphones in listening to music.  
 
   He placed the bottles in the refrigerator just like Joy asked him too, he then walked over to the pantry and found all the jars of baby food and boxes of baby cereal and placed them in the pantry.  Then he stood in the kitchen by the counter and watched Justin crawling around.  
 
   He watched as Justin crawled over to Dillon and pulled up on him.  Dillon ignored him and acted as if he wasn’t even in the room.  Justin soon left him and then he crawled over to Karen, one of her legs was down on the floor the other across the chair arm. Justin touched her leg she moved it away and onto the chair arm. Justin pulled up using the chair, he smiled and said baby gibberish at her and Karen glared at him.  Justin moved from the chair and plopped down on his bottom.  Royce could see his confusion and he saw his face scrunch up about to cry and he ran to him and picked him up, “It’s okay buddy, it’s okay,” he held him in his arms and he saw Tammy in the kitchen a little smile on her face, “He’s a baby, just a baby,” he said to Dillon and Karen, he was shocked at their behavior and Tammy’s reaction to it.  
 
   His family had disappointed him.  Damn, he thought, This might be tougher than I thought,  he needed to get out of the house.  He held Justin and went to the back door and let Duke in, “Hey Dukey, you want to go for a walk?”  Duke was looking up at Justin and Royce knew he wanted to see what he was holding. “Okay Duke I’ll let you meet him,” he said, “Lay down boy,” and Duke went down on his belly and Royce knelt down.  Duke reached his head up and sniffed Justin, and Justin let out this loud baby laugh and Royce saw Duke’s tail wag and wag.   Justin reached down and touched Duke’s fur and squealed.  Duke’s wet nose seemed to intrigue him and Duke licked his little bare feet and Justin again giggled and laughed and laughed a loud little baby laugh.  
 
   Royce was so tickled by this he laughed too, then Duke rolled over on his back and Royce knew for Duke it was love at first sight, he was crazy about Justin.  Royce placed Justin on Duke’s belly and Justin just squealed and laughed and grabbed handfuls of fur and Duke seemed to love it.   Justin laid his head down on Duke and put his little arms around him and Duke licked him and licked him across his little face and Royce let him, but he thought of Joy too.  “Your mother would have a fit if she knew I let the dog lick you like this,” he said softly to Justin.  After the introduction he put on Duke’s leash and Justin in his snuggly against his chest. 
 
   This is going to be tough, he walked and thought.  The first day hadn’t gone too well, they’ll get use to him..  He walked for a long time, “Man you’re heavy.” Justin had fallen asleep and his baby weight felt like a ton after a while.  “Ready to go home Dukey boy,” he said and they turned at the next block and headed home.
 
   He went in through the garage and as he opened the door he could smell it before he saw it, it smelt heavy with a familiar scent but he couldn’t place it.  He walked into the kitchen and to his horror all of Justin’s bottles and food were trashed on the floor.  In front of the refrigerator his milk was spilt in a big liquid puddle, his bottles trampled on, the plastic smashed and crumpled and by the pantry he saw his baby food, jars broken, his baby cereal poured out, food mixed and splattered on the floor, “What the fuck?”  
 
   He put Duke out back.  He was furious, he went into Justin’s room, he’d fixed up a nursery for Justin anticipating his visits, it was a room across the hall from the guest room and he’d done everything himself.  He’d bought a crib, a rocking chair, and a dresser with a changing table from the little boutique Joy recommended and he’d painted the room blue.  Now he was mad as hell he laid Justin in his bed and pulled the cover up over him, the house was quiet, but he knew everyone was home.  He strode into his bedroom, Tammy was sitting propped up on the bed reading a magazine with the TV on. 
 
   “What the fuck Tammy, what is that all about and who would do such a thing?” “I told you not to bring him here, I told you!  I want him gone, I want him out of here Royce!”  She yelled at him.  “You did that?  You did that Tammy!”  “I don’t want him here!”  Royce was exasperated and frustrated, “He’s a baby Tammy, my baby!  He’s not some random baby I picked up off the street and brought home and said 'Here Tammy take care of him!'  He’s my son, mine!  Remember that!” He yelled furiously at her.
 
   Tammy felt her heart crack in two at his words.  Royce didn’t know that’s what hurt the most.  It was his child that hurt so bad. “If you want to hate someone, hate me!  I did this!  Take your anger out on me, not him!”  He continued angrily and Tammy knew she couldn’t do that, she couldn’t hate him.  She’d fallen in love with Royce the moment she saw him walk into Winchesters, her heart belonged to him always, but the evil bitch Joy and her spawn she could hate them and she did, she hated them with everything in her being. 
 
   “Fuck Tammy, this is insane that’s you’d do that to a child!  Fucking insane!”  He said angrily and walked out of the room running his hands through his hair. “Fuck!”  He said under his breath.  “Take him home Royce!”  Tammy yelled after him tears rolling down her face.  “He is home!” He yelled back and she screamed.  
 
   What am I going to tell Joy?  He went into Justin’s room; he was sound asleep and he gently picked him up.  He wouldn’t think of leaving him here alone, he didn’t know what might happen while he was gone.  He grabbed the snuggly, picked up his car keys and left.  He eased Justin in his car seat trying desperately not to wake him and he wasn’t going to let Joy know he failed.  He drove to Marichelli’s, it was a super store that catered to the wealthy, it sold everything from wine to furniture to caviar.  He went straight to the baby aisle, he picked up every jar of food and baby cereal he could remember Joy had given him, the brand was different but he hoped it was the same, he bought all new bottles.  Justin was still asleep in his snuggly and he thought that was the only thing that went well today, that he hadn’t woken up crying.
 
   This is bad, I have to tell Joy, he needs her milk, this is so bad, he thought as he walked around the store.  The store was huge, like a large upscale warehouse, I’m buying him a stroller, damn he’s heavy, he thought to himself.  He looked over the strollers and picked out one from Sweden with all the latest gadgets, cup holders, a top with a clear plastic opening at the top, heavy duty wheels, it could lay back at three different levels.  You could zip the baby up completely like a cocoon, and it’s tag said it was easy to open and close whatever that meant.
 
   Once he was loaded in the car Justin woke up.  He opened one of the boxes of teething cookies and gave him one, and now he had to call Joy.  He had no other choice, Justin needed her milk.  He dialed her number and hoped she was up, it was after ten o’clock.
 
   Joy was up and dreading going to bed, she knew what was going to happen, she’d seen Michael glaring at her every since Royce came by.  She was biding her time when the phone rang and she knew it was Royce, and she thought she’d hear Justin screaming in the background, that Royce was having a hard time putting him to sleep, but when she answered it was quiet. 
 
   “Hey Joy”
 
   “Hey Royce, what’s going on?”  She said concerned. “Oh everything is fine, he’s been great, but I messed up Joy.” 
 
   “What did you do?”  He could hear the fear in her voice, “I forgot to put the bottles in the refrigerator like you told me,” he lied. “Oh that’s not so bad Royce, the milk should be fine, just put them in now okay.”  
 
   Shit!  He thought, “Oh well I thought they were bad so I threw it out,” he said, and he hated doing this, he was so pissed at Tammy.  “All of it!”  Joy said shocked. “Yeah, I’m sorry I thought it was bad,” he said apologetically. “Okay, well you’re lucky, I’ve got plenty,” she said, “You want to come get more, you’ll need it tonight.”  
 
   “Yes, that’s why I called I’m on my way,” he said. “Okay, we’ll have to wash those bottles though before we put more in,” she said. “Oh shit, I don’t have the bottles,” he said. “Royce, this is major, you’re worrying me now,” he could hear the concern. “Don’t worry Joy I’m okay, it won’t happen again, okay” and he thought it better not.  Tammy was on his shit list now and she’d better not do anything to hurt this child again. “You promise,” she asked, “I can’t take it if something happened to my baby Royce.” “I know, don’t worry he’s my baby too,” he said. “I know, and you’re lucky I’ve got bags of milk in the freezer.  When you get here I’ll show you how to put it in the bottles,” she said and Royce felt himself relax, the disaster of this evening was going to be alright.  
 
   Joy gave him the code to get into the gate, and before long he was at her door.  She opened the door dressed for bed in a short light blue silk nightgown and matching robe.  Justin was awake but looking sleepy. “I’m surprised he’s up this late; he’s usually knocked out by now,” she took him in her arms, “God he’s smelly Royce,” she said with a little chuckle, “What have you been doing with him?”  He didn’t have the heart to tell her it was dog drool all over him, “Oh we’ve been playing and outside walking the dog,” he said.  
 
   Justin went to sleep in her arms.  She held him and led Royce to the freezer in the garage to where the bags of breast milk were.  “Wow Joy, you could feed ten babies,” he joked.  She laughed, “I know, take as much as you need.  Let’s see each bag holds four ounces, Justin drinks eight, so take a lot so you’ll have some for next time too,” she said looking down at her sleeping baby.  Royce took bags and bags and put them in a shopping bag. “Geez, this is a lot of milk.” “I’ll show you what to do,” she said, and led him back into the house.  Joy showed him how to make a bottle and he was feeling better now.  He at least had a bottle for the night and he wanted to kiss her for helping him, “Thanks Joy,” he said looking at her, and Joy could see the look in his eye, appreciation, love, and something else.  She felt that pull, that draw to Royce. 
 
   She walked him to the door, “I’ll see you Sunday, and give him a bath tomorrow.”  She helped him to his car and kissed Justin’s sweet cheeks and watched as Royce pulled off.  And when she turned around Michael was standing there.
 
   “Did he screw up already?”  “Yeah, he threw out his milk because he didn’t put it in the refrigerator,” she said her heart racing.  “Are you coming to bed?” And she knew he was really ready for her now, “I’ll be in, in a minute.”  He stared at her for a long moment. “Alright Joy, I’ll see you when you get there,” he walked away to their bedroom.  She went into the kitchen to clean up the mess she’d made, her heart running like a rabbit, fast and scared.  She cleaned up and knew she couldn’t put it off much longer. 
 
   She went into her bedroom and climbed into bed and Michael reached for her, he kissed her hard, too hard and she knew it was just the beginning.  His tongue forcibly probed her mouth and she gripped the covers.  He abruptly left her mouth and went to her breast, he pushed her nightgown down exposing her nipple and sucked her, sucked her hard.  She winced and cried out in pain, she knew that’s what he wanted and he didn’t let up.  “Michael please,” she tried to pull away.  “He fucked up this time didn’t he?”  He said as he sucked her hard.  “Yes,” she agreed, she’d say anything to make him go easier on her.  He pulled her gown up and spread her legs and pushed hard inside her, and then the onslaught began, he rammed and pounded, using all his strength to penetrate her depths.  She cried out and turned her head to the side; she closed her eyes and gripped the covers praying it would be over soon, and when she felt him about to release she was elated, but like always he got in a parting shot. “He can make a baby, but he can’t take care of one,” he almost laughed as he said it.  Once he was spent he rolled off her and Joy got up and went into the bathroom and cried.
 
   Royce went home and eased Justin in his bed and put the cover over him and kissed his sweet little cheek, this has been a rough day for you I know little buddy.  The mess was cleaned up and Duke was back in the house; he was right by his side as he put Justin down, “Watch over him Duke, I’ll be back,” he said.  He led Duke out the room and closed the door, “Stay,” he said and Duke lay down outside Justin’s door and he went back out to the car and started unloading his purchases and the shopping bag full of the precious breast milk.  The breast milk he was worried Tammy might destroy.  They also had a refrigerator out in the garage, he tied a knot at the top of the shopping bag and placed it with its precious cargo on the bottom shelf in the back of the freezer out of sight, he hoped Tammy wouldn’t find it and if she did, she wouldn’t do anything to it.  She hurt him tonight and she didn’t know it but he was thinking differently about her now, not as a loving partner but as a person to be wary of.  
 
   He took the bags of baby food and diapers into Justin’s room and sat in the rocking chair thinking.  Duke lay beside him, he stroked his furry head and thought, how long is it going to take for Tammy and the kids to get use to the idea of Justin being around?  That was his biggest question, they’d treated him like shit today and he didn’t like that.  He was a baby and they treated him like shit, and he watched him sleeping peacefully and his heart went out to him and he loved him with all his heart and he was going to protect him through this no matter what.  He got up and went to sleep in the guest room; it was closer to Justin anyway.  He couldn’t imagine being in the same room with Tammy tonight.
 
   Joy was crying in the bathroom, crying for what she’d done to Michael, I made him like this, I made him like this, she cried to herself over and over, what I did with Royce, he hates Royce and seeing him makes him crazy, but she didn’t hate Royce.  She thought he was a good guy and there was something about Royce.  She smiled through her tears, he messed up tonight, he actually threw away all the babies milk.  Is he crazy, what if I didn’t have any more?  She shook her head but she couldn’t hate him, he gave her Justin and in the back of her mind she saw them at The Club.  Royce riding her so good, her legs wrapped around him and him stroking her so sweetly, holding her and looking into her eyes, his deep blue eyes, his smile infectious, she wiped her eyes.  Yeah, there was something about Royce, and just then the bathroom door opened and Michael walked in.  
 
   Michael saw her tears, she was seating on the toilet seat, the trash can full of used toilet paper from her tears.  He’d startled her and her heart jumped and her mind thought, Oh god.  “Did I wake you I’m sorry,” she said, but she was thinking, Oh God, oh no, oh God no!  He walked towards her and knelt in front of her.  She could see the concern in his eyes, “Oh Joy I’m sorry.  I don’t know what comes over me I’m so sorry,” and she thought Royce comes over you, seeing Royce comes over you and you hurt me that’s what, “Please forgive me, I’m sorry,” he pleaded with her. 
 
   He stood up and took her hand and gently pulled her towards him.  Her heart was racing and he took her in his arms and held her tight, “I don’t know what else to say Joy. I love you, I always have, believe me when I say that okay, even when I do crazy shit,” he said and held her tighter.  Then he looked her in the eye, his eyes begging her to understand.  She gave him a smile, a smile that reassured him she understood, but she was scared and this was Michael.  Even though there was something about Royce she loved Michael and when he led her to their bed her heart raced not knowing what to expect, but he took her in his arms and held her.  “I love you Joy and I promise I will not act like that again, okay,” he said, his embrace warm and secure, “I promise you that.”
 
   “Okay Michael, I love you too, I love you so much,” she said and kissed him softly on the lips.  She wanted him to love her like he used to, passionate but loving and good, he held her tighter. “I love you too, I love you too,” and that was the first night in a while Joy went to sleep happy.
 
   The next morning Royce woke up.  The first thing he was going to do was give Justin a bath.  He’d intended to last night; he had to show Joy he could do this, she was so worried he couldn’t, and last night almost proved her right.  He was thankful Joy had shown him how to take care of Justin in the few weeks before the trial; he had to admit he hadn’t done much baby care with Karen and Dillon.  He was working trying to make a living so Tammy took personal care of them and he’d come home and play with them, but she changed most of the diapers. fed and bathed them, but in the weeks he went by to see Justin, Joy let him do everything she would have done.  She let him feed, bathe, and dress him, and do whatever needed to be done in the few hours he was there and now he was grateful he was comfortable doing things for him.  
 
   He filled Justin’s bathtub and picked him up, his diaper was full to almost bursting, he made a mental note, change him before you put him to bed, and once he had him clean and dressed he went into the kitchen.  Tammy was scrambling eggs and he would have liked some for Justin but he thought she might throw the whole pan away just so he wouldn’t have any.  She looked at him holding Justin, rolled her eyes and turned back to the pan.  He smirked and went to the pantry, but then he remembered Justin’s food wasn’t in there, he left taking Justin with him.  
 
   The shopping bags of food were still where he left them, I’m going to have to find a spot for these, he took out the cereal and jar of apricots.  He took the new bottles out and read the back of the package, “Shit,” it said something about boiling them before use.  Tammy really screwed him around and he was mad at her all over again.  He took the empty bottle he’d used last night and for a moment he stood there not sure what to do; he needed to do things that required two hands and asking Tammy to hold Justin was out of the question.  He picked him up and put him back in his crib, he called Duke in, “Stay boy,” he said to Duke.
 
   He went into the kitchen where he washed the bottle as best he could; he didn’t know he needed a bottle brush, he warmed up the milk and made a bottle and prepared his cereal like Joy showed him.  
 
   When his cereal and bottle was ready he thought about going to get Justin, but he’d have to leave his food and he knew deep in his soul if Tammy did anything to that bowl of cereal he would beat the living shit out of her.  He’d never hit a woman in his life, but some button had been turned on last night after what she’d done he knew he was capable of doing things he’d never thought possible.  He looked over at her; she was taking strips of bacon off the skillet and placing them on a paper towel, he couldn’t chance it.  He put the bottle in his pajama bottoms pocket and took the bowl with him and went to Justin’s room and he heard him giggling and laughing.  
 
   When he opened the door Duke had rose up on his hind legs on the side of his crib and was licking Justin all over his face, and Justin was laughing and giggling like it was the best thing in the world.  Royce just shook his head and laughed, “Down Duke,” he chuckled, so much for a clean baby.   
 
   After he washed his face he went into the kitchen with a smiling Justin, Duke at his side, the kids and Tammy were eating breakfast.  He sat Justin in his high chair, I thought of everything when preparing for him to come here, a new nursery, high chair, all the comforts for a baby, everything except a loving family, he thought as he looked at his family sitting around the table.  They were quiet, no one was saying anything, he decided to break the silence, “So Karen who are you playing today?” 
 
   Karen was on a select soccer team, she played year round, soccer, soccer, soccer was all she thought about.  “The Heat, they’re good too, one of the best,” she said. “Good, then they’ll offer a good challenge, but I know you’re ready for that,” he said. “Yep.”  “Okay as soon as I’m ready we can go,” he said and Tammy looked up, 
 
   “What are you going to do about…” she looked over at Justin. 
 
   “Justin,” he said looking squarely at her. 
 
   “I’m taking him with us of course” and he was thinking what kind of question is that.  Her mouth dropped. 
 
   “What?”  She looked at him in disbelief, “Oh no you’re not Royce, what kind of example is that?  To bring your…your…lover’s child with us!”  She yelled at him horrified. 
 
   “He’s part of this family now, get used to it!  All of you!  Get used to it!”  He said looking at all of them for emphasis.
 
   “The hell I will!  The hell any of us will!  Take him home!  Take him to hell I don’t care but he’s not coming to the game with us!”  Tammy yelled at him and got up hard from the table so that her chair scraped loud against the tile.  She took her plate and angrily scraped her food into the sink, “Do you know how crazy this is, do you!  Do you actually get it in that thick head of yours how crazy this is!”  She screamed at the top of her lungs. 
 
   “It’s only crazy because you’re making it crazy!  It doesn’t have to be, but you’re creating all the chaos, destroying his food and creating a scene right now in front of the kids Tammy!”
 
    “Me!  Me! You’re the one causing the problem!  You and her…her…seed from hell is what he is, her fucking seed from hell!”  She yelled at him, “He’s not going with us, you can’t take him with us!  You can’t do that to us, you can’t embarrass us like that Royce!”
 
   “Embarrass you!  How is a baby, a little baby going to embarrass you?  People will talk Tammy you can’t stop that, but they’ll move on to something else once they know we’re okay with this, if we stand together…” 
 
   “You think I’m okay with this!  How in the hell can you think I’m okay with this?  I’ll never be okay with this!  Get that through your thick skull, I’ll never be okay with this!”  
 
   Justin was starting to cry at the outburst.  He picked him up and stormed out, especially when he saw the looks the kids were giving them, disbelief and shock among them, and he had never known Tammy to curse in front of them, but she was that mad this morning to do the unthinkable.  He went into his bedroom; he soothed Justin, “What am I doing?  What am I doing?”  He said to himself, but he was in too deep now and determined to make this work and make Justin a part of their lives.  
 
   When he was ready he walked out; Tammy was cleaning the dishes off the table and glared at him.  He went into the garage and placed Justin in his car seat and took out his stroller and followed the direction in opening it and closing it.  Tammy and the kids came out and he could see Karen was clearly upset and Dillon just looked like he wanted to get as far away as possible and Tammy was upset too. “Don’t do this to us Royce,” she begged.  “We’re going, we’re all going,” he said adamantly.  
 
   They quietly piled into the car.  Justin seemed to feel the undercurrent, he looked at all of them, he squirmed and wiped his eyes.  He shook his head from side to side as if he could talk he’d say, “No, no, this isn’t how a family feels,” his car seat was in the middle between Karen and Dillon.  Justin looked over at Karen and she glared at him and he looked away, he looked over at Dillon. Dillon had his back to him looking out the window, he looked at his father and he saw the determination on his face as he backed out of the driveway.
 
   Royce drove to the soccer field anger and determination fueled him.  Alongside the street there was a big grassy meadow they had to cross between the cars and the soccer fields, it was there Royce found a parking spot.  No one had said a word during the drive.  Justin sucked on his pacifier, Tammy and Karen wiped tears, and Dillon looked out the window.   His family piled out the car and he was left alone.  On the one hand he was grateful and on the other he was not that they’d left him to fend for himself.  He watched them walk together across the grassy meadow, all with their heads down.  He recognized long ago he was in this alone, but now with his family it was spelled out even clearer, no one wanted this but him.  
 
   Royce took out the stroller and locked the latch in place, “Okay Justin I think we’re all set,” he placed him in his new stroller, “Yep, this’ll work little buddy, you can get heavy you know that?”  He said to Justin smiling at him and Justin returned the smile, clapping his little hands sucking on his pacifier.  Man, it’s already getting hot, he grabbed the diaper bag and rummaged through it and found the sunscreen, “You mother would not be happy if I let you burn,” he thoroughly rubbed sunscreen on Justin’s pale arms and legs; he smiled at Justin as he rubbed it on his little face and his heart melted at the little blue eyed boy smiling back at him.
 
   He sun screened himself, and put on his baseball cap and sunglasses.  He’d put in the one bottle that was sterilized and he hoped it was enough. “This is it buddy, the moment of truth,” he pushed Justin towards the soccer field and he was relieved he had to walk a little before getting to the sideline, it gave him time to get his courage up to face whatever was coming.  
 
   Royce walked up and saw his crowd.  Tammy was already sitting in a lawn chair crying, the wives were surrounding her, soothing and patting her on the back.  Karen was clearly upset, her eyes red and watery, she was standing with her teammates waiting for the current game to end so they could go warm up, and Dillon was standing there not paying attention to any of it playing his Nintendo Game Boy but his face showed he wasn’t happy.  The wives glared at him when he walked up.  Amanda gave him the worse look, and Sarah looked like she didn’t know what to do, and so did the husbands.  They looked at him and then at their wives, but they did acknowledge him, “Hey Royce,” they said, but looked over at their wives to see what they’d done, if they’d crossed a line or not.  
 
   He saw the row of parents of both teams lined up on the sideline, there was a grassy space that separated the opposing team’s spectators and theirs.  There were no bleachers, everyone brought their own chairs, blankets, or big umbrellas to sit under.  He decided to go a little further down than he would’ve normally, closer to the opponents team parents than theirs, he strolled into the empty grassy space.  He parked Justin’s stroller and locked it down, it was May and already hot this morning so he decided to leave Justin’s canopy up to keep the sun off him.  Now Justin was sitting up clapping his hands when he heard the teams clapping as they ran on the field. 
 
   Bobby came over. “Man you really stepped in it this time,” he said.  Royce gave a little laugh, “Did I, are you sure you want to be seen with me man?”  Bobby laughed, “I have too you’re the boss,” and Royce laughed, knowing that was not true.  Bobby peered in at Justin, “Oh man he’s cute Royce.”  “I know, how can you not love a face like that?”  He joked and reached down and unstrapped Justin so Bobby could see him, “Say hi to Uncle Bobby,” Royce said waving Justin’s hand at Bobby. “Can I hold him or will he scream bloody murder if someone touches him?”  Bobby asked with a laugh.  “Oh no he loves people,” and Royce thought, people who like him and will give him the benefit of the doubt, he handed him to Bobby. “Hey little fellow, man you are cute,” Bobby said bouncing him a bit.  Justin smiled at him, “I’m your Uncle Bobby,” he cooed and just then Royce heard a little girl say, “Mommy look at that baby he’s so cute,” and then a woman looked up and squealed. 
 
   And the next thing he knew the opponents teams mothers and children were over there oohing and ahhhing over Justin.  They wanted to hold him, the little girls giggling and touching him and his hair, and soon a few other ladies came over and he couldn’t stop the adoration and Justin ate it up, he laughed with them as they cooed or tickled his little cheeks.  This is what he hoped would happen with his family and friends, this is what a baby in the midst should do, it should bring out the cooing and happiness, not what he was getting. 
 
   He looked down the row of his friends and he saw disbelief, shock and when Amanda saw him looking her shock turned to anger, and Sarah looked uncomfortable, and he saw her mouth at him, “I’m sorry,” he nodded his acknowledgement, and Tammy was looking at him a used tissue wadded up in her hand, her eyes tear filled.  The men wore the same expressions as the women accept kinder as if they were still wondering how to handle this situation.  
 
   He tried to relax and watch as much of the game as he could, and Karen was having a hard time of it, she was messing up big time.  
 
   At half time he was able to wriggle Justin away from the ladies.  Bobby stayed with him talking and he could see Karen crying under the team’s tent and her coach consoling her. This doesn’t look good, he thought. 
 
   After the game Karen was visibly upset and so was Tammy and Dillon still seemed to be in his own world. They got in the car and he strapped in Justin, as soon as the doors were shut.  “How could you do that to us?”  Tammy cried, “Now everyone is talking, how could you Royce?”  She asked through her tears, and he could hear Karen crying in the back seat.  He drove home and Karen went up to her room and slammed the door and Tammy went crying to their bedroom, Dillon went to the family room and turned on the TV and popped in a video game and began to play.  He put Justin on the floor and he immediately crawled over to Dillon who like yesterday acted as if he didn’t exist.  “He’s trying to play with you Dillon,” Dillon didn’t look at him or Justin, he just said, “Oh okay,” but he didn’t acknowledge Justin, he just played the game.  
 
   Royce hurriedly went and got the bottles, he couldn’t trust anybody in this house  and when he came back sure enough Justin had crawled into the kitchen and was about to get into Duke’s food and water.  “No, no buddy,” he said and scooped him up and put him in his high chair.  He was going to feed him, change him, put him down for a nap, and boil the bottles, it was up to him to take care of Justin until his family came around and he wasn’t going to let himself or Joy down.  He’d fought for this and he’d damn well better do it.
 
   He did everything on his list.  He made up a few bottles with the new sterilized bottles and placed them in the garage refrigerator and he hoped Tammy wouldn’t mess with them.  He was wiped out by the time he’d given Justin his bath and put him to bed, and so far no one in his family had even bothered to acknowledge Justin, it was like he was invisible.  
 
   When he took him home on Sunday he pretended everything went well enough, “How was everything?” Joy asked.  “Oh there was some minor adjustments but we managed alright,” he gave her a smile and said. “Oh okay, that’s normal, I mean there is going to be some adjustment when there’s a baby in the house,” she joked and smiled. “Yep, definitely.”
 
   It took a couple of days before everything was back to normal, but Royce was still not in her bed.  Tammy had been praying in her head nonstop, “Oh God why has thou forsaken me?”  “Let the prodigal son return to me, let him return.” “Our father who art in heaven….” She was on a mission to get Royce back, and after dinner on Tuesday she said, “Can we talk later?”
 
   Royce looked at her, “Yeah sure,” he said, although he was wary, last time she tried to use sex to get her way, but he knew they needed to talk too.  He wanted her with him on this, Justin was here, she had to accept that.  After the kids were in bed and he came in from walking Duke, and now the dog had a special place in his heart, more than he’d had before, Duke loved Justin.  
 
   After his shower he came out wearing pajama bottoms and climbed into bed, Tammy was sitting up waiting for him, she clicked off the TV when he came in. “Can we pray first?” He looked at her, “Pray?  What is this all about Tammy, we’ve never prayed before.” “I know, it’s something I want to try, to pray for us, to pray for understanding,” she said. “Oh okay sure then,” he said and she took both his hands in hers, “Dear father God in heaven, I come to you tonight to ask for wisdom and understanding.  This is a trying situation that my husband and I are going through, and we ask for your guidance. Amen,” she said. 
 
   Tammy saw him watching her, waiting for her to start, “Royce I want to understand why it’s so important for you to bring him here and I want you to understand how I feel about that.”
 
   “Okay, it’s important for me to bring him here because this is my home and I am his father and I have fought to have visitation with him and I want to have visitation with my son at my home.  I want him to know his sister and brother and you too… I want him to see us, all of us as his family,” and that was as plain and truthful as he could put it.  He lied about a lot of things, but this he didn’t, he wanted them to be a family for Justin too. 
 
   “Okay I understand that and I would like to say I can agree to that but I can’t.  He’s a child born of an unholy union.  What you and Joy did was wrong and bringing him here isn’t going to fix that.”  
 
   “You know how he came here, it wasn’t an unholy union.  It was because of The Club.  I didn’t meet her on the sly or sneak around with her and you know it, it was just an accidental pregnancy and it just happened to be mine and I can’t pretend he doesn’t exist or wish him away.  He’s here and I intend to do right by him,” and he could see tears welling in her eyes. 
 
   “Don’t you love us Royce?”  She asked and wiped her tears, “Because if you loved us you wouldn’t do this.” 
 
   “Of course I love you, I love all of you and I love him too.  Can’t you see that Tammy, I love him too,” and that broke her heart and she knew she didn’t want him to love Justin, she didn’t.
 
    “Well I don’t think you know how much I love you.  I love you so much Royce, I love you, I love you more than anything in the world,” and now her water works were streaming down her face.  
 
   Royce pulled her to him, “Tammy, Tammy don’t cry I love you too, I do,” and he did, he knew he did, but not as much as she was confessing to him.  He didn’t love her more than anything; he knew deep in his heart he didn’t love her more than Joy, he felt alive and whole when he was with Joy.  Joy had woken something deep in his core he never knew existed and he wanted nothing more than to hold on to that with everything he had.  He loved Joy to the bottom and depths of his soul and he knew he’d never felt that way about Tammy, but Tammy was his wife and he wanted this to work.  He wanted to bring Justin here and not have what happened this weekend ever happen again, it was shameful how they’d treated a six month old baby, he held her and consoled her, both showing emotion they hadn’t in a long time.
 
   And that Wednesday he brought Justin over and the family ignored him again.  Duke was the only one eager to see him, he ran to Royce when he saw he had Justin, his tail going a mile a minute and Justin was just as excited to see him.  He let out a loud baby laugh as he reached for Duke.
 
   That Saturday at Karen’s soccer game Tammy sat down with the wives who immediately gave him the eye and his buddies came over to him. “So you’re talking to me now,” he said to them.  “Well Royce you have to admit that was a shocker, I mean we didn’t know you had a baby with her.  We had to find that out from listening to the wives as Tammy came over crying, you have to understand we didn’t know what to do or what to say, I still don’t,” Collin said.  Royce laughed a little, “Okay, I’ll give you guys that one, I caught you off guard.”  “Well yes, yes you did,” Eric said, “You have a baby with Joy Abrams,” he said in shock. “Yeah, can you believe it?”  “No,” they all said in unison and laughed. “When did you find out man?” Chris asked.  “Oh about a couple months ago.”  “Man that’s something, I’m still speechless,” Collin said.
 
   Royce saw the wives looking over at him, all except Sarah with angry eyes.  Amanda was the worst; he glared back at her, What was her problem?   And that must have been the cue she was waiting for because she started walking towards him fire in her eyes looking for an argument, but as she walked by Collin grabbed her by the arm and pulled her out of earshot, and Royce only heard fragments of their conversation, “…between Tammy and Royce…,”  “…my friend…,”  “…embarrassing me…,” and he got the gist of the conversation. Way to go Collin, he had balls after all and maybe now she’d mind her own damn business. 
 
   Amanda stood looking at Collin he was angry with her and she knew it, and the only reason she was mad at Royce was because it wasn’t her he fell for.  She’d been crazy about him from the moment she met him and she couldn’t understand how Tammy had him, and she knew they’d become friends not only because of their children’s athletics but because she wanted to be around Royce and when he joined The Club, Tammy didn’t know it but she’d gotten her wish that she’d be the envy of the other women, she was the envy of Amanda.  Royce didn’t choose her often, she’d only been with him a few times, and she tried more times to get him than he came, but she loved those nights with him, he had the right equipment, the stamina and a need to please.  It was her hand he dropped that night when Joy and Michael walked through the door.  She thought she had him one more time, but Joy walked in and she lost him and he never came back, it was always Joy after that and she was jealous, so jealous that he’d chosen Joy and now to think Joy had his baby.  She could only wish she’d had a beautiful baby by Royce and Royce was glad Collin put a stop to her and now Amanda would mind her own business and he didn’t know how wrong he was.
 
   Now he stood back and watched the game, Karen was spot on; she scored two goals and was phenomenal all over the field.  She was happy when they piled into the car, “See daddy, see how good I play when he’s not around,” and Royce’s heart dropped, “Karen, Justin being here or not shouldn’t affect your play,” and again he saw that little smile on Tammy’s lips, the good the kids are on my side smile.  Karen took a big swig of her water, “Well it does, I was awful last game.” 
 
   “Well honey as an athlete you’re going to have to learn to handle obstacles and get past them and still do your best,” but he was hurt she felt that way, that she was blaming a baby, and that her mother sanctioned it. “I know, but I play better when he’s not here.”  Royce looked at her through his rearview mirror, his eyes narrowed on her, “He’s part of this family Karen, you have to get use to that,” and he saw her cross her arms angrily and slump back in her seat, and Tammy tried to hide her triumph, she placed her hand over her smiling mouth and turned to the window.
 
   The next Friday right on schedule he was at Joy’s picking up Justin and Joy was wiping tears again, “Joy are you going to cry every time I show up?”  He asked with a smile, he hated to see her cry. “I don’t know, but right now I can’t help it.  He’s so little Royce and I worry and last time…you threw away his milk,” she said through her tears and he winced. “I know…” and he almost said babe, but he caught himself and he caught himself from reaching out and caressing her cheek like he wanted to too, “I’m sorry, I’ll do better this time,” she packed Justin’s bag.  She liked to show Royce what was in it so he’d know, “And bottles, you have half his bottles are they clean?”  She asked concerned, “Yes, I cleaned them,” he said. “Okay, well I put a bottle brush in this time in case you need to wash them again,” she said and showed him the brush, and now he felt like an idiot who didn’t know anything, he’d tried to wash those bottles with a dish towel. “Okay, thanks,” he said, “If I need it I’ll use it okay, now stop worrying so much,” and before he could stop himself he did reach over and wipe a tear from her eye that was about to fall.  She acted as if what he’d done was normal, she just smiled and said, “Just watch out for him, he’s so little.” “I promise,” and he picked up the diaper bag and Joy took Justin.  
 
   Michael wasn’t home this time and he was glad but Lindsey came barreling in the kitchen, “Bye Justin, bye,” she said giving him a big hug and kiss while he was in his mother’s arms, “Bye Justin!” Deon yelled from the family room deep into a video game. 
 
   He arrived home hoping it would be a little better this time, but it was Duke again who was happy to see Justin, and Justin squealed when he saw him.  His heart was bursting with love for his son and it seemed Duke was right there with him.  He took Justin to the family room, Dillon was playing a video game, it was strangely like at Joy’s with Deon almost in the same position playing a video game, but Lindsey was usually on the floor with Justin.  She liked to lie on a pillow and watch TV or read, that’s where she was Wednesday and tonight when he picked Justin up. Karen was nowhere around and neither was Tammy. 
 
   He put Justin on the floor and went into the kitchen to see what he had to eat and to his surprise Tammy hadn’t left out anything, she always left him a plate.  He shook his head, this was getting ridiculous.  He checked the refrigerator and fixed himself a plate.  He turned to check on Justin.  Duke was laying on the floor tail wagging waiting for him, Justin was over at Dillon’s chair, pulling on his pants leg and like before Dillon acted as if he wasn’t there, he didn’t acknowledge him.  Justin gave up and crawled over to Duke who was more than happy to see him.  He rolled over and let him plop on him, he smiled, at least Duke the lesser animal understands he’s just a baby.  
 
   He fixed himself a plate and shook his head again, why was she being so childish, just then he heard someone coming down the stairs.  He popped his plate in the microwave and saw Karen, she stopped when she saw Justin and he saw the glare in her eyes and his heart lurched, and he thought Tammy had something to do with this, if she’d act like a grown up the kids would handle this better, they’re feeding off her and her antics.  Karen headed in the family room and he stopped to watch her.  Justin was all over Duke, she called Duke, “Come here Duke, come here boy,” Duke looked at her probably as surprised as Royce was that she was paying attention to him.  Since he’d grown out of puppyhood she’d shown no interest in him.
 
   Now Duke looked over at Karen who was calling him harder now, “Duke come here, come here,” he decided to obey his master and he rolled over leaving Justin.  She scruffed up behind his ears, “That’s a good boy, that’s a good boy, stay with me,” she said and took him by the collar and led him away and Royce knew she just didn’t want him to be with Justin, and Justin tried frantically to crawl behind them and Royce saw the frustration on his little baby face, and he put his plate down on the table and went and picked him up. “Hey little buddy, you can hang with daddy,” he took him in the kitchen and sat him in his high chair.  He fed him mashed potatoes and green beans while he ate, and now he knew what he was up against, and soon enough Karen got tired of Duke or Duke got tired of her he came back looking for Justin.  Duke saw him in his high chair and went straight for him and Justin cooed and reached down for him and he licked his hands and Royce smiled and thought Joy would have a fit if she knew that the same fingers he’d let Justin feed himself green beans with the dog was licking like crazy right now.  “Okay Justin you want to take Duke for a walk huh?” 
 
   Tammy had been out back by the pool the whole time, he saw her when he was leaving in her bikini laying on a lounger a washcloth across her eyes a glass in her hand and bottle of wine  on the table.  And that night he would see the effects of that, “I see you brought her bastard over again,” she said drunkenly, and he found himself heading to the guest room.  
 
   The next morning he was determined to bring the family along into accepting Justin as a part of the family.  He got up dressed and fed Justin and was ready to go to Karen’s soccer game and all hell broke loose. “Nooo daddy!  I don’t want him to come!  Nooo!”  Karen wailed, and Tammy was right with her, “Can’t you see you’re upsetting her!  Why do you have to be so stubborn?”  He ignored her, “Everybody get in the car now we’re leaving!”  He said angrily, and they filed in the car, Karen crying and upset and Tammy not happy at all, and Dillon looking lost like he’d rather be anywhere but with these people and Justin who didn’t know what was going on but sensed it wasn’t good started to cry, and he tried to soothe him all the way over.  He gave him his bottle, but he kept throwing it down, and Dillon had to keep picking it up because Karen refused and when they finally got to the soccer field everyone bolted out of the car and he was glad they were gone.  
 
   Justin was crying and wailing by this point, “It’s okay buddy,” he was saying as he took the stroller out and opened it.  He took him out his car seat and held him and tried his best to soothe him.  He walked back and forth, rocking him in his arms, his cries lessened and lessened until they stopped.  Royce hugged him tight, he loved him so much, and his family didn’t know the more they tried to push Justin away the more he loved him.  
 
   He stayed by the car awhile holding and soothing Justin before he finally put him in his stroller, he laid the seat back and gave him his bottle, he closed the canopy and zipped it up so Justin could have his privacy and hopefully go to sleep, thank god I got this stroller.  He strolled up to where the husbands were standing. “Meltdown huh,” Collin said, he nodded.  He saw Tammy standing with the wives and wiping tears as they were soothing her.  The guys stood silently around him and they were quiet too and in the quiet he overheard Tammy say, “He’s so god damn stubborn, can’t he see this is never going to work,” and his resolve hardened.  He watched the game quietly and little Justin wiped out from his earlier hysterics slept through the whole game and Karen played worse than she did the last time he was there.  
 
   After the game they walked solemnly to the car, Karen silently crying, Tammy with her head down, and Dillon as usual looking lost.  They piled in the car and Justin woke when he put him in his car seat and smiled his baby smile and Royce smiled back.  When he pulled off Karen burst into tears. 
 
   “See daddy, I told you I play better when he’s not around!” 
 
   “It’s not his fault,” he said as calmly as he could manage. 
 
   “It is! It is!  And I hate him!”  She wailed and smacked Justin on his leg so hard the sound reverberated around the car.  Justin let out a blood curdling scream, and Royce lost it, he stopped the car in the middle of the road and turned around and smacked Karen just as hard on her leg, and pointed at her, “What the hell is wrong with you, you don’t hit a baby!”  
 
   And Tammy yelled at him, “Don’t you hit her! Don’t you hit her!”  
 
   “She hit him, are you saying that’s okay!”  And Tammy didn’t say anything, and that was enough for him to know to her it was okay, “What!  Are you saying it’s okay for her to hit him?”
 
   He turned to Karen, “You will never do that again do you hear me!  Do you hear me?”  He yelled at her, she cried and nodded, “Yes daddy,” she said through her tears. Justin was screaming, other cars were behind them honking their horns.  
 
   He looked for a spot to pull over and when he found one he jumped out and went around to the passenger side of the car and yanked open the door, “Get out!  Get out of the car!” He yelled at Dillon.  He unstrapped a screaming Justin, took him in his arms and walked away.  They were still by the open flat grassy park like area, the grass like the soccer fields mowed to perfection, he walked holding Justin to him.  His heart lurching and aching at the treatment his son was getting at the hands of his family, “She hit him! A baby!”  He was muttering under his breath as he walked and tried to soothe Justin, who was now whimpering and becoming more interested in his surroundings, the cars going by, the distant cheers he heard on the fields, but Royce walked on, holding on to him, “I can’t believe it,” he muttered.  
 
   Royce saw a patch of tall trees further ahead and headed straight to canopy of shade, it was hot and he wanted to protect Justin from the penetrating sun rays.  Once there he shifted Justin to his other arm and saw the big screaming red mark on his thigh. “God!  If she left a bruise, oh god!  How am I going to explain that to Joy?”  He examined Justin’s leg, “Damn it, this is not good, damn it!”  He didn’t know what the outcome would be, right now there was a big angry red mark on Justin’s leg and he had to take him to his mother tomorrow, “Fuck!”  He paced under the shade; he had to work off steam, “What am I doing to you Justin, what am I doing?” 
 
   Joy was right, he should have accepted her terms, he should have waited until Justin was eighteen and came to find him.  He hugged him to him, but I couldn’t do that, I can’t do that. I loved him from the moment I saw him and I want to be a part of his life, he looked at Justin, his eyes red rimmed from crying, “I love you little buddy, daddy loves you,” he said and Justin smiled at him and his heart melted.  He knew he was doing the right thing, but Tammy and the rest why were they fighting so hard against him?  
 
   Finally he was calm enough to walk back to the car.  He strapped Justin in his car seat, and got in the driver’s seat, waited for them to get in and close the doors and he drove home and didn’t say another word to them, and that night he slept in the guest room and he was woken by Justin’s loud cries for his bottle.  He sat in the rocker and fed him, there was only a night light in the room so he couldn’t check the mark, but when he put him to bed it was still there, not as angry but it was definitely noticeable.  
 
   And he was right Joy noticed immediately, “What happened?” She exclaimed shocked when she saw it, “He was crawling and bumped into the end of a table,” he lied, and Joy looked at him, he was a good liar, he knew that, and he’d been lying so often lately he was getting even better.  “Royce you have to watch him and baby proof the house,” she said.  “I know, I’ll do better,” he said, and Joy looked unsurely at him and he wanted to kick himself.  He wanted this, he fought for this and so far it was going horribly wrong, his family wasn’t going for it and doing things that made him look completely inept and inexperienced for the job.  Joy took his diaper bag, and again Michael was nowhere around.
 
   Michael had made a promise to Joy, “I won’t hurt you again,” he said, and he knew the only way to honor that was to not be around when Royce showed up.  He despised him and only wanted to hurt something when he saw him and it was Joy who paid the price, so now he stayed away, if he didn’t see him, he wouldn’t hurt Joy, so on the Friday’s and Wednesdays he worked late and Sunday drop off day he played golf.  Whatever he thought necessary as long as he wasn’t there to see Royce’s face.  And it was working, he hadn’t hurt Joy since, as a matter of fact he’d made love to her with passion and lust he’d always felt for her.  His heart and soul was into her like it had always been, he loved Joy, had always loved Joy and for her he would put up with Royce coming by and he knew he had to.  For the next eighteen years he had to put up with Royce coming by so he’d better get used to it and he’d resigned himself to his fate.
 
   Joy looked at him now, his blue gaze on her, “So everything is going okay then?”  She asked. “What do you mean?”  He had a feeling he knew what she meant, “With Tammy, the kids…,” just then Lindsey bounded in the kitchen.  “Justin!”  She screamed and Justin beamed and lit up when he saw her and held out his arms for her to take him, and Lindsey took him and placed him on her little girl hip and left with him smiling from ear to ear.  “Oh yeah, it’s going better, much better,” he lied. “Good I’m glad to hear that,” she said a smile on her face and he knew she wouldn’t be smiling if she knew the truth.
 
   The next Wednesday he picked up Justin the family ignored him and Duke was beside himself with happiness to see him and he again was in the guest room, not so much to stay away from Tammy this time, but because it was across the hall from Justin and he would hear him when he cried for his nightly bottle.  Joy told him to get a monitor, but he didn’t think it was necessary with him so close, sure enough he heard Justin’s wails and he went in to feed him and Duke was pacing around frantic, “I know, you don’t like to hear his cries either,” he said and patted him on his head.
 
   And that Saturday he said, “You know Karen if it bothers you so much we’ll stay here,” he wasn’t going through that again. “No daddy I want you to come just not him.” Royce felt himself getting upset with her for being such a spoiled brat, “Well how am I do that?  I can’t leave him here, he’s not your age he’s a baby,” she looked at him with tearful eyes, “I don’t know…find someone to watch him, but I want you at my game daddy,” she whined.  “You can’t have it both ways Karen, either he comes with us or we both stay home,” and he saw her wipe her tears and she whined, “I just want you at my games daddy, just you,” and it was Tammy who solved it.  
 
   He was hoping he and Karen could work it out and she’d come around but Tammy piped in, “He can come next week honey; he can stay when he has the baby, that way it’s a little less distracting,” she said her arms around Karen’s shoulder and placing her hair behind her ears and Karen smiled a tearful smile, “Okay mom, that’ll work,” she said.
 
   And that’s how he ended up staying at home with just Justin and Duke and those turned out to be some of the best times he had with him in the house.  They were alone and he wasn’t worried so much, he could relax, and he discovered a crawling baby gets into a lot.  He found himself relegated to the media room, it was large enough for Justin to crawl around in, and he baby proofed it like Joy wanted and he had his big screen TV so he could watch baseball and rodeos when he found them.   He went there even when Justin wasn’t with him, it was his room now, his place in his home.   He barely stayed in his bedroom anymore and he blamed Tammy for how this turned out.
 
   It had been a couple of months now and the kids still ignored Justin, and Tammy was no closer to coming around either.  She still refused to acknowledge his presence and Justin had begun to dread coming to see him.  He cried and screamed when he picked him up, he shook his head, “No, no,” when he had to leave with him, and Joy was pleading and crying harder now, “Royce, what’s going on, why doesn’t he like going over there?”  And he would run his hands through his hair, how could he tell her his family despised Justin and showed it and it was starting to wear on the little guy.  That Justin knew he wasn’t wanted in that house, if he voiced the truth out loud he’d cry, so he picked up a crying wailing Justin and said nothing and the only thing that consoled him was, “You want French fries,” or , “You want ice-cream,” and he’d drive to the nearest fast food restaurant and order either French fries or a small ice-cream cup and that would calm Justin enough for him to drive him home.  
 
   And then Joy said, “Royce have you baby proofed the house?  I keep seeing little red marks on Justin’s legs,”  “Yeah I did,” and he’d seen them too and wondered where they’d come from, “I can’t figure it either, but he is pulling up a lot, I mean he’s on everything now,” it was true at eight months Justin was spreading his wings and climbing and pulling up on the sofa, and holding on to Duke’s tail as Duke pulled him around the media room, it was hilarious, but he had to stop it a few times when he thought Duke was going to hurt him when he saw him dragging a laughing Justin across the floor, but Justin seemed to be a rough and tumble boy, so he figured the marks were coming from his rough play, and then Joy said to him, “He’s sleeping through the night now isn’t that wonderful?”  “He is?”  “Yeah, finally I can get a good night sleep.” “Oh good, when did that start?”  “Just this week, so hopefully he’ll keep it up over there,” and he hoped so.
 
   But he woke to blood curdling screams and every time he went into Justin’s room he was red faced and Duke was pacing, “Was I sleeping that hard buddy that I didn’t hear you?,” he often said, and that Friday night he hoped Justin would sleep through the night and it didn’t happen, he was awakened by his blood curdling screams.  He went to him and gave him his bottle, and put him back to bed when he was sound asleep in his arms, and Duke paced and calmed down when Justin was finally asleep.
 
   Even though they spent most of their time in the media room they did come out, to eat, to walk Duke, for him to use the bathroom, and Justin would cringe and cling to him when he saw his family.  Tammy would turn her back to him, Dillon still ignored him and he cried when he saw Karen and would cling tighter to Royce.  When they would sit at the dinner table he would try and get out of his seat if Karen sat next to him, so Royce pulled his seat close to his and Duke would lay on the other side.  Duke loved Justin and thought he needed protecting obviously, and that was the only way Justin would sit at the table and Tammy would rather not eat than sit at the table when Justin was there.  
 
   “What are these marks?” Joy asked again, “I mean it seems strange Royce.  What is he doing over there, are you watching him closely?”  “Yes,” he said adamantly, and he knew he was.  Justin was hardly out of his sight, other than his bathroom breaks he was with him from the time he picked him up until the time he brought him back to her, and Justin wasn’t sleeping through the night at his house, but he was at Joy’s.  
 
   The next time he picked him up he decided to set his alarm to wake himself just before Justin usually woke up and before he got to the blood curdling screams he was used too.  Maybe if he caught him in the beginning he could quiet him before he got wound up, since by the time he got to him he was red faced and almost hysterical, “I’m sleeping to hard, I don’t hear him when he first starts crying.”  He set his alarm for thirty minutes from Justin’s usual wake up time, he sat there and waited, and after a few minutes he heard footsteps on the steps.  He heard them softly padding down the hall and he heard Justin’s door slowly creak open and he heard Duke whine.  He got up, and slowly opened his door, Justin’s door was closed now.  He quietly crept to Justin’s door and he heard noises.  
 
   He eased his door open and he was shocked to see Karen standing over his crib, “I hate you!  I hate you!”  SMACK!  SMACK!  SMACK!  Justin was waking up now to her assault and starting to cry.  She reached down and he knew she was pinching him, “There! You bastard!”  Royce yelled, “Karen!  What the hell are you doing?”  
 
   He barged in the room and reacted before he knew what he was doing he angrily pushed her so hard she went flying across the room.  She screamed as she landed hard against the wall and fell to the floor.  Justin was screaming his blood curdling scream now and he wondered how had he missed this?  Duke was pacing now, whining and pacing like he’d always done and now he knew Duke had been trying to warn him, he’d been sleeping outside Justin’s door, he’d been whining and staying close to Justin when Karen was around and he’d missed it.  Karen was sobbing hysterically and he picked up a screaming Justin, and turned to Karen, “What the hell is wrong with you?  He’s a baby Karen, a baby!”  
 
   “I hate him!  I hate you! I hate YOU!”  She cried and yelled, “Good!  You should hate me!  You should hate me!  Not him!”  He yelled at her, “You don’t hit a baby Karen!”  
 
   Tammy came rushing in the room, “What did you do to her?   What did you do to her?”  She yelled at him. “Oh you should be asking what she did to an innocent baby Tammy!  But I know you don’t care what she did to him, do you?  You don’t care that she hurt a baby!  It’s because of you she acts this way!  You made her into this callous uncaring person who would do the unthinkable to a baby!” He yelled at her.  
 
   “You did this!  You did this when you brought your lover’s bastard over here!”  She screamed and now Dillon was in the room and Royce had never seen him cry through all this but he was now, he was balling his eyes out.  
 
   “Get out!  All of you get out!”  He yelled or he didn’t know what he might do, especially to Karen or Tammy, he was beyond furious with them.  Tammy especially because she sanctioned it, she acted as if it was okay for Karen to do what she did, and he was enraged. Tammy glared at him and he glared back at her with such venom she pulled back, “Don’t test me right now Tammy,” she turned and left in a huff.  
 
   Still crying Karen and Dillon followed her.  Duke lay down on the floor and whimpered, and Justin was screaming and trying to get down.  Justin had cried and screamed through the whole thing and now he was beyond consoling and for the first time Royce felt his own tears.  He held Justin to him and cried, he sat in the rocker and cried, holding Justin to his chest who went limp after crying himself out and Royce still held him, his face buried in Justin’s soft baby body and still he rocked him and when he went to sleep in his arms he still didn’t want to let him go.  He’d let him down, Karen had been coming in the night and brutalizing him right under his nose, those marks had been pinch marks and slaps.  He was afraid to put him back in his crib; it was a place of unthinkable horror.
 
   He walked over to the guest room and eased Justin down in his bed and pulled the cover over him and went into the bathroom and splashed cold water on his face, and when he looked in the mirror he didn’t recognize the person staring back at him, “What have I become?  What have we become?”  He dried his face and went back into the room and gently climbed into the bed.  He slept fitfully and in the morning he heard them going about their morning getting ready for Karen’s game.  He heard the door close as they left and he went back to sleep feeling safer now that they were gone and the notion didn’t escape him.  He slept peacefully until he felt Justin’s little hands on his face and in his mouth.  He felt him rubbing his head against his bare chest; he could feel his little soft curly hair as he rubbed.  He opened his eyes to exactly what he was experiencing, Justin had one hand on his face and he was rubbing his head around on his chest, “Hey little buddy,” he said, and Justin raised his head and Royce looked into his sad blue eyes and knew what he had to do.
 
   When Tammy and the kids came home and from the looks of it, Karen had a horrible game she was crying, and he thought, you can’t blame Justin for this one.  He was dressed and holding Justin, “Tammy I need to talk to you.”  He led her in their bedroom, “This isn’t working.”  
 
   “Finally, finally you get it Royce.  No, this isn’t working.  Take him home Royce, find another way to see him, just don’t bring him back here.” 
 
   Royce stared at her, “No, you don’t get it.  This isn’t working between us, between you and me.  As soon as I can I’ll be leaving and filing for a divorce.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 8, SEARCHING FOR ROYCE
 
    
 
    
 
   Tammy sat stunned on the bed that morning.  Oh God no!  That’s not what I wanted,  she screamed in her head, I wanted him to come back.  I wanted him to understand he couldn’t bring that child here!  That’s what I prayed night and day for, that’s what I wanted!   She was shocked, and for the next week as Royce moved his clothes she begged, cried and pleaded for him to stay and work it out, and he left anyway and when she was served divorce papers she fell apart, and that had been six weeks ago.
 
   Royce was sure of one thing and that was leaving Tammy was the right thing to do.  From the moment he looked into Justin’s sad eyes he knew, it was if he was saying, “You brought me here daddy, you didn’t protect me.  You’re supposed to protect me,” he knew he had to get Justin out of that house.  Tammy had allowed an atmosphere of hatred to fester towards his child and he couldn’t let them hurt him any longer, he chose Justin.  
 
   Whatever feelings of love he’d had for Tammy vanished in that moment.  The little strand of love he’d had for her really started vanishing from the moment she called his son a black bastard, the strand got smaller, and when she destroyed his food and milk the strand got smaller, and when he saw that little smile on her lips when the kids treated Justin badly the strand got smaller, and when she never said it was wrong for Karen to hit a baby the strand got smaller and he saw what that outcome had been.  Karen had been abusing Justin for weeks with the implicit okay from her mother, and the strand disappeared, and if there was any remnants left it went up in smoke the next week when he was packing his things.  
 
   She came to him crying, “Please Royce, let’s try again, let’s try something, anything.  We can work it out,” she cried, and begged and held on to him. “Do you know what she did Tammy?  She went to his room every night he was here and beat and pinched the shit out of him!  Tell me you’re okay with that!”  And her response was, “You have to understand what she’s feeling, it’s hard on her, hard on all of us,” she cried, and he looked at her in disbelief. “Understand what she’s feeling, it’s hard on her and you right.  Uh huh, I understand it’s hard on her and that makes it alright to hit and terrorize an eight month old baby because it’s hard on all of you, uh huh,” and he was done with her.  She didn’t apologize, she didn’t sympathize with Justin, her only concern was it was hard on them, and he continued packing and the next week he called his lawyer.  Then he called Paul to set him up with a realtor and that was six weeks ago.
 
    He moved into an executive suite at the Marriot downtown and called Joy, “Joy I’ve left Tammy, and I wanted you to know because I might not be able to pick Justin up next weekend, Is that alright?  I’d like to see him though, but I’m not sure about bringing him to a hotel,” and he wasn’t he didn’t think it was very child friendly.  “Oh Royce, I’m sorry to hear that, are you okay?”  “Yeah, yeah I’m fine,” even though this was the first time he’d been without a woman since Sharla broke up with him he was going to have to figure out who Royce was without a woman in his life.  Now he had to find out what life was like on his own.  He wasn’t the same Royce as before he knew that, this thing with Justin had shaken him.  
 
   “I’m glad you’re okay Royce,” Joy said, “And you’re right I don’t want my baby crawling around on that nasty hotel floor,” he smiled and was glad he’d made a right decision concerning Justin, especially since he felt he’d failed him so badly. “So yes we can work something out until you get settled don’t worry about it okay.” 
 
   “Thanks Joy,” he said, “How is he, is he doing okay?”  He was worried about Justin too, and Joy mentioned the marks on his leg, and he lied again, “I don’t know Joy, I can’t figure it out either,” he said and he’d never tell her Justin was being abused right under his nose by his sister.  “He’s doing fine, are you coming this Wednesday?  Maybe you can take him for a few hours and bring him back,” she said, “Yeah, I can do that,” and he knew he needed to see her too, seeing her smile was going to be just what he needed.
 
    Royce went out that first weekend and found a house.  And afterwards he called Joy, “I need a favor from you if you can help me?”  “Of course it depends on what it is.” “Well I found a house and I need help with Justin’s room.  Can you set it up just like his room at your house I think it’s great and it’ll be familiar to him to wake up in the same room.” “Oh Royce, I think that’s wonderful, of course I can do that.”  
 
   Joy met him at the house the next day, “Oh Royce, this is nice,” she said excitedly, it was a beautiful house, the outside façade was a combination of brick and stonework, it had five bedrooms, it was sixty-five hundred square feet with a nice large beautiful designer pool, a large kitchen with gourmet appliances, a beautiful winding staircase and thick cream colored wall to wall carpeting throughout.  They walked through the house, “I think I’ll make this Justin’s room it’s the closet to mine.” “Good, I like it Royce, I can call the artist and set it up after you close, okay,” and as they walked through the house another idea came to him.  He didn’t want to look like a bachelor desperately in need of a woman’s touch, he wanted his house to look like a home, a home like Joy’s, he loved her style.
 
   “I could actually use your help for the house if you can do it Joy.  I really want it to be a home for me and the kids, I don’t want it to look like daddy’s empty house, you know what I mean.” “Oh yeah, of course,” she said.  “I like what you did in your house; you think you could do that here?”  She looked at him wide eyed, “Are you asking me to decorate your house?”  She asked in shock and he hoped he hadn’t gone too far, “Well yeah, only if you can though, I understand if it’s too much to ask.” “Are you kidding me, I’d love too!” She said smiling and she high fived him, “I love decoratin, what’s my budget?”  She joked with him and he was ecstatic, Joy was going to help him.
 
   And that was the beginning. 
 
   He was divorced from Tammy; well they’d had their court date and signed off on their agreement.  They were waiting the thirty days now, he didn’t want to fight with her so he gave her the house and a nice settlement plus child support.  He wanted to move on, but now he had visitation set up for Karen and Dillon too.  The good thing was it was summer when he left and that made it easier to see them without too much of a problem, but now it was the start of a new school year and his scheduled visits would make it easier on him and them.  
 
   Joy was decorating a room for them too and when he asked Karen what she liked she said, “I like purple daddy, my favorite color is purple,” and Dillon said, “I don’t know,” so Joy asked, “What does he like to do?”  “Are you kidding me, he’s a nine year old boy, I can’t get him away from video games!”  “I know, I got one too,” he came home to find Joy holding Justin and watching the artist paint fairies on his walls, fairies peeping from behind trees, fairies sitting on top of lily pads, fairies sprinkling fairy magic dust in a forest of lush green trees and after the fairies she had the muralist move to Karen’s room and she painted Karen’s room purple and gold.  The walls purple and striped down the walls was gold scroll work and symbols fit for a queen.
 
   Her bed had a purple princess canopy that was draped and pulled back, a chaise old world lounger upholstered in gold, plush purple and gold diamond checked royal pillows were placed perfectly upon the lounger, gold draperies with the same scroll work and symbols except in purple, the room was beautiful and opulent.  
 
   Dillon’s room was next, his walls were dark blue, and on one wall was painted the bottom half of a boy, all you could see were his jean clad legs, feet in tennis shoes, one lace undone, he was sitting Indian style and in his hands was a video controller and he appeared to be working it, and around the room on the walls were video game icons, there were Tetris symbols in a row, spaceships blowing up enemies, Donkey Kong on a tall building, Mario Brothers walking and taking an apple, race cars speeding down a track, his bed was done up in khaki. 
 
   Royce’s room was painted a beautiful soft light brown and Joy had found a caramel colored leather lounger, it was extra wide and comfortable, his bed coverings dark brown, black and cream, decorative pillows filled out the bed and lounger, a tall antique dresser with an old style mirror was on one wall and in front of the bed was a dark wood armoire which opened up to an entertainment center, TV, stereo, everything he would need to satisfy the ladies.  His room had a warm inviting feeling and he loved it.  
 
   After the painters left Royce came home to his house decorated and ready for him to move right in and he saw a note on his coffee table, 
 
   Royce,
 
   Welcome to your new home, and I hope I didn’t break the bank since you didn’t give me a budget!
 
   I hope you love it as much as I had fun decorating it, 
 
   Enjoy,
 
   Joy.
 
   He walked around his home and he didn’t recognize the place.  Joy had done a wonderful job as he knew she would and he knew he wouldn’t look like some desperate bachelor living in a big empty house, This is nice. If I date anyone I’ll have a hard time getting them to leave, he thought to himself.  He called Joy, “I love it, just love it,” she beamed, “I’m so glad Royce,” “Now it’s time to start bringing the kids over,” he said excitedly.
 
   That weekend he showed up on time to pick up Justin, and this time Joy didn’t cry, she handed Justin over to him with a smile.  He drove over to The Enclave and called Tammy on his cell phone, “Tammy, would you let Karen and Dillon know I’m outside waiting.” “Sure Royce, but you can come in.”  He’d been going inside all summer, but he had Justin in the car and he didn’t want to take him out his car seat and then have to put him back in again, “It’s okay I’ll wait out here.  Has anybody walked Duke?” That had been a sore spot for him at their divorce, he’d asked for the dog saying, “I’m the one who takes care of him, I walk him, I take him to the vet,” but he didn’t feed him.  Tammy did that and she countered hard on wanting to keep the dog, “I feel safe with a dog in the house your honor, and Duke is big and he’s protective,” and in the end she got to keep the dog, and all this summer when he came over to see the kids he would walk Duke.  
 
   He didn’t mention he had Justin in the car, that was another sore spot for him at their divorce.  Tammy tried to have it stipulated that he not have the children over at the same time, that Justin come one weekend and Karen and Dillon another and he refused telling her, “You can’t tell me when and how to see my children, any of them,” the judge agreed and he won that round and he thought it best to see all the children at once and he hoped it would work.  He was worried still about Karen and Dillon, especially Karen.  He wanted to figure her out and not think of her as the monster he thought she was.  He saw the front door open and Karen and Dillon come out their heads down.  They walked slowly to the car and Justin started whining as Royce pulled off and before he turned the corner he was crying full out.
 
   “What’s the matter buddy?” Royce was saying but he was driving, “Look in his diaper bag and give him a bottle,” he said to Dillon.  Dillon rummaged around and found a bottle and gave it to Justin who pushed it away and kept crying.  Karen gave Justin a heated look.  Royce saw that, he was not going to tolerate bad behavior from her, “Don’t look at him like that, it’s not nice and you know it,” he said looking squarely at her, “I will not put up with any of what went on at your mother’s,” he said over Justin’s cries, and Justin cried and Dillon tried everything Royce told him too.  He pulled out toys, food, teething biscuits and Justin pushed or threw them all away, even offering French fries or ice-cream didn’t work.
 
   They arrived home to Justin in hysterics, and for Karen and Dillon this was the Justin they knew.   He cried all the time and was whiny, and Karen hated him, and Dillon just didn’t know what to make of him or this situation. 
 
   Hurriedly they went in the house, Royce was holding a crying and trying to get away Justin, “I’ll show you your rooms,” he said quickly.  He took Justin to his room and put him in his crib and tried to give him a bottle, Justin frantically turned his head away, he left him to cry and closed the door.  Royce felt he knew why he cried, it was Karen, it was seeing Karen, he was frantic with concern now.  He raced back into the family room and he could hear Justin’s wails, “This is nice daddy, you had a great decorator.” “Thanks, I’ll show you around later, let me show you your rooms, hurry I’ve got to get back to him.”  He was worried, he ran upstairs and they quickly followed and he showed them their rooms and they gasped when they walked in and both were pleased.  “Okay get settled and we’ll have dinner…or something,” he said as he ran downstairs.  He went into Justin’s room he was still crying, not as loudly, and Royce thought it was over, but the minute he saw him he burst into his loud cries, his face red and scrunched up.
 
   Royce picked him up and sat in the pale green stuffed rocker and rocked and tried to soothe him but he still cried.  He took him back out to the family room and walked him around and Justin was trying to get down.  He was pushing against him, and stiffening his little body, he wanted nothing to do with Royce and Royce knew why, he’d brought the one who hurt him right back into his life, and Royce wanted to cry.  He reached into his pocket took out his cell phone and called Joy.
 
    Joy picked up the phone and she heard Justin’s loud wails, “Oh my god Royce what happened!” She was worried.  “Joy he won’t stop crying, I don’t know what to do…I can’t get him to stop,” he said in a panic.  “I’ll be right over.”
 
   Michael was home now and he saw her answer the phone and put her hand over her heart, “Its Justin, I’ll be back,” she picked up her keys and ran out the door.  Michael was not happy about that, he went behind her, “What is it Joy?  What can’t he do this time?”  His anger clearly showing, “Its Justin, Michael he needs me,” she started the car.  He stopped her by knocking on her window, “You have to let him handle these things Joy, he has to learn, sink or swim!”  “Michael, it’s not him, it’s Justin, I’m doing this for Justin,” she backed out and left Michael standing there.  
 
   Joy drove fast to Royce’s and rang the doorbell and through the door she could hear Justin’s wails.  Royce opened the door, she could see his eyes, worried, concerned, scared, he handed her Justin.  “It’s okay baby boy, it’s okay,” she tried to soothe him, but Justin was in no mood for anything, he was having a complete ballistic crying fest.  Joy went to Justin’s room when she saw he wasn’t responding to her voice.  Royce stood in the middle of the family room, he didn’t know what to do with himself, he ran his fingers through his hair. 
 
    Joy closed the door and sat down in the pale green stuffed rocker, “It’s okay baby boy, Mommy’s here,” she tried to soothe him.  Royce could still hear Justin’s wails and he was grateful Joy was here, and less than a minute later it was silent, no more crying, “What the hell… what did she do?”   
 
   He walked down the hall and quietly opened Justin’s door, he saw Joy sitting in the rocker her blouse open, her red lace bra unhooked in the front and he saw Justin nursing at her breast.  She was saying soothing words to him and he walked in and gently closed the door.  Joy looked up at him and smiled.  He walked over to them, Justin wasn’t crying, but he was winding down, making little sounds and faces like he was going to cry, but then he’d suck more milk from his mother.  Royce got on his knees in front of Joy; this had upset him more than he wanted to admit.  He put his arms around her, he was thankful she was here, but he knew why Justin cried, it was Karen, and now he didn’t know what to do, he held on to Joy.  
 
   He laid his head against her as she nursed Justin.  Joy could see he was clearly upset, that this was bothering him, “It’s okay Royce, it happens, babies cry, it’s not the end of the world,” she said softly.  He lay his head against her and held her, “I know but I couldn’t get him to stop Joy.  I couldn’t get him to stop,” he said sadly, with her free hand she held him and caressed his face and ran her fingers along his hair. “It’s okay Royce, we’ve all been there.” “Have you Joy, have you been there?”  “Of course I have, it happens Royce, he just has to get use to coming to stay with you again that’s all,” he held her tighter, no it was Karen, he thought, Joy soothed him and Justin both.  Justin was quieter now and Royce needed her, she caressed him and soothed him too.
 
   After a while his knees hurt like hell, but he didn’t want to leave Joy’s warmth, he didn’t want to leave her soothing words and soft caresses, he needed her, needed what only she could give, a sanctuary, a safe place to fall, and he needed that or he would fall to pieces.
 
   Joy soothed him with her caresses and kissed the top of his forehead, her calm warmth radiating to him and apparently Justin too.  Royce saw his little arm, the hand he had been using to rest on his mother’s breast fall away limp he was asleep, and Royce couldn’t stop holding on to Joy.  
 
   Joy could still feel the tight tension in Royce, this had gotten to him, mentally gotten to him, and she didn’t want that.  Royce was easy, he had a boyish charm and a playful side, she wanted him to still be that, she didn’t want this to change him; she wanted him to be Royce.  Justin needed him to be Royce and she was going to help him, help him not lose himself.
 
   She kissed the top of his forehead, “Let me lay him down,” he released her, but he wanted to hold her more.  She eased up gently and laid Justin down in his crib, and pulled his blanket over him and he wanted to scream, “NO!  Not in here, Karen is here!”  But he let her or he knew he’d have to explain why and he didn’t want to do that, he’d already told so many lies, he didn’t want to tell another.  She adjusted her bra, hooked it and buttoned her blouse.  She walked to the door and turned off the switch that worked his lamp, his nightlight came on automatically. She eased the door closed.
 
   She walked to the master bedroom Royce close behind and closed the door, “Are you okay Royce?”  She asked softly looking deep into his eyes. “Yeah, I’m getting there,” and Joy could see in his eyes he wasn’t where he needed to be yet. “Come on,” she took his hand and walked to the leather lounger. “This is a great chair and it was a great buy too,” she scooted back on the lounger and he went with her, “I found it on sale at a leather store going out of business.”  She pulled him in her arms and with her arms around him she stroked his hair and he nestled against her, against her warmth, “It’ll get easier Royce, it’s just his first visit.” 
 
   “I hope so,” he held her, his arms around her, “I don’t know what I’m doing Joy.  I’m a terrible father, I can’t even stop a baby from crying.”  
 
   “No, no Royce, it just got the best of you this time, that’s all, and you’re a great father…” 
 
   “No, I’m not,” and he wanted to say I didn’t protect him. 
 
   Don’t be so hard on yourself, all your kids love you, you know that.  Justin loves you, he was just upset tonight and he doesn’t have the communication skills to let you know what’s bothering him yet, all he can do is cry,” she said softly, and he was thinking, thank God or he’d tell you I let Karen brutalize him.  
 
   “I don’t know Joy, I feel like a…like I don’t know what I’m doing, like I…I don’t have what it takes to do this.” 
 
   “Oh Royce don’t think that…I mean after all it’s been a rough year for you… Most people don’t go through what you’ve been through…” “Like?”  He asked.  “Well you found out you had a baby by…” “By what Joy?”  “By me, a woman not your wife,” and he held her closer and she felt his lips against her throat as he said, “That was the best thing that happened to me Joy.  I love him so much, god I love him so much, that was a good thing that happened to me this year,” he said against her, “Oh baby don’t feel bad about that,” he said his warm lips against her soft skin. 
 
   “Well still even if it was good it was unexpected.  You had a court case to get through and on top of all that you got divorced, it’s been a tough year for you Royce,” and he didn’t feel that way, it was Justin that bothered him, his reaction to Karen.  “And,” she continued, “Maybe it’s just that you miss what you had, the family you had and…you miss your wife,” she added and he scoffed, “That is the last thing I miss, believe me when I say this Joy divorcing Tammy was one of the best things that happened to me this year,” and Joy laughed in spite of the seriousness of what he said, he laughed a little too, “Okay, I won’t go there then.” 
 
   “It’s the kids I worry about, the kids I’m concerned with.  I want to make sure they’re okay with all this,” and Joy kissed his forehead, “See and you think you’re not a good father, you are Royce, you are a good father.  Only a good father would think about his children in a situation like this,” yeah, he was thinking he hoped he wasn’t raising a psychopath, a sociopath and a scarred little boy. 
 
    “Keep doing right by them Royce, all you can do is keep doing the right thing and everything should turn out okay.” “I know, but I feel like I don’t know what I’m doing,” and Joy didn’t want him to be like this, she didn’t want him to be so hard on himself, she needed him to be Royce, Justin needed him to be Royce.  “I know babe, but trust in yourself, listen to your heart and you can’t go wrong, okay,” and Royce heard her call him babe, and he loved it, and her words hit home, trust in yourself and follow your heart.
 
   Royce relaxed and laid back, he grabbed one of the decorative pillows and placed it under his head and he rested against the armrest.  Joy felt him finally wind down, he was like a tightly woven spinning top, she felt him relax and she held on not wanting to let him go.  She was relaxed holding Royce, one leg draped across him, he was sitting sideways on the lounger, his long legs stretched out in front of him, his upper torso pressed against her holding her.  She saw his strong muscled thighs and wanted nothing more than to run her hands up and down them feeling their strength.  She knew Michael would go ballistic if he saw what she was doing, but there was something about Royce and he needed her right now.  
 
   They stayed talking for a long time before Joy said, “I better go,” and he said, “I know, I didn’t mean to keep you.”
 
   Michael had been waiting up for Joy, she’d been gone far too long, hours had passed since she ran out the door because he called.  He heard the garage door going up, he’d long ago sent the kids to bed, he sat in the dark room, the TV the only light and waited.  She came through the door and he was waiting, “What took you so long?”  He demanded. “Oh Michael, I know it took longer than expected,” she said tiredly.  Joy was in the kitchen now, she’d turned on the light in the dark house when she came in, “Justin was hysterical tonight.”  Michael walked up close to her and leaned in close and sniffed.  
 
   Joy leaned back, “What are you doing?”  “I’m checking to see if my wife is still my wife and not another man’s,” her heart raced.  He’d promised he wouldn’t hurt her again, “Michael no, it was for Justin.  Please believe that, please understand that.  Royce is his father and I have to see him, but I was there for Justin that’s all,” and she believed that.  Being there for Royce only came once she got there; it wasn’t her reason for going.  Justin was her reason for being there, he needed her.  Michael stood there, he’d smelt what he wanted, the scent of Royce was all over her, “Uh huh,” he knew she was telling the truth.   Joy was a horrible liar and didn’t do it often, but Royce’s scent was present. 
 
   But she was gone so long, “Well what happened? What took so long?” 
 
   “Oh my god, when I got there Justin was frantic, he was beyond hysterical,” he looked at her, “I’m telling you I’ve never seen him like that, I don’t know…I think he has to get used to seeing Royce again…you know staying the weekend.” “Yeah, I’m sure.” “Yeah, I think so and he’s older now, he’s ten months old, he’s getting his personality now,” Michael was looking at her for signs, any sign that there was something between her and Royce and he saw none.  
 
   “I’m going to bed, that wiped me out,” she wanted to get away from him and his scrutiny; he was looking at her so hard like he was trying to penetrate her soul and she didn’t like it and she felt fear in her heart.  She didn’t want that other Michael to come back, the jealous of Royce, Michael, the Michael who hurt her.
 
   Royce went back into the house after watching Joy drive off, it was late now, he thought he’d take the kids out to dinner, but now it was close to midnight.  He went upstairs to check on them, Karen’s light was still on, he knocked on her door, she opened it. “Hey daddy,” she said with a smile, “Hey, you alright, are you hungry?”  “I was, but that was a while ago, I’m not now.” “Okay, what time is your game tomorrow?”  “Ten o’clock” “Okay, I’ll wake you at eight.” “Okay daddy,” “How’s your room now that you’ve had a chance to check it out?”   “I love it, just love it, you had a good decorator,” and he smiled from ear to ear. “Look at this, this is so cool,” he followed her to what he thought was an armoire.  
 
   She opened it and inside was a desk and chair, and above and on the sides were cubbies and all kinds of spaces to put books and other things, and on the desk was a note pad, a purple pencil holder full of pens and pencils, the letter “K” painted in gold, a cork board in front of the desk already held decorative purple with a gold “K” thumbtacks waiting for Karen to pin what she wanted to it. “Wow this is cool,” Royce said. “I can lock it and everything. I love it daddy,” “I’m so glad honey,” he gave her an awkward hug, “Okay honey, see you in the morning.”
 
   He went to check on Dillon; his light was on too, “Come in!”  Dillon yelled when he knocked and he had to knock loudly, “Whoa Dillon, that’s kind of loud don’t you think?”  “Oh sure,” Dillon said and turned it down; he didn’t want to say it was because of the crying. “How are you, are you okay?” “Yeah dad,” “You hungry or are you okay now?” “I’m fine dad,” “Okay well how’s your room, is it okay with you?”  “Oh yeah, it’s fine,” and Royce looked at him, Dillon was giving him nothing, no emotion or anything, “So you like it a little or a lot?”  He asked fishing for more information. “A lot,” and that was it, no more information forthcoming, “Okay well then don’t stay up to late, we’ve got your sister’s game tomorrow, we’re waking up at eight.” “Okay,” Dillon said and he had already gone back to his game.
 
   He went downstairs and eased Justin out of his crib and took him to his room and eased him down in his bed trying not to wake him.  Karen was here and he didn’t trust her.
 
   The next morning he was up bright and early, he looked outside, it was cloudy and overcast and he had a slight hope that it would rain and the game would be canceled, but as he made Justin’s cereal the dark clouds moved away and the sky was bright blue and filled with puffy white clouds, so much for that, looks like we’re going to a game.  He’d placed boxes of cereal and milk on the table.  He saw Karen wince and frown when she saw him feeding Justin.  Dillon came in, Game boy in hand, he hadn’t even looked up.  He waited for them to get their bowls and sit at the table.  He’d placed the cereal and milk there for a reason.  He saw the sour expression on Karen’s face. 
 
   “Dillon turn off your Game boy.” “I can’t dad I’m in the middle of a game,” he looked squarely at him, “Turn it off or you lose it,” and Dillon turned it off.  Karen was already slouched in her chair like she was already mad at the world.  He looked at both of them, from one to the other.  “This is my home, our new home, all of ours, mine, yours and Justin’s, and in this house we respect one another.  I will not tolerate what went on at your mother’s,” they looked at him, Karen looked about to protest, he went on, “I will not tolerate hateful looks at Justin,” and he looked at Karen, “You know you do that, so don’t act like you don’t,” he said squarely.
 
    She’d better own up to what she does he thought, because if she hurt him one more time and if he could control himself enough and not beat her to within an inch of her life he knew he would never speak to her again.  She would never hurt Justin again and she would no longer be his daughter and he didn’t want that, it was time to start anew. “I will not tolerate ignoring him and pretending he doesn’t exist,” he said looking at both of them, “This is our home and he is part of our home.  Here you will accept it and be decent human beings,” Karen frowned, “Karen wipe that frown off your face,” she looked antsy and squirmed in her seat, “What is it?” 
 
   “Well it’s all about him, what about us?”  “Okay, tell me something that needs to be done about you or your brother and we will address it.” “Well, well…,” she said pausing, he looked at her waiting, when she couldn’t come up with anything he said, “It’s about him because he’s the one who’s been subjected to…things no baby should,” and he looked at her and he knew she knew what he was talking about, “It will not happen here,” and Karen had to get her say, “Well I don’t like it, I don’t like that he…he…” “He what?”  “He’s your baby why should I have to care about him,” and Royce wanted to slap her, be calm he told himself.  
 
   “That’s exactly why you should care about him, he’s my baby and that means he’s your brother and you should care about that,” he said as calmly as he could. “Well how can I?  He’s not a very good baby, he cries all the time, he’s just not a good baby,” she protested, and Royce had to control himself, “Why do you think he cries all the time?  You think it could be from the way he’s been treated…Treated by you and your brother?”  She looked down and Dillon looked up, and he looked at Dillon and he wondered did Dillon think he was innocent in this because he ignored him, did he not realize that was just as cruel. 
 
   “You want to say something Dillon now is the time?”  Dillon looked down, “No, it’s okay.” “Look Dillon say what’s on your mind,” he said softer. “No, it’s okay dad,” and that was it Royce couldn’t get anything out of him.  He knew how Karen felt and that wasn’t any different than the way she was at Tammy’s, but Dillon, he didn’t know.  They finished breakfast and he got himself and Justin dressed for the game and Karen flipped out, “Is he coming?  Daddy you know I play horrible when he comes!”  He stood looking at her, “What did I say at breakfast, you were there!  What did I say?”  He’d had it with her.
 
   And Karen had a horrible game.
 
   But Dillon surprised him, after the game he walked back to Royce holding Justin’s hand and Royce beamed.  Seeing Dillon holding Justin’s hand was a joyous moment, even though Karen came off the field upset.  She ran to Tammy crying, who hugged her tight, squeezing Karen to her breast, “Come on let’s go,” he said to Dillon.  He saw Dillon looking at his mother and Karen, “Go, you can say good bye to your mother,” and he wondered if the wonderful moment between Dillon and Justin would be lost now with just a few words from Tammy or Karen.  Tammy held on to Karen until Dillon stood there, “Oh come here baby,” she grabbed Dillon and hugged him just as tight, “I know it’s hard, I know it’s hard,” she emphasized. 
 
   Royce rolled his eyes, she makes this into a big deal when she shouldn’t, his friends were collecting their things, he walked over to Tammy, “Hello Tammy,” he said politely. “Hello Royce,” she said curtly. “Okay, it’s time to go,” Tammy released Karen and said, “You have to go with your father now,” and the way she said it was if to say, I know you don’t want too, but you have too, and he wanted to shake his head.  
 
   And as they walked away, “See daddy, I did horrible!” Karen wailed and he turned on her, “Karen I will not put up with that nonsense!  It’s you out there on that field!  If you want to blame the presence of a baby for not doing your best then go home with your mother!”  Karen stared at him in disbelief, her mouth open.  Tammy came up furious at him, “Leave her alone! Leave her alone!”  He turned on her now, “Go home Tammy and take her with you!  If you want her to believe something like that then I’m through with the both of you!”  Tammy prostrated, her mouth open, “Go Tammy, I’m done! Go!” He said angrily.  Then he turned to Karen, “You can come home with me or not, but I will not put up with that crap!  I mean it Karen!  This stops now or go home with your mother!”
 
    Their friends heard them airing their dirty laundry; he turned and walked away.  Dillon followed and he didn’t know Karen had come until they were at the car.  He’d moved Justin’s car seat to the front passenger seat in case he cried and strapped him in, “You want French fries?”  He said to Justin who laughed and smiled at him, he loved this child and Dillon made him proud for a moment but Karen was still pushing his limits.  He saw her in the mirror her arms crossed against her chest still fuming.  
 
   And Royce realized nothing had changed.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 9,  BE MINE
 
    
 
    
 
   And nothing would change.  The next Wednesday he went to pick up Justin, and again he cried and cried, “Royce, forget it this time okay, maybe next time…I don’t know, maybe he still has to get use to going with you,” and he thought, no it’s Karen, but I’m working on improving that.  This was breaking him but he was not looking forward to a repeat of last time so sadly he agreed and drove away.  Last weekend proved it wasn’t going to be easy to win the kids over, but Dillon surprised him. 
 
   Royce packed up his briefcase he was both excited and nervous, it was his weekend with the kids and he missed them, he was in the big house all alone, but Justin, he didn’t know what do about Justin.  He went home and changed into comfortable clothes, shorts, golf shirt and flip flops and went straight to Joy’s.   And this time Justin didn’t cry and he smiled brighter.  Happily he drove to pick up and Karen and Dillon and Justin became fussy.  Royce drove and tried to soothe him and by the time he got home he was crying at the top of his lungs and out of control, and he could do nothing but call Joy, and he wanted to kick himself for not knowing what to do in this situation.
 
   “Look who came to see you Justin, Sissy and Deon, look Justin,” Joy said soothingly and Justin stopped falling all over the place in Royce’s arms.  Joy took him in her arms, and he hugged her and slowly stopped crying. “See Sissy and Deon are here to play with you,” and through his tear filled eyes he smiled and held out his arms to Lindsey.  Lindsey gave him the biggest smile and he almost fell in her arms.   
 
   On his next visit he walked into Joy’s house with trepidation and when she handed Justin to him he fell backwards almost out his arms he was crying so hard, and Joy tried to soothe him with, “It’s only daddy, you want to go with daddy,” and Justin screamed until Joy said, “Look I’ll just bring him over and stay awhile until he’s settled in okay, I don’t know what’s going on,” and Royce could see she was worried and he knew it was still Karen, although she didn’t glare at him he still couldn’t get her to go near him, she stayed away, she immediately went to her room and only came down when she wanted something and Dillon was no better except he at least said hi to Justin, but he didn’t really interact with him.  Royce acquiesced, anything was better than driving with a crying screaming baby, and that was the start of Joy coming over every other Friday.
 
   And now Royce looked forward to Friday, the house ran so much smoother with Joy, Lindsey and Deon there and she was teaching him things, like how to cook and fun activities to do with the kids, like movies, Twister, puzzles and games.  He loved spending time with Joy and the moment he looked forward to most was when she said, “I’m going to give him his bath,” and after his bath she sat in the pale green stuffed rocker and put Justin to her breast.   He would kneel in front of her and hold her and when she laid Justin down he knew it was time for her to go.
 
   When her Friday night visits started Joy would bring Justin over after dinner, but after a while Royce asked, “Can you bring him earlier Joy?  I’d like to see him before eight.” “Well what about dinner Royce?  I like to cook and that takes preparation,” she questioned him.  “Well prepare it over my house, if that’s okay, I mean look I’ll give you a key, you can do whatever you need too and Justin will be here when I get home,” she had to think about it and then she said, “Okay, I can do that, Michael gets home late on Friday’s anyway so I can do that.”
 
   It was Friday and Joy hummed as she packed up everything she would need for tonight.  She hadn’t given a second thought to what she was doing, this was for Justin and she was so comfortable around Royce, he made her laugh, and he helped so much with Justin, and they’d shared some beautiful moments, and Justin she loved how he was with Justin.  
 
   Since the trial Michael had stopped interacting with him, he did smile and say, “Hey Justin,” and he would pick him up if he crawled over to him, but he didn’t initiate anything the way Royce did; he didn’t offer to change his diaper ever, or bathe or feed him.  At least he didn’t mistreat him and Joy was thankful for that, but to get him to act like a father she didn’t know if that would happen, it was Royce he needed and Royce needed him she knew that too. 
 
    “What time is it?  Where is she?”  Michael came home to an empty house again.  He knew Joy was taking Justin over to Royce’s on Friday, and he didn’t like it, “Why take him over there, how is he going to learn to take care of him?”  He scolded her. “Michael, please tell me you have a heart, I can’t let him cry like that,” and Michael knew how Justin cried; he screamed bloody murder when Royce tried to take him, and he chuckled to himself about that. He can’t even stop his kid from crying, “Well, we tried to tell him he’s better off with us, now look at what he’s done, the poor kid doesn’t even want to be around him,” he chuckled and told Joy, “Maybe he’ll stop this and let us do what we intended.”  He heard the garage door going up; he looked at the clock, almost eleven, why is she over there so long?  The door opened and Joy and the kids walked in, they were dressed in their pajamas, what the fuck is going on, does she have them showering over there now?  He’d been staying away on these Fridays but every since she’d started taking Justin over to Royce’s it’s been later and later for her coming home.  
 
   “Hey Michael,” Joy said with a smile, “Hey daddy,” the kids said in unison, he could tell they were tired, “This late Joy?”  He said looking at the clock. “Go to bed kids,” she walked up to him and hugged him and he held her in his embrace, why does she always smell like Royce?  I can smell him all over her,  she released him, “I’m tired Michael.” “Okay but it’s late Joy,” he said to emphasize he wasn’t happy about her coming in so late even though he had just gotten in himself.  
 
   Since he’d been staying away on Friday nights he’d started hanging out at this club called Barristers.  It was for the thirty something crowd, and it was a great club at the top of a high rise building, very modern and chic, the decor a sophisticated chrome and black.  He’d go there after work and stay until he thought the pick-up was done, but once Joy started taking Justin he still stayed away.  He hated seeing her packing up Justin’s bag, and he always thought she seemed happy.  He wanted her to be pissed she had to take time out of her day to help Royce, that’s all this was, helping Royce.  Royce was a big boy he should be able to handle his baby’s crying, but no she felt she had to help.
 
   He clicked off the kitchen light and followed her into the bedroom.  She walked towards the bathroom stripping as she went, taking off her shirt, tossing it, then her pants and tossing them.  She was down to her thong, he saw her beautiful upright round cheeks bare for him to admire.  He was hard and he wanted to hurt her, she smelt of Royce, why did she smell of Royce, was he fucking her?  Nah, he knew that wasn’t happening, he had a sixth sense about Joy, he knew her.  She was the kind of woman that it would be hard for her to sneak around behind her man’s back, it just wasn’t in her.  That was one reason she could do The Club, it wasn’t sneaking around, it was out in the open; he just wished she’d worn a condom that’s all.  
 
   He heard the shower turn on and he walked in the bathroom and stripped too.  Their shower was open on both sides and made of stone like a Spanish style grotto with double shower heads and sprayers at different levels for your showering pleasure and he loved to make love to Joy in there.  She was in the shower now washing off and didn’t hear him walk in behind her.  He was hard as hell watching her, and she’d been with that damn Royce all evening.  What did she do over there so long?  He pulled her towards him, she gasped startled, but then she smiled, “Oh it’s you,” she teased and he was taken aback, was it Royce she was thinking of?  “Who else would it be?“  
 
    Joy looked at him, he wasn’t smiling, his face and eyes had gone hard. “I didn’t mean anything by it,” she said softly, she was back to walking on eggshells around him.  He took the soap and rubbed it on her body; he’d wanted to feel the warm water run over their bodies as he loved her, but now the mood was gone.  Joy felt his icy silence as his hands roamed all over her, she washed him and didn’t know what to say either.  They washed up quickly and got out.  She’d been looking forward to a nice long hot shower but Michael’s presence had ruined that and after they climbed into bed Michael started in on her. 
 
   “Why are you over there so long?  I mean how long does it take to quiet a baby?”
 
    “I only stay to for Justin, Michael, it’s not about anything else okay, it’s just for Justin.  My being there, Lindsey and Deon being there helps him,” and she knew it helped Royce too.  Royce needed her and she knew that.  She could see it in his eyes, his actions told her he needed her.  He let her take over his home on these Fridays and let her run the show so she knew he needed her help.  And when she went to put Justin to bed Royce would play with him while she bathed him, and once she had Justin ready for bed and smelling baby sweet she’d sit in the pale green stuffed rocker her shirt open Justin at her breast and Royce would come to her.  
 
   He’d kneel on a pillow in front of her and wrap his arms around her and relax and talk to her and Justin, and Justin would caress his face as he nursed his eyes closed going to sleep.  Royce would lay his head against her and she could feel and see the helplessness in him, he needed her and she didn’t mind being there for him, if it helped Justin she didn’t mind.  
 
   “What are you doing then until eleven o’clock at night?”
 
   “Well lots of things Michael, we hang out, you know, we just hang out until it’s time for Justin to go to bed, it helps Michael.  Royce says he’s much better the rest of the weekend since we started taking him on Fridays,” she was hoping Michael would understand.  He looked at her for a long moment, digesting her words, and she saw the flicker of anger in his eyes. 
 
   “Okay Joy,” he said, “Okay Joy,” he repeated and she felt something in the way he said it.  “It’s only for Justin, please understand Michael I don’t know how else to explain it, he’s just a baby, he needs this,” and she would do anything for her baby, didn’t he understand that.  If her baby needed her to take him to his father so he wouldn’t scream until he was so distraught, flailing and miserable she’d do it rather than see him cry like that.
 
   They kept this up until November rolled around and it was Justin’s first birthday, and Joy was coming over tonight.  Royce knew she’d had a party for him last weekend.  She’d let it slip when he asked her what to get him for his birthday, “I’ll let you know after his party then I can tell you what he needs.”
 
   “Party, he’s having a party?”  He asked shocked and a little pissed he wasn’t invited. “Yeah, Royce I’m sorry but Michael…” how could she tell him Michael was on the warpath about him again, “He doesn’t want, you know…” “Yeah figures…,” “But don’t worry I’d planned to have a party for him at your house next weekend if that’s okay, just us and the kids, but we’ll do it real nice,” and in spite of the slight he smiled, “You know I don’t mind Joy, of course, so once you know what he needs let me know,” and now it was his turn to have a party.
 
    Joy told him he loved this red fire truck that he could ride around on; he bought the fire truck and picked up Karen and Dillon and when they walked into the house, “Wow!”  They exclaimed.  The kitchen was full of red and yellow balloons floating at the top of the ceiling with streamers flowing from them.  The theme was Sesame Street and Elmo in particular, but Big Bird was in a close second, hence the yellow.
 
   And Joy let them smash all those balloons which had them laughing and wiped out and afterwards when it was time to put Justin to bed Joy tied his Elmo Mylar balloons, the only ones they didn’t pop, to the back of his bed, “So he’ll remember his first birthday,” she said to Royce, “Did you get lots of pictures babe?”  “Yeah, tons,” he said happy, and after Justin’s bath Joy sat in the pale green rocker and opened her shirt, Royce saw her swollen breast.  He wanted to suck her so bad, take her nipple in his mouth and suck.  She placed a sleepy Justin to her, he took the pillow and placed it in front of her, she stroked his hair as he wrapped his arms around her.
 
   “This is the last time he’ll nurse, I have to wean him to a cup,” she looked deep into Royce’s eyes, “I’m a little sad about that…our little boy is growing up,” and Royce was sad about that too, these moments he shared with her were they ending too?  He looked at her wondering, he loved holding her, watching her nurse, her breast exposed to him, his mouth inches away some times, and it took everything in him not to touch her and take her in his mouth.  He didn’t know what to say, he liked being close to her.  Joy was looking at him, she would miss these moments too, it felt like they were connected as one, like a family.  She stroked Royce’s hair, then she stroked Justin’s plump little baby leg, yeah, she would miss these moments too.
 
   Justin was a year old, shouldn’t her visits stop?  He was tired of her still going to Royce’s after all this time.  Michael fumed waiting for Joy to come home, “What was it three, four months, how long does it take to get a kid use to his father, surely not this long,” he waited and grew angrier and angrier.  He was sitting in the dark watching TV when Joy and the kids walked in.
 
   “Hey babe,” she said happily and laughing.  They’d sung Karaoke tonight, she’d taken Lindsey’s Karaoke machine and they’d had so much fun, and Royce, Karen and Dillon were shocked that Lindsey could really sing, and marveled at her pure clear voice.  “Okay get to bed kids.” She’d started having them take their showers over Royce’s while she and Royce were bathing and putting Justin to bed, “Good night mommy, good night daddy,” they said and trooped upstairs.
 
   Joy went into her room, took her shower and climbed into bed.  Michael was already there, she was exhausted and turned off the light, ready for a good night’s sleep.  Michael pulled her on her back and lay on top of her, “I’m glad you washed off his scent.  I swear I can smell him on you,” he said angrily.  She could smell the alcohol on his breath and she felt herself freeze.  He’d promised he wouldn’t hurt her again, and he’d been doing so well, she couldn’t speak, he forcibly kissed her, his mouth hard on hers.
 
   “Michael,” she could hear the weak plea in her voice. “Michael what, don’t Michael me, there’s nothing you can say to tell me he doesn’t still want you, he wants you doesn’t he!  He wants you doesn’t he!  Is that why you’re still going over there, to see him!”  “No, please Michael…,” and his mouth came down hard on hers and she felt him pry her legs apart with his and pull her gown up. “Oh god no Michael you prom….,” he pushed his tongue deep in her mouth cutting her off, he pressed his body hard on hers, his member hard, strong and erect and he pushed inside hard, she let out a cry of pain.  
 
   He grabbed her legs and pulled them up and placed them on his shoulders and rammed into her, BAM! BAM! BAM!  Joy felt the tears rolling down her face, he promised, he promised.  She lay there and let him assault her with his weapon of pain, tears running down her face.  She felt the pain of him ramming into her, but it was nothing like the pain of him breaking her heart.
 
   Right after Justin’s birthday Michael had started brutalizing her again, now he was staying out later and later coming in at all hours and smelling of another woman.  She knew she had to save her marriage and it was her going over to Royce’s that upset him so much, but she still felt he handled his pain poorly, was he seeing another woman, it sure seemed like it?  And Royce she was trying to make him stronger, and he didn’t seem so helpless anymore, could she finally stop going over there?  They’d never tested that, it had worked this way so they’d left it alone, but Michael, it was killing Michael, you love being over there though, her subconscious chimed in, and that was true she loved being at Royce’s.  She had fun there and felt safe and she could be herself, there was no pain and she didn’t have to watch what she said or did or it might set someone off, but it was time, it was time to let Royce go.  
 
   It was time to make some changes in her life and she wasn’t going to spend the year like this.  It was two o’clock in the morning and Michael wasn’t home, Joy watched the clock and waited for him.
 
   Michael had been upset with himself, he’d promised he wouldn’t hurt her again, but she made him so angry, she didn’t understand how much the things she did hurt him.  She was his wife and she ran to help Royce and not only did she run to help him she stayed and stayed over there, it was driving him crazy, and before he knew it he was pounding in her again, hurting her the way she hurt him, and now he had taken it further.  At first when he went to Barristers he sat at the bar and watched, he’d have a few drinks and play this game with himself.  He’d people watch and try and guess who was married, who was having an affair, who was a whore, who was out to get laid and who was there for fun.  He would watch body language, eye contact, physical contact and he’d laugh as he played his game.  And he’d met a couple of women too, but he wasn’t biting, but a few weeks before Christmas he made two calls. 
 
   “Gina Spot, this is Malcolm Xrated, I know it’s been awhile, I was wondering is that spot is still wet,” it took him a few drinks to make that call, but the result was what he wanted, she met him at a hotel, and the next call he made, “Dirty Diana, this is Malcolm Xrated, you want to get down and dirty with me tonight?”  “What about Joy?  If you don’t worry about Joy, I won’t worry about Joy,” he laughed and said, and the result was the same.  They met at a hotel and he left her panting and wiped out on the bed.  
 
   Now he called them often, first one then the other, and he’d even met Dirty Diana or Amanda around lunch after she said, “It’s easier for me to get away during the day, Collin’s at work, the kids are at school,” so she became his little afternoon tryst, and each had asked him, “What’s up with you and Joy, is it over or what?”  “No, I just need something a little different in my life right now,” and he took them to bed and released all the frustrated, pent up rage, pain and heartbreak and for the moment at least forgot about Joy.  
 
   Joy waited for Michael.  She heard his key in the lock, for some reason he’d started using the front door, which was stupid because no wife in her right mind was going to sleep knowing her husband was out at all hours of the night doing who knows what to who knows who.   She wasn’t sleeping, and she heard him coming down the hall and into their bedroom.  This was stupid too, because he wasn’t creeping in like a cheating husband.  He came in like he always did, so why the ruse at the front door she didn’t understand.  She sat up and turned on the light, he jumped at the sudden brightness but he stood there facing her.  “Did I wake you?”  “No I was awake.” “Well okay then,” he said as if it wasn’t after two in the morning.  “What are we doing Michael?”  He stopped and looked at her, “I don’t know Joy, you tell me, what are we doing?”  
 
   “Well I’d say you’re trying to make a point and either I’m a slow learner or your point hasn’t been taken seriously so you keep trying,” he came and sat on the bed, “So are you a making a point and are you sleeping with someone else?” 
 
   “Yes and yes,”  
 
   “So is your point you want to end this, end our marriage?”  
 
   “Yes,” he put his face in his hands, and Joy felt the tears slide down her face, just like that, he said it just like that.
 
   “Why Michael, can I ask why?”  She wanted to hear his reasoning even though she knew it had to do with Royce.  
 
   He looked at her, “Because I can never forgive you for being with Royce without using a condom, and the result of that, and the way you put helping him before our marriage,” there he’d said it, and it felt like a wrecking ball rammed through her chest and crushed her.  Michael had never forgiven her and from the looks of it never would.
 
   “Well then I guess it’s over.”  
 
   “Yes, I’ll leave tomorrow and send for my things.” 
 
   “Alright,” she said wiping tears and that was that.  
 
   It was January and for Royce it had been a typical winter, some days hot and others near or below freezing.  It was his weekend with the kids and it was cold and ice was on the ground.  He was from Amarillo, the panhandle where it got cold so he was use to cold freezing weather and seeing snow on the ground.  Sometimes he’d wake on the ranch and look out his window and see nothing but white, miles and miles of white.  It was a typical winter except for the fact he could feel Joy distancing herself from him. 
 
   The distancing had come with the weaning of Justin to cups, and that had been a doozy and trial of patience, but in the end it was Mr. Bear who saved the day.  Justin wanted Joy’s breast and would cry and whine uncontrollably and she’s say, “No, you’re a big boy now, drink out of a cup,” and Justin would wail, and a couple of times he wanted to say, “Just let him suck you Joy, hell I know how he feels I want to suck you sometimes so bad too,” but he pressed his lips together in a tight line and let her work it out.  She still had a freezer full of her milk but now she put it in a cup, so at night he would warm up his sippy cup and he or Joy would hold him while he drank his warm milk and held on to Mr. Bear, and when he fell asleep they placed him and Mr. Bear in his bed.  Now more times than not he was the one sitting in the chair holding Justin, “You have to get used to doing this now Royce,” and he wondered was she weaning him too?   
 
   He thought of Joy, was she was letting him go, he needed her, needed her so bad.  The best day of his life was Friday.  Could he go on without her?  He hadn’t been with another woman since he left Tammy, it had been months now since he’d felt a woman beneath him, tasted a woman’s wet sex on his tongue or had a woman’s lips sucking him so good his erection deep in her mouth. God you’re horny Royce, he told himself. “If Joy is leaving me maybe I should start looking?” 
 
   He decided to leave early and packed up his briefcase, it seemed winter was here to stay, it had snowed non-stop last night and being safety conscious school was cancelled today.  But instead of it snowing all day the sun came up bright, the city was white and the snow had stopped and on his way home he called Joy, “I’m on my way home you think can bring Justin over?”
 
   He picked up Karen and Dillon and met Joy at his house, “Let’s have our own Snow Day,” Joy said since it turned out to be a beautiful day, like most snows in Dallas it wouldn’t stay around long, it might be here today and gone tomorrow, so they dressed as warmly as possible and went out back.  The kids played and she lit the fireplace outside and made hot chocolate and they came over periodically to warm up and would run right back to play in the white wonder.  
 
   “I’ll grill while we’re out here,” he said and grilled in his warm winter clothes and watched Joy.  She was having so much fun playing with the kids and he loved her and wondered what he’d do without her.  
 
   “Alright steaks are done!”  He called and they trooped inside happy with red noses and when they were sitting at the table eating and talking Lindsey said, “Mommy since Daddy’s isn’t home with us anymore can we spend the night with Justin?”
 
   Joy saw Royce’s head pop up, he was cutting his steak and froze when he heard what Lindsey said.  She looked at him and he never took his eyes off her, “Well no darling daughter this is Mr. Royce’s home we can’t just volunteer to stay over his house like that.” 
 
   “I don’t mind,” Royce said, “It’s okay with me, we have the room.”  
 
   Joy laughed and pointed her fork at him, “You’re not helping Mr. Harrington,” he laughed, “Well it’s true, it’s okay with me and we have room,” she saw Karen looking from her to Royce a smile on her face, “He’s right Ms. Joy, we do have room.” 
 
   “You’re not helping either…and besides we don’t have anything to sleep in and we’re not prepared for tomorrow.  They’ve got choir practice, so no not this time,” she said quite sure of herself. 
 
    “Well, look go get what you need, the kids can stay here and I’m sure Justin would love for you to stay,” Royce said. “Yeah mommy please, you want us to stay with you tonight Justin?”  Lindsey urged nodding her head up and down and of course Justin nodded and everyone laughed. 
 
   “Okay, okay we can stay,” she gave in. 
 
   After all the children were in bed, “I think I’ll go to bed too,” but Royce took her hand, “Have a drink with me and talk awhile.” 
 
   “Okay, let me shower first so I can go straight to bed okay.” 
 
   “Okay, we’ll shower and meet back here.” 
 
   Royce showered and shaved closely, he was about one thing tonight and that was having Joy .  After all in his opinion he’d shown superhuman strength and restraint these past months.  Fear of losing her is the only thing that stopped him, but now it was time.  He looked at himself in the mirror, he’d wet the towel with warm almost hot water and pressed it to his face, Joy, Oh Joy went through his mind.  He was a little nervous, it had been a long time and he wanted her badly, and he didn’t want to push his luck trying so hard, Louie, Louie, Louie, he chuckled, “I’m Louie alright and she’s my brown sugar,” he smiled and shaved.  He came out before she did so he went into the kitchen and opened a bottle of white wine.  
 
   Joy walked in wearing a short blue with brown lace silk nightgown and robe, her hair brushed soft and silky and no make-up, her face soft and glowing and she took his breath away.  She sat on a bar stool at the counter and he could smell her clean fresh scent.   Royce poured wine in two wine glasses, his chest bare wearing only his pajama pants, his hair wet, but drying in his signature style, and to Joy he looked so damn good.  
 
   Danger! Danger!, flashed across her mind.  It wasn’t fear, she’d never been scared of Royce, even from the moment he took her hand at The Club, before she knew who he was she’d felt safe with him, but now she was scared of her feelings for him.  Scared of her heart pounding, scared of her body responding to him the way it was.  She was feeling that pull, that draw; there was always something about Royce.  And now she felt its pull as her blood pulsed through her veins and his beautiful bare chest beckoned her to touch him, to run her fingers through his soft patch of hair.  
 
   Royce looked at her, he smiled and she caught his blue eyes and her heart lurched, stop it, she told herself, you still have to work things out with Michael, it hasn’t been that long since he left, and despite what Michael had done she still had a fraction of hope that he’d come to his senses and come back to her.  She knew she’d forgive him, she missed him and wanted to save her marriage, and going to Royce wouldn’t help the situation.  She looked away, she couldn’t get caught up into Royce right now. 
 
   Royce saw her look away and knew his chances were slim, but he could spend time with her anyway.  He came around the counter and handed her a glass of wine and held the other and took a sip and so did she.  He took her hand, “Let’s sit and talk awhile, it seems you haven’t told me some things,” he said smiling and she laughed a small laugh.  He led her to the sofa, “Tell me what’s going on with you and Michael.” She watched him take a sip of his wine and put the glass on the end table, she took a sip too.
 
   “Well we split up,” he reached down and pulled her legs across his lap, “I can massage your feet while we talk,” oh shit, danger! danger!, but she didn’t stop him.  “What happened?” And she knew she’d never tell him it was because of him, that Michael read more into things when she came over, that he’d never forgiven her for not wearing a condom and now she knew he’d never accepted Justin.  “He’s having an affair,” and Royce saw her eyes water.  He massaged her feet and knew how to make it feel good, “I’m sorry Joy, I’m so sorry,” he said massaging, “So where is he now?” 
 
   “I don’t know,” she took a sip, “He left about two weeks ago,” she watched Royce’s hands as they massaged, “And he’s called to talk to the kids, says he’s coming to see them but he hasn’t yet.”  “Oh man, I’m so sorry Joy, but think about what you want.  Think about what’s best for you and the kids, his leaving might not be a bad thing.”  “I know Royce, you’re right,” and he was.  She’d thought that herself, had even told the kids it was for the best, but he was her husband.  She wanted her husband to forgive her and love her like he use too, and her eyes watered.  
 
   Royce saw her soft, sad and beautiful, “Let’s forget about him for tonight okay.  Let’s not worry ourselves with him or anybody else, let’s just enjoy each other’s company tonight okay,” she smiled at him.  That would be wonderful, it would be just what she needed, “I like that, I think I can do that Royce,” she gave him a soft sad smile.  His massaging was moving up she felt his hands on her legs, danger! danger!  But she didn’t care it felt so good, he massaged her calves, then he moved up to her thighs.  
 
   She closed her eyes and let herself feel how good it felt to be touched, his hand warm and strong on her skin.  She felt him lean in towards her, he took her wine glass and put it on the end table and pulled her down until she was lying on the sofa and he took one leg and placed it behind him and now he was between her legs.  
 
   Joy felt his hands moving up her gown, past her hips, he untied the sash on her robe and opened it, and she felt his hands moving over the silk on her belly, rubbing, massaging her belly, her thighs, he went higher and she felt his hands glide gently across her breast and she opened her eyes.  Royce could see the want in them, he adjusted his body and lay on top of her, she felt him press against her, she spread her legs and he kissed her.  Joy looked into the deep blue depths of his eyes and saw his softness, his love, it felt good to be wanted and she responded.  His lips were soft on hers, she felt him moving against her.  
 
   “Royce, stop we can’t, I don’t know what’s going to happen between me and Michael.  I can’t okay.”  
 
   Royce felt her responding, he knew she wanted him, “I know Joy, but for tonight forget about him.  Forget about everything, forget all of what you think you must do and be mine tonight, be mine tonight,” he softly implored.  Then he kissed her, he went deeper in the kiss with passion and want on his tongue, “Be mine tonight,” he whispered in her ear. 
 
   Joy felt a warm rush and responded to his plea, “Yes, I can be yours tonight,” she said softly.  He let himself linger in the kiss, he wanted her, but not here, not like this on the sofa.  He wanted to take his time and love her, savor every moment, if he was to only have her for one night then he wanted to take her to his bed.  He got up and took her hand, “Come on,” and led her to his bedroom.
 
   Royce was on a cloud, he was going to have Joy and he was going to love her, love her all night if he could, that had always been impossible.  She was the only woman who sapped all his strength and wiped him out completely.  He closed the door and took off her robe and turned her to face him.  She ran her fingers up and down his chest; she’d wanted to do that all night, she kissed his soft patch and sucked him there, he moaned out.  He pulled up her gown and took it off, she stood before him wearing only tan boy short underwear.
 
   “Oh, you look so good baby,” he eased his hands down inside her panties and slid them down, he softly and passionately kissed her as he did.  Joy reached for the tie on his pajama pants and kissed him just as passionately as she slid her hands inside his pants.   She loved to see Royce spring out of his pants, he was big and thick and so beautiful, “all man” came to mind whenever she saw him naked and hard.  She let his pants drop to the floor, she looked down at his manhood and took him in her hands, she massaged him thick in her hands, he moaned.  
 
   He led her to the bed, he caressed her behind as he climbed into bed, she giggled, “I knew you’d find that back there,” he chuckled, “Well it is lovely,” he continued to caress her soft but taunt behind, then he turned her over and went for it, he leaned down and took her nipple in his mouth.  
 
   He sucked her for all those nights he hadn’t been able to, he sucked her and sucked her caressing one breast with one hand sucking the other, then he moved to the other with his mouth and caressed the one he’d just sucked, she moaned her pleasure.  He worked her until he wanted more of her, savoring her body, her pleasure, he went down her belly. 
 
   Joy wanted him to taste her, wanted his mouth on her, she cried out and moaned as he moved down, writhing her body at the pleasure and the anticipation of what was to come, then he was there, his mouth on her, his tongue inside her.  Royce spread her legs and pushed his tongue deep inside her, he had one thing on his mind and that was loving Joy.  He went until he felt her body quiver, and then convulse, she moaned and let her body take her away, he felt her rush of hot liquid on his tongue, warm brown sugar.
 
   He moved up her body, savoring the feel of her skin, he ran his face along her belly feeling her softness.  He took her nipple in his mouth as he moved passed it.  He went up her throat sucking, kissing.  He went to her lips, Joy’s lips, her kissable lips, he ran his tongue across them, then he kissed her.  He wanted his tongue in her mouth, Louie, Louie, when you taste brown sugar, he knew he was done for, he was hers no doubt about that.  He kissed her deep feeling his tongue inside her mouth, losing himself to her lips, to her.  He wanted to be inside her now, to feel what pleasure she always gave him.  He guided his swollen almost bursting need to her waiting wet wanting and found the spot he knew so well, he pushed inside, both cried out.  He felt her warmth engulf him and he was lost, he pushed and pushed and moved his body to feel her, “Oh baby, damn baby,” he whispered as he moved.  
 
   This was Joy and he felt everything he’d always felt with her, pure exquisite pleasure and he lost himself to it, he felt himself in another world and he’d taken Joy with him.  They were there together surrounded in love, and he let himself feel and feel and feel.   Joy let herself feel Royce, let herself go and let him take her to the depths and heights of thrilling sensual pleasure she’d only felt with him.  She rode it with him, went high with it and let herself fall deep inside it and surround herself with its pleasure.  They were lost for what seemed like a long pleasurable moment until they felt themselves coming back, gliding, sliding, floating back to earth and land safely in each other’s arms, her legs and arms wrapped around him and he held her in his tight embrace.  
 
   He opened his eyes and looked into her dark depths, Louie, Louie, you’re gonna cry.  He knew he was lost to her forever, but this was it, he’d only asked for one night. 
 
   Joy saw his soft look, she kissed his sweet lips, Royce, Royce, there was something about Royce.
 
   He pulled her in his arms as he rolled off her, he could smile now, he held on to her as she snuggled into him, her head on his chest, he kissed the top of her head.  “That was nice,” she murmured.  “Yes it was, yes it was,” and Joy thought, she missed that, missed having a man love her with no worries or fear.  She felt fully satiated, her body warm and glowing she stretched out next to Royce.  Royce lay there holding her, no, no, don’t fall asleep, don’t fall asleep, that was it, he was out and so was Joy.  
 
   He woke in the middle of the night, the lights were still on and Joy lay next to him sound asleep, I’ve only got one night, that can’t be it.  He kissed her cheeks, her lips, “Joy, Joy wake up Joy,” he kissed her cheeks again, “Joy baby, Joy wake up, wake up,” he shook her, she began to stir, “Wake up baby, I need you baby, wake up,” he implored as he kissed everywhere, “I need you baby, I need you.”  Joy’s eyes opened, “I need you baby, wake up, wake up.” “Wha…, what?”  “Please baby, please baby I need you.” “Royce what is it?”  She was awake now, “I need you baby,” he kissed her again, “I don’t want our night to end baby.  I need you,” he looked deep in her eyes, “Can you baby, can you love me again, can you?  I need you,” he was desperate to have her again.  She smiled, “Okay baby, I can love you again, yes I can love you again,” and she moved to him.  
 
   He ran his fingers through her hair and moved it aside and kissed along the back of her shoulder and down her back, he went down, down, kissing and licking her back, he went to her round swells, he caressed them.  Royce loved her back there, he caressed each cheek and sucked her succulence, “Oh baby, so lovely, so lovely,” he ran his tongue around and around then he pulled her up on her knees and knelt behind her between her legs, “You know what I want baby, you know what I want,” he said huskily. 
 
   “Can you fuck me?”  
 
   “Oh yes baby I can fuck you, I can fuck you,” and she pushed on him until he was deep inside her.  He cried out at the sensation, his toes curled from feeling her take him.  She moved her body against him, he held on, holding her hips as she moved, she pushed and moved, pushed deep, so deep, she cried out as she held him deep inside her.  Royce held on but feeling himself hard and ready to erupt at any second, she had him, he was hers.  She moved and moved and, he cried out and felt his hard eruption flow hot and hard from his body, connecting him to her, his body jerking and spastic, she drew everything from him until his release was complete.  He fell on top of her, his body all loose limbed and not totally his yet, his breathing fast and shallow, hers too.  He didn’t move, or couldn’t move for a few moments, “Damn baby, damn baby,” he kissed her lips and rolled off her.  “I know damn, damn, damn,” Joy said.
 
   Royce wanted to love her again, but before he knew it he was out and the next thing he remembered was the alarm going off and Joy jumping up; morning had come too soon and the night was over.  
 
   After a pancake breakfast Joy looked at her watch, “Oh my come on kids, we’ve got to go.”  Royce was standing by the counter watching her.  She ran to Justin, “By baby boy, mommy will see you tomorrow,” he heard that, tomorrow, no, “Karen help your father with lunch, you’re the young lady okay.” Karen nodded and she saw her father watching Ms. Joy. “Bye,” Ms. Joy sang out as she headed to the side door.  “You’re not coming back!”  Her father ran to her.  
 
   Joy looked at him, “Well…no, Royce this is your weekend.”  “I know, but look come back have dinner with us,” she looked unsurely at him, “I’ll think about it Royce, I’ve got a lot to do today,” “After your busy day you could use a good meal, come on have dinner with us?” Karen watched her father he held on to Ms. Joy’s hand and wouldn’t let her go. “Okay, you’re cooking though right,” she laughed and he smiled so big Karen thought.  "Yep I’m cooking, see ya then,” he was excited Karen could see that.
 
   Royce was excited, he’d decided one night wasn’t enough, he had to have her again. 
 
   Later that day Joy came in to the best aroma.  She had shown him how to make lasagna using ground turkey and sausage and he used her recipe.  The house was filled with the smell of lasagna and warm bread.  Royce was in the kitchen when she walked in, “Oh my Royce that smells good.” “Thanks babe,” he was almost ready, he took the wine out the cooler, “Go get comfortable,” and he almost said, you’re home now, “And I’ll have a glass of wine for you.” “That sounds great,” Joy went into the guest room, the room she was supposed to stay in last night, but she was in his bed and she smiled at the thought.
 
   When she came out he handed her a glass of white wine. “Relax baby, I got this tonight,” she smiled. “Okay, I can do that,” Joy sat at the bar and talked to him, but that lasted only a few seconds, “Let me do something Royce, I feel so idle,” she begged and he gave in. “Okay finish the bread,” and she was by his side talking and spreading the garlic butter on the bread and toasting it.
 
   At dinner Karen watched her father.  He kept glancing at Ms. Joy as everyone talked around the table his eyes would fall on her, “Joy I would really like for you all to stay the night again.  I need to talk to you, I really need to have a long conversation with you.” Ms. Joy looked at him, “I can’t tonight Royce.”  “We can get our stuff mommy,” Lindsey said, “Can we mommy, please can we mommy?”  “Yeah mom, can we?” Deon chimed in, and Royce smiled to himself.  He was hoping for that.  “Can they Ms. Joy, please?”  Dillon pleaded and he was shocked, the boy hardly said a word.  He had to pry every conversation out of him. “I feel like everyone is ganging up on me,” she laughed. “Well I really do need to talk to you,” Royce said to make his point again. “Okay, alright, we’ll stay,” the kids cheered and he smiled. 
 
   And later that night Royce held Justin and watched Joy doing girly stuff with Lindsey and Karen, braiding hair, talking, laughing.  He listened and held Justin, who was drinking his warm milk from his sippy cup and nodding off to sleep.  He watched Joy, she was wearing sweat shorts now, and a t-shirt, and he loved she was comfortable enough to dress like that in his home.  He’d seen her like that when he use to visit Justin, and he knew that was when she was most relaxed, and this felt like family to him, family and love.  
 
   She ran the kids off to bed and said, “I’m going to take my shower and we can talk after,” and he did the same.
 
   When he came out Joy was walking back into the family room.  He turned off the TV and the lights, “Come talk to me.”   He went into the kitchen and took out a bottle of wine and turned off the lights, and it was just him and Joy sitting at the kitchen table, a light on under the cabinets was the only light.  He noticed she liked short nightgowns and matching robes, and she noticed he liked wearing pajama bottoms, his chest bare.  Joy sat at the end of the kitchen table and he sat in a chair closest to her and handed her a glass of wine.
 
   “So Royce what do you need to speak to me about?” “I want to know more about what’s going on between you and Michael.  How is it Joy, are you separated or is it…more?”  She leaned in, her elbows on the table, “I don’t know Royce, I really don’t know,” and he could see she was sad about that.  “You want him to come back?” “I can’t say one way or the other, on the one hand yes and on the other if it’s going to be like it was no.” “I can’t believe he’s seeing someone else,” and he couldn’t believe that.  “Yeah me either, that hurts, that really hurts,” she looked at her watch.
 
     Royce stood up and pulled her with him, “Dance with me,” and took her in his arms.  He didn’t have any music in the house.  Tammy had kept all the CD’s and he hadn’t bothered to replace them, he’d had no need, all he knew was country and western music anyway, and he knew Joy wasn’t a big fan.  He held her in his arms and crooned “Lady” an old Kenny Rogers tune he’d heard on the radio the other day and thought of her, it was a song he used to love to slow dance to and he’d gotten between a few legs after slow dancing to that song.  He hummed the first notes and sang parts that he remembered and hummed parts he thought she wouldn’t want to hear right now, "Lady I’m your knight in shining armor and hum, hum, hum. " He should have said I love you, but he didn’t think Joy would hear and accept that, "You have made me what I am and I am yours, hum, hum, hum," he hummed but the words he knew were My love there are so many ways I want to say I love you, he sang the last line, "Let me hold you in my arms forever more," he crooned in her ear and danced with her.  He felt her warm against him, his arms around her, her head against him.  He hummed as he danced and then he tilted her head up and kissed her, he kissed her sweet lips.  
 
   Joy felt his arms around her, Royce’s strong safe embrace, words to the song in her ear, and she was moved by him.  She felt that pull, that draw, and the kiss was warm, soft and wanting, “Stay with me tonight,” he said.  
 
   She was quiet for a moment, then, “Yes,” she softly kissed his soft lips, and Royce took her hand and led her to his bed.
 
   Royce made love to her twice last night and slept with a smile on his face.  
 
   He woke to Joy kissing him on his cheek, “Bye Royce, it’s time for me to go.” “You don’t have to go Joy.” “Yes Royce, yes we do.  They have school tomorrow and I have to take care of a few things, it was a nice weekend okay,” and he knew she was saying but it’s over now. “I’ll take Justin with me so you don’t have to worry with getting him home.” Shit! that was his way of seeing her again.  Now she’d taken that away and she didn’t want to see him, it was real now she was letting him go.  
 
   For the rest of the day he was in a funk.  He worked in his home office, but he couldn’t concentrate, his mind was working him, she wants it to be over, she wants it to be over, she couldn’t wait to get out of here, she practically ran out the door, she wants it to be over. 
 
    Later he reheated the left over lasagna and he was quiet at dinner, she wants it to be over, running through his mind.  
 
   Karen watched him, he was deep in thought, he misses Ms. Joy, he loves her, he loves her and mom will never get him back like she thinks.
 
   After dinner he took the kids home and he didn’t even notice Tammy looking out the window he was so deep in thought, she wants it to be over, she wants it to be over!  He drove home and tried to keep himself busy and his mind off Joy.  He put on his workout clothes and went to his home gym.  The only pieces of furniture Tammy had allowed him to take were the rowing machine and the sit up contraption, and that’s all he wanted anyway.  He didn’t want anything that reminded him remotely of her.  
 
   Royce sat on the sit up bench and lowered his head and began his routine, she wants it to be over, she wants it to be over.  He must have lost count a thousand times and he stuck to his rule, if he missed count he started over.  He started over and over his thoughts on Joy, she wants it to be over, but why, how can she let him love her like that all weekend.  How can she open to him, and love him too and now run away, she wants it to be over!   He’d started over so many times sometimes he found himself just lying there, breathing hard and thinking, after a long while he moved to the rowing machine and it was the same.  He rowed and rowed, she wants it to be over, why when it was so good?  Why?  And he rowed and when he got tired he found himself sitting there sweat dripping, his mind deep in thought, and when he regained himself he rowed and rowed again.  He had no idea how many sit ups he’d done probably a thousand, or how much he’d rowed, but after hours he was sweat soaked from head to toe, his hair dripping wet, his muscles ached like nothing he’d ever felt and his legs were shaky and wobbly.  
 
   He took a shower, washed his hair, readying himself for bed and thought of Joy, just like that she wants it to be over, she ran from me, she ran from me!  After his shower he went into his closet; he was on automatic pilot, he put on the first thing he saw, jeans and a white button down shirt.  He went commando, no underwear, he buttoned his shirt and slipped on his flip flops.  He didn’t care that it was January and it had snowed a couple of days ago and it was freezing cold at night.  
 
   He drove to Joy’s.  He punched in the code, the one she’d given him when he could pick up Justin without him screaming his brains out, when he was taking him to his and Tammy’s house of horror.  The gate slowly opened; he drove through the neighborhood to Guadalupe Street.  He called her from his cell phone, “Joy I’m outside, I need to talk to you.”  He could tell he had woken her, she’s sleeping, how can she sleep, I can’t sleep. “Royce, what… what time is it?”  “I don’t know, open the door Joy,” he commanded.  He was standing at her front door, his hands, feet and balls freezing and he heard her unlock the door.  
 
   She opened the door and she was wearing her signature look, short silk nightgown with matching robe, her feet bare, she stood to the side and let him in.  The warmth of the house hit him and he was grateful. “Royce what is it?”  “I need to talk to you, let’s go somewhere so we don’t wake the kids,” and for some reason she led him to her bedroom, and he didn’t care he wanted her to hear him.  She closed the door, he turned and faced her.   
 
   Royce looked at her scanning her up and down.  He’d been moved by Joy from the moment he met her.  He was drawn to her and once he got to know her, how she made him feel, how she made him laugh, how interesting she was.  She was the only woman he wanted for his own, for his own desires, to taste, to smell, to possess.  She was the only woman he wanted and he said what he had to say, what had been on his mind since she left this morning.  
 
   “I love you.  I love you and I need you in my life…” 
 
   “Royce don’t,” she said cutting him off, “My life’s complicated enough right now without adding to it.  I don’t know what I’m going to do.  I’m not divorced yet, I’m still married to Michael and I don’t know what we’re going to do right now, so please let me have this time to figure that out first.” 
 
   “You can do that Joy.  I know you need to figure things out but I want you in my life.  I want to be in yours, take time to figure it out but while you’re figuring I want you to be with me.  I don’t care if we only have this moment I want it, I love you…”  
 
   “Royce please, I can’t do that to you, what if Michael and I resolve this and decide to stay together?  That wouldn’t be fair to you…” 
 
   “Don’t Joy, don’t let him back in, don’t,” he pleaded. 
 
   She looked at him, “Royce, he’s the father of my children I have to think of that…” 
 
   “I’m the father of your child too Joy,” he saw her looking at him.  Her face showed the thought had just occurred to her.  The realization that that was something she should consider, he said it again, “I’m the father of your child too.  Don’t let him back in Joy, don’t let him back in,” he walked up to her and pulled her in his arms, “Don’t let him back in, don’t, I love you.  I’ve loved you from the moment I saw you,” he saw the questioning look again, “Yeah,” he nodded, “From the first moment I saw you at the Christmas party I fell in love with you Joy,” and he knew it was true.  He’d loved her from the moment he looked into her eyes and felt the need to take her in his arms.  He smiled and went further when he saw she didn’t believe him.  “You were wearing a black skirt and a gold blouse and you were so beautiful and when you turned to meet me I was yours Joy.” 
 
   She looked softly at him. “You remember that.” 
 
   “Like it was yesterday,” and he’d never tell her it was after that day he made the call to Doug.  “And when you joined The Club, Joy and I got a chance to know you and yes make love to you I fell in love even more Joy.  I loved you even more.”  Her questioning look again. “But you didn’t even know who I was for months,” he looked at her this time and his eyes told her. “You knew?”  And he didn’t tell her everyone knew, “Yes, I knew Joy, I knew it was you long before we took off the masks.” 
 
   “Oh Royce, oh Royce,” her hand over her mouth, “But you acted like you didn’t…” 
 
   “I know Joy.  I only did that so I wouldn’t scare you, and I wanted us to take off the mask so you would know it was me.  I knew it was you and I wanted you to know too,” she looked at him in shock at his revelation.  “I’ve loved you so long Joy, think of me.  Don’t let him back.  He doesn’t deserve you, you know what he’s done.”  
 
   Now she was over her shock and thinking of other things, “Royce it’s more complicated than that, I know what he’s done and I know why.  I can’t throw our whole life away when I know the truth…”  
 
   “What’s the truth Joy, his truth, your truth or my truth and mine is I love you and I would never do what he’d done to you…” 
 
   “Royce stop it, stop it, you’re not playing fair bringing up his affair like that,” she paced away from him. 
 
   “Well it’s the truth Joy, it’s his truth. He is having an affair.”
 
   She stopped, turned and looked at him, “I don’t know if I can give you what you want right now,” it seemed he wanted more than she could give.
 
   He looked at her, “Yes you can Joy, it’s not like I’m asking for the world…” 
 
   “Well what is it you’re asking of me?  What do you want from me?” 
 
   “What I want from you…what I want from you…,” he walked away from her.  He knew what he wanted, he wanted her, he wanted to spend time with her, he wanted to be with her, he wanted to love her, he wanted…he wanted, he was looking for the right way to say it.  He turned to her and in his desperation he said the first word that came to his mind that meant all that, he went towards her, “I want you to be my girlfriend, I want you to be my girlfriend and all that implies, to hang out, to spend as much time together as possible, and to make love every chance we get.  I want you to be my girlfriend,” he saw her face as he spoke and by the time he finished she was smiling the most radiant smile at him.  
 
   He took her in his arms, “Be my girlfriend Joy,” she smiled and laughed.  She put her arms around him, “You want to be my boyfriend,” she said smiling. 
 
   “Yes, I want to be your boyfriend,” he was smiling too.  
 
   “That’s the sweetest thing you could’ve said to me,” she smiled and kissed him. 
 
   “Yes, I’ll be your girlfriend.” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 10, GOING STEADY
 
    
 
    
 
   It had been weeks now since the night he asked Joy to be his girlfriend and other than going to work he spent every second he could with her.  That night he stayed in her bed.  After she kissed him she unbuttoned his shirt and ran her fingers and lips over his warm skin.  Joy seemed to love his chest and always went there first after a kiss.  Then she unbuttoned his jeans and pulled them past his hips, “Where are your underwear?”  She asked smiling up at him. “Oh I was in such a hurry to get over here I forgot them,” she laughed, “You forgot your underwear,” she giggled hard at that.  “Well, yeah,” she pushed his pants as far as she could go.  He sat on the bed and pulled them off his legs and she took off her robe and nightgown never taking her eyes off him.  She walked over to him and straddled him as he sat on the bed, “Girlfriends and boyfriends do this don’t they?”  “Yes, yes they do, they do it as often as possible,” he smiled and said.  “Good I was hoping you’d say that,” she teased and kissed him and looked deep into his eyes and when she released the kiss.
 
   “How’d you know it was me at The Club?”  She asked still kissing his lips, his face.  His hands were caressing her body, he didn’t stop his touching and kissing her, his hands went to her behind and caressed a nice big handful.  How could he tell her it wasn’t hard?  He recognized everything about her, her lips, her smile, her legs, and Michael standing beside her tall and regal, and their color was a dead giveaway. “Well remember that black skirt you wore at the Christmas party,” he decided to go for a partial lie. “Yeah,” “Well it fit just perfectly over your…,” and he squeezed her round swells and caressed them letting her know exactly what he was talking about, “And that night when you walked in, well I saw your…,” “My behind Royce,” she said amused and he caressed her more sensually.  “You recognized me from my behind?” “Well yeah, I told you it was lovely Joy,” she laughed and he laughed too.  She kissed him, playfully and deeply and she looked into his eyes and he looked back at her. 
 
   “But you didn’t know it was me did you?”  He asked. “No and yes, I thought it could be you or another.” “Who?”  “I can’t say, it might ruin his anonymity, but I was glad it was you.” “Why Joy, why were you glad it was me?”  His eyes questioned her now.  He fell back on the bed taking her with him and she lay on top of him.  He looked deep into her eyes waiting for an answer. 
 
   Joy looked into his deep blues, how could she say she loved the blue of his eyes?  They were a deep cloudless blue sky that she loved to lose herself in, or that she loved the shape of him and his smell, and that his smile was so easy and he made her feel so safe from the moment he took her hand that there was something about him from the moment she met him too.  
 
   He saw her looking at him, her eyes never leaving his, searching for the right words to say and he searched hers too, looking for what he needed.  He saw her soft look, her eyes tender, warm and loving, and finally she said, “Well because I liked you, I liked you a lot, I liked talking to you, I liked being with you,” she said and it was his turn to laugh. “You liked me huh,” she smiled and nodded, “Yeah, I liked you, liked you a lot,” and he playfully rolled over and now he was on top of her and he kissed her.  “Well I like you too Ms. Abrams, I like you a lot too,” more than like you, I love you, but if liking me is where you are I’ll take that.
 
   He stayed that night and he was home for dinner at her house every day, and he spent the night every night, and gradually he started leaving things, his toiletries, comfortable clothes, a few suits in Michael’s closet and now he always had a smile on his face.
 
   So far it had worked out since they’d become boyfriend and girlfriend that Joy still did what she needed to do with Lindsey and Deon and when it was his weekend with the kids he did what he had to do with Karen and Dillon and Joy would come over to his house.  She brought everything she needed and stayed the weekend, and the kids thought nothing of it since they were the ones who coerced her into it in the first place.  They just thought it was something she started doing like her Friday night visits were now longer that’s all.  None of them questioned it, but because he was seeing Joy all the time they were starting to mix their lives more and more, like sometimes she said, “I’ll take Justin with me today, it’s choir practice and he loves to go,” she said when it should have been his weekend, or when Karen had an early morning soccer game, “Hey you go, Dillon can sleep in,” and people started to notice those things, things he hadn’t thought of. 
 
   “Hey where’s Justin today?”  They asked when they knew he should have been with him, “He’s with his mother today,” and he didn’t know he smiled huge when he said it, and when it was just him and Karen the first time he left Dillon with Joy, Tammy came up to him with fire in her eyes, “Where’s Dillon?  Did he sleep over somewhere?  We didn’t talk about this Royce!”  “He’s fine, he’s at home with…a friend of mine,” and he saw her take a step back as if he’d burned her.  “Oh…okay,” she said softer, and he only wanted to protect Joy, but he saw the affect it had on Tammy, and Collin and the rest patted him on the back. “Finally getting out there huh,” they teased.  “Look fellas let’s not okay,” they ignored him of course and wanted details, “Well who is she?” “Where did you meet her?”  “I know she’s a fox,” “Look guys, I want to keep my life private okay.  Just know she’s a beautiful lady and she makes me very happy,” he said smiling so broadly they could see that he was happy indeed.
 
   Tammy was shocked, Royce was seeing someone.  She’d been so busy being angry and poking and prodding him to react to her she had forgotten he was a good looking eligible man and the market was full of good looking eligible females.   She’d been so intent on making him pay for the Joy and Justin debacle that she’d forgotten about that and now he was seeing someone else.  She’d been doing her best to make him look bad in front of the kids and it had backfired, they loved going over to his house and ran out the door when he came to pick them up, and they even liked the bastard baby and now he had a girlfriend. 
 
    Her heart ached at the thought of Royce holding someone else, of his lips on another woman’s, “I bet she’s some pretty blonde too,” he always loved my blonde hair, and that was true. Royce did think she had beautiful hair and often told her during their marriage.
 
   When Karen came home that weekend she went into her room and sat on her bed, “So how was it at your dad’s this weekend?”  “Oh fine, the usual.” “Oh, I know dealing with him and the baby, I know.” “Cut it out mom, it’s not that bad, he’s a kid,” Karen hated when her mother knocked Justin.  He was not the baby at her dad’s like the baby he was over here, he was a good smart little kid, and he was slowly coming around to letting her touch him. “Well okay, but how is your dad, is he doing alright?”  “Yeah dad’s fine mom, he’s doing really good.” “Okay, well I hear he’s seeing someone, is she nice to ya’ll, I want to make sure of that?”  She asked shyly, just saying Royce had another woman hurt. 
 
   “Oh, where’d you hear that?  I didn’t know daddy was seeing someone, I haven’t met her,” and Tammy looked puzzled, “Well, that’s why Dillon stayed home from your game, his girlfriend was over,” and Karen laughed, “Oh you mean Ms. Joy,” and she saw her mother’s face fall, “Joy, what is see doing over there?”  Her mother said tightly.  “No mom, it’s not like that, daddy is not seeing Ms. Joy…,” and how could she explain it to her mother, of course she knew her father was in love with Ms. Joy, that was obvious, but their relationship wasn’t like boyfriend and girlfriend.  They were like friends, good friends who hung out together and helped each other out.   How could she explain that? 
 
   How could she explain that Ms. Joy stayed the weekends now, but it wasn’t as daddy’s girlfriend it was because… because it worked out for both of them.   That they’d wanted Ms. Joy to stay too and had asked in the beginning and that’s how it started and now Ms. Joy just kept doing it because everybody wanted her too.  It worked for the best.  Dillon and Deon were ecstatic now that they stayed over and stuck together like they were glued to one another.  They talked like one another and acted like one another, it was annoying at first but fun too.   And Lindsey it helped her too.  She loved Justin like he was her child and she missed him when they didn’t stay.   And her, she liked having them there, the noise, the family atmosphere, the laughter, the working together, talking to Ms. Joy about things, and her dad did so much better when Ms. Joy was around.  The house ran so smoothly between the two of them.  How could she explain that to her mother without hurting her?  That it was just like family, that’s all, that’s why Ms. Joy was over there, and not because she was her dad’s girlfriend.
 
   “But she was over there yesterday morning.” “Yes, it was for Justin, he needs her mom, so she comes over and helps with him…he’s a good kid, but he needs his mom sometimes…,” “Oh,” Tammy thought she understood, she didn’t like that kid at all, and Karen had told her about his crying spells, that he cried nonstop for hours on end, “Oh so she came over that morning then?”  And Karen didn’t want to lie, but she knew the truth would sound weird, “No, she stayed the night, but she sleeps in the guest room, I saw her there when I left yesterday,” she added quickly, which was true she did see Joy sleeping there when her dad opened the door to tell her they were leaving.  
 
   She was sure of two things when it came to her mother and father.  Her father was in love with Ms. Joy and that her mother was in love with her father.  She saw her make sure she was all dressed and pretty, her makeup done perfectly when he came over to pick them up.  She’d flick her hair and make sure Duke was around so he’d stay awhile and take him for a walk, but then her father stopped coming in.  He called and let them know he was outside and then Ms. Joy started coming over with all her fun and he didn’t even have to call anymore they paced and waited anxiously for him and ran out the house when they saw him pulling in the driveway, leaving their mother without a backwards glance.
 
   So Tammy thought she understood what was going on between Royce and Joy, that it was nothing more than her helping him with the crying baby, but then Amanda told her something that made her madder than a spitfire.  
 
   “Hey Tammy, you free this afternoon?”  “Sure you want to do lunch or go shopping or something?”  Tammy got all dolled up and Amanda picked her up and they drove to the shops at Park Cities and spent thousands at their favorite boutiques and then had a late lunch at Roberto’s Mexican Cantina, “Margarita on the rocks,” she ordered. “Make that two with your top shelf tequila,” Amanda said and they waited and perused the menu, and after they ordered and were deep into their meal Amanda said, “I’ve got to tell you something and I heard it straight from the source.”
 
   “Okay, what is it?”  Tammy loved gossip. “It’s about Royce and Joy” and her heart dropped from her chest.  She took a big gulp from her Margarita, “Okay, tell me, I’m ready now.”  “Well I don’t know if you know this but Michael and Joy split up.” “Noooo,” Tammy said shocked. “Apparently Michael got fed up with the…you know baby situation too,” and Tammy nodded, “About time he left her ass then.” “Yeah, well he did, and I happened to run into him the other day and we took in a drink, and we were talking about the baby and he let it slip…but I told him I would keep it in confidence, so Tammy you have to promise you won’t mention it to anyone,” and Tammy’s heart lurched.  Maybe the baby wasn’t Royce’s, and her hopes soared.  She could get Royce back if that were true, she leaned in closer to hear Amanda say what she hoped.  
 
   “Well he let slip that while Royce and Joy were at The Club they never wore protection, that they never wore a condom at all and that’s how she got pregnant…Can you believe the nasty bitch?” Amanda said wincing and taking a sip of her drink, “And Michael was none too happy about it either, as a matter of fact he’s pissed in the worst way about it…That they didn’t even try and protect themselves or their spouses,” she winced again and took another sip of her drink, “Can you believe it, all those times he was with her?”  She took another sip, “You’re lucky she’s clean Tammy, that’s all I have to say, you dodged a bullet on that one.   What if she’d had something, you know herpes or something…” 
 
   Tammy sat there stunned listening to Amanda and her heart and mind shattered.  Royce had promised her he’d always wear a condom, had made her swear she’d always wear a condom too, and he’d told her the condom broke, “The condom broke one time that’s how it happened,” and now she’s finding out he never wore one, he never wore one!  Why would he do that, why?  Her heart was racing. “Are you alright?” Amanda asked seeing the distress on her face.  Tammy took two big gulps from her drink, “It’s…it’s just…son of a bitch!  Son of a bitch!  I can’t believe what you’re saying Amanda…Are you sure?  Are you sure?”  Amanda reached over and consoled her, rubbing her arm, “I’m sure, believe me I’m sure,” and she was the way Michael let it slip she knew it was true.  
 
   He’d had her on the bed and they’d already gone once and he was going for round two when he reached for his condom packet.   She saw him fiddling with it, trying to get it open, he tore the package open with his teeth and somehow he took the condom with it when he spit out the torn piece and they both laughed and looked for the condom on the floor, “We got to use one of these.  Not using a little thing like this can get you in all kinds of trouble,” and she teased, “What kind of trouble are you referring too?”  And he looked at her, “You know what kind, the nine month kind and I’m not stupid like my wife who never wore one with her lover and she’s got the baby to prove it.”  They found the condom he slid it on and took her to bed never realizing what he’d said, but Amanda knew exactly what the implications were.  Royce and Joy had played with fire and had gotten burned.  
 
   “Well I know it was her, the nasty bitch,” Amanda continued.  She’d been with Royce and he insisted on wearing a condom and the times she was with him as the night went on she longed to say, “Don’t bother I’m okay without it if you are,” longing to feel him inside her, feel him thick against her walls, his skin against hers, but she didn’t have the courage. “Mark my words she said something to him to make him not wear one.  I don’t know what it was, but she did and now all of you have to suffer for it.”  Amanda was on a tangent, and this wasn’t the first time she’d interfered in Royce’s life, it was her who put the idea in Collin’s head to force him and Joy apart at The Club and now her words buoyed Tammy.  
 
   Tammy had always felt that way, that it was Joy, that Royce wouldn’t have betrayed her like that.  All he was trying to do was help Joy, helping her feel comfortable and somehow he got caught up.  “You think she did it on purpose?”  She said to Amanda, feeling shored up now that she knew Amanda was on her side. “I wouldn’t put it past her, who knows?”  And after that conversation she wanted to tear someone eyes out, preferably Joy’s.
 
   Joy was happy.  The past weeks with Royce had breathed new life into her and she filled her lungs.  She didn’t know how much she loved hearing his car pull into the driveway and her heart would pound with excitement as if to say he’s here, Royce is here.  
 
   She didn’t know how much she’d love having him around.  His life was intertwining with hers so fluidly they hardly missed a beat.  She didn’t know how much she missed feeling a man’s weight draped all over her as he slept and feeling safe and secure in his embrace.  
 
   She didn’t know how much she needed to feel free and let herself open and let go and let him make love to her without pain.  How she missed having a man fill her body with pleasure with his strokes.  She opened her legs and let Royce push deep inside her knowing she was safe and he was doing it for the pure pleasure of it and she raised her own legs up and let him have her.  
 
   And he did have her he came to her every night and took her in his arms and loved her, his sweet hot breath kisses on her neck, and she knew that when he wanted her to take him to a place only he knew he would turn her over on her belly and kiss and suck hard on her round swells leaving his telltale hickeys.  Then he’d raise her up and say it, “You know what I want, fuck me,” and she’d move on him, release her body on him and when he could hold on no longer he would lose himself to the pleasure.  She would feel him go lax barely able to hold on and she would love feeling him like that.  She loved knowing she could do that do a man and she felt her strength and power coming back, and after these past weeks she finally knew what it was about Royce.  
 
   She’d always felt it, always felt that draw, that pull to him, and now looking in his blue eyes and seeing him smile at her she knew she loved Royce, had probably loved him since their time at The Club.  She knew she always longed to see him, but she’d always had that pull, and now she knew it was love, she loved Royce.
 
   Now she had to do something about Michael.  He was behaving like a complete asshole,  just the other day had the gall to say, “Don’t forget I pay the bills over there.  Tell your fucking lover that!”  She didn’t know how he found out, probably one of the neighbors, but that’s why she had Royce park in the garage so the nosy neighbors wouldn’t have anything to talk about, but Michael found out and she was fuming.  She didn’t hold back or walk on eggshells around him anymore, “You left me remember and you had a lover first,” and hung up.
 
   When Michael first left Joy he needed that break from her, he needed to be away from her, it was good, it gave him time to clear his head, to think.  He couldn’t think around her, all he felt was his broken heart.  She’d broken his heart and when he was around her all he felt was pain, and being away from her helped and he wasn’t in a hurry to see her again.  He knew he wasn’t doing right by the kids when he hadn’t seen them for weeks, but he needed space, even calling and hearing her answer the phone sent him back there, back to the pain, so it did him good to be away.  But after weeks he missed his kids, missed his life with her, missed Joy.  He loved her and knew he probably always would.  She was the kind of woman you married and loved, she was just made for that.  
 
   After weeks he decided to go home.  He drove to La Casa Madrid and punched in the code and drove down to Guadalupe Street and what did he see?  He saw Royce’s car, his steel blue Mercedes pulling into his driveway, saw his garage door going up and Royce pulling into his spot.  He turned his car around and as he drove away he saw in his rearview mirror his garage door going down like he was home, “The bastard acts like he lives there!”  He was pissed and mad as hell at Joy, now he knew there had been something going on between them.  How long?  This was too quick for him to be this comfortable in his home.  And the next day he met Amanda in a downtown hotel and let it slip about the condom. 
 
   And now Joy wanted a divorce and he won’t let her have one. “It’s done Michael, I don’t know how it can be repaired,” she’d said repeatedly.  He knew it had been coming from the moment Royce found them.  It could have worked if Royce hadn’t shown up in their lives.  He would have accepted Justin, he would have just been a reminder of what he’d done to Joy, to his marriage.  He would have needed that so he would never do anything like that again, but Royce showed up and reminded him every day of what happened between him and Joy and he felt the unraveling then.  Royce was his biggest fear.  When he asked Joy how he found them and she said, “I don’t know,” but he knew, it was the same way he’d found her.  
 
   When she’d given him her address at the party and the next weekend he drove to Philadelphia.  He didn’t know a thing about Philadelphia, but he knew he wanted to find that girl.  He took I-95 to Philadelphia, and once he got there he drove around and around lost, all he had was an address and the information Joy gave him when she wrote it down, “I live in South Philly in Point Breeze.  It’s well known so it’s not hard to find,” she’d said and he must have stopped a dozen people asking for help finding her street, “Do you know where Greenbrier Court is in Point Breeze?”  He kept going and he must have been all over Philadelphia.  He drove around almost two hours until he found her, turning here where one person told him, turning there from another until, “Take Vine Freeway and a right on South Twenty-second, that’ll get you there,” a man on the corner told him and he found Joy.  Love found her, and Royce had been the same.  
 
   All he had was an address and love did the rest.  He knew then at that moment Royce could love her more than he did, that Royce was the better man for her right now.  He’d known how much he loved her when he saw him on his knees crying out his love for her, only a man deeply in love would make a desperate plea like that for everyone to hear, even he couldn’t have done that.  He’d rather lie through his teeth than expose his feelings like that in front of everyone and now the reality was here.  Royce had her and she wanted a divorce and he couldn’t let her go.
 
   After Tammy’s conversation with Amanda it stayed on her mind that that bitch Joy had somehow convinced Royce not to wear a condom and ruined her life.  That weekend it was Royce’s weekend to take the kids and that Friday the kids ran out the door as usual, all smiles and happy to see their father and now she knew Joy stayed over to help with the bastard.  She was burning inside at the thought of that, Joy under the same roof with Royce and her kids.  She went to the wine cooler and took out an expensive bottle of wine uncorked it and turned the bottle up to her lips and drank it down.  Then she went to the cooler and took out another uncorked it and when she was good and thoroughly drunk she dialed Royce’s number.  
 
   Royce heard the phone ring and went to answer it.  They were sitting in the family room watching a movie, Joy lying against his chest and Justin resting against her with his Mr. Bear.  The phone rang and it startled them, the phone hardly rang now that he had a cell phone.  He eased from under Joy, already missing her warmth and glanced at the caller ID, “T. Harrington,” Oh Tammy, what could she want?  She hardly ever called since he told her not too, she’d only called a couple times and both were regarding his family.  Her plot to win points he was sure, once because she was sending the kids to spend a few weeks at the ranch and the other was over Thanksgiving and he had to endure that insufferable visit.  His father was pissed at him for divorcing Tammy and having a baby with another woman. “For a negra Royce?  For a negra,” and he gave him a look like, I don’t understand you, “You divorced your wife over that!” His father said, “Over that!”    He knew his father was racist in the way of all privileged white people.  There were those who deserved all the benefits of being American and there were those that didn’t. 
 
   Now he saw Tammy’s number on his caller ID and he wondered what insufferable family event had she set up now?  He decided to answer, “Hello.” “Is that bitch Joy over there Royce?  I don’t want her near my children, you hear me!  You hear me!”  Tammy yelled and slurred in the phone and he knew she was drunk. “Oh go to hell Tammy!” He said too loud and too angry and slammed the phone in the receiver and everyone turned to stare at him.
 
   But even with that little outburst he wouldn’t let Tammy bring him down.  He was having the time of his life.  He had Joy every night, every night he went home to Joy and he couldn’t have been happier, he practically lived at her house.  When he told her he wanted to be her boyfriend and spend time with her he didn’t know he meant every moment he wasn’t working, but once he got off work he went straight to Joy’s he couldn’t think of any other place he wanted to be, and she always had dinner going and he loved being in the kitchen with her.  He only went home to get more clothes and work out.  He only stayed at his house on his weekends with the kids.  He was walking on a cloud he was so happy being with her but he wanted things to move further. 
 
   Thinking of Joy and this situation he scanned through his rolodex and dialed, “Jameson, this is Royce Harrington,  I need you to look into someone for me.” “Yes, it should be easy you know him, you’ve had to find him before, its’ Michael Abrams.”  “Uh huh, yes he’s seeing another woman…yes…yes she knows…This information is for her,” he answered Jameson’s questions and gave him the particulars, “Yes, I want to know who he’s seeing.  I want everything you can find on him, everything, I want you to dig so deep in his ass I want to know how many times he takes a shit in a day.”   It was clear Michael wasn’t going to give her a divorce, now he had to help move things along.  He knew Joy wanted one, he’d seen to that. 
 
   After loving her these past weeks he knew there was no way he was leaving her, he loved her too much, “I want more Joy,” he said to her as he lay on top of her to love her and he looked deep in her eyes, “I love you Joy and I love being with you but it’s not enough I want more.” “Oh baby, I’m trying to be reasonable with him, I’m trying to work it out, just give me time.”  “How much time Joy, how much time is enough?”  He’d said in frustration, “I want us to move past this…this limbo, okay,” he kissed her then, and showed her how much he loved her and she responded and he knew she’d been working Michael to give her a divorce.  He’d heard her on the phone and he’d hired his divorce attorney and Michael had refused to sign or agree to anything.  He was an attorney and knew how to prolong cases and that’s what Royce was afraid of that he’d keep Joy and that meant him in limbo for years. 
 
   After that call the next week he met Jameson at The Meridian and he handed him a large orange envelope. “I think I have everything you need in here.  The pictures were hard to come by, but I got what I could, it’s all in there.” “Thanks I’ll let you know if it’s enough,” and as soon as he got in the car he opened the file and there was Michael in the lobby of a hotel meeting Amanda, and his mouth dropped.  The next pictures were of them in the hotel room, it was grainy, like it was taken from far away and through the sheer hotel curtains but it was them, naked in bed.  He flipped to the next picture and it was of a woman he didn’t know and these were taken at a house and he seemed at home with this woman. They were eating dinner, doing normal stuff and then they were in bed together.  He flipped on and his mouth dropped again, there was Gina Spot.  Michael was meeting her at a different hotel, and this time the pictures weren’t grainy the person was in the room.  There weren’t any naked shots, but the pictures seemed just as intimate.  There were shots of Gina in a bathrobe, and Michael in his suit pants and no shirt.  Royce was impressed with the work Jameson had done and shocked that he was sleeping with three women and two of them he knew.  
 
   Michael wanted Joy back.  Even though he knew he was fooling himself thinking they could work things out, especially since she’d asked for a divorce so many times now he’d lost count.   And him what was he doing, he wanted Joy but he was also getting more involved with a woman he met at Barristers named Tanya Bennett.  She’d come with her friends one night, and they sat her beside him, “Here sit, if you don’t want to be bothered by men he is safe, we know him,” her friend said and that was that they started talking.  She was from Bosnia and had come to America when she married an American Army sergeant.  Now she was divorced with two children, and he was starting to like her, so why was he fighting so hard to get Joy back, because you love her and you don’t want Royce to have her, that was it.  If he just loved her maybe he could let her go, let her be happy, but Royce, he was the one that threw the wrench in it.  His hatred ran deep seeing him with Joy.  
 
   To Michael, Royce had unexpectedly come into his life like a plague and proceeded to wipe out, tear down and destroy everything he’d built, and he wasn’t prepared for it and nor did he know how to fight against it.  But fight he would, he was fighting hard to keep Joy, he’d asked her to meet him at his office, “Let’s talk face to face, you and me, no lawyers, just us, husband and wife,” he said and she agreed and was coming over today.  
 
   Joy met Michael at his office, he was all smiles and charm as he hugged her and kissed her cheek.  He smiled big and sat across from her at the conference room table, “I’m so glad you could come Joy.  I think working this thing out between us is best for everyone.” Joy hoped so, she wanted to be free of him, she didn’t know what would happen with Royce, but she knew she didn’t want Michael anymore.  Being with Royce had shown her one thing these past weeks and that is she deserved to be loved better and if Michael couldn’t do that then it was best she and he move on. 
 
   “Okay let’s get started then, what amount of child and spousal support are you willing to pay?”  Joy asked, she wanted to get to the nuts and bolts, she didn’t have all day.  He looked at her all smiles and charm gone, “You misunderstood Joy, I didn’t invite you here to talk about a divorce.  I invited you to talk about getting back together,” her mouth dropped.  “Michael at this point that’s impossible, too much has happened between us now.”  “Joy think about it, don’t throw in the towel so quickly, I screwed up, I messed up bad, but look at us, our history, we can’t throw that away so easily,” he said trying to sway her.  
 
   “I know you’re right, but I’ve moved on now, I’ve moved on to the next part of my life…”  “You mean with Royce don’t you…He plays a role in your decisions too doesn’t he?”  Joy looked at him and she could see the slight tightening around his mouth and she knew she had to be honest, “No Michael, Royce does not.  It wasn’t Royce who didn’t forgive me for not wearing a condom, it wasn’t Royce who came to my bed and brutalized me for months, it wasn’t Royce who said awful things to me and it wasn’t Royce who had an affair on me, that was you Michael.  Is Royce in my life yes, where my relationship with him will go I don’t know, it may last another month or it may last a year.  I don’t know but it wasn’t Royce who broke my heart it was you Michael and that’s why I can’t be with you anymore, because of what you did! What you did!” She said her eyes tearing and her pain clear.  
 
   He looked at her, “It looks like we both caused each other some pain doesn’t it?”  He said softly. 
 
   “Well, where do we go from here?”  
 
   “I don’t know Joy, I only know I want us to try again.  I don’t want to end it now, I want to try again.  Can you think of that, can you consider trying again?”  
 
   She looked him square in the eye, “No Michael I can’t.”
 
   Royce took a few pictures from the envelope and put them in another orange envelope and wrote, “Michael,” on the outside in bold black letters.  He drove to Michael’s office and up into his parking garage and parked near Michael’s car, it was about lunch time and according to Jameson’s information Michael always went to lunch.  He either met clients, business associates or Amanda,  Jameson had said pointing to Amanda’s picture, “She’s his day time lover.” 
 
   Royce still couldn’t believe Amanda and Gina Spot were having an affair with Michael, that blew his mind, not Gina Spot so much.  He only knew her through The Club, other than that he didn’t have any interaction with her, but he knew she was married. But Amanda was so quick to judge him, always glaring at him and giving him a hard time at the games.  Always having something smart to say, especially, “It’s about loyalty Royce, a word I know you’re not familiar with.”  He was just as sick of her as he was of Tammy.
 
   Royce sat in his car and waited for Michael and after a few minutes he saw him walking out the elevator and he got out of his car and walked to the trunk and leaned against it waiting for Michael.  Michael saw him and kept walking towards him, and when he got closer, “I don’t have time for your bullshit today,” Michael said and walked past him with his keys in his hand.  
 
   “I’m just the messenger, I thought you’d like to see these,” he handed the envelope to Michael.  Michael opened his car door and took the envelope and tossed it in the passenger seat. “Give her the divorce Michael you know she deserves better.”  “And I’m sure you think that’s you!”  Michael said angrily getting in his car.  “Tell Amanda I said hello next time would you,” and Michael angrily eyed him, “I see someone’s been doing his homework.”  “Give her the divorce she’ll never forgive you for this if she knew.”  Michael backed out and he glared at Royce, “Is that a threat?”  “No, I don’t make threats I’m a messenger and this message is going straight to the one who deserves better,” and Michael screeched off.  
 
   Michael drove out the parking garage and at the first stop light he opened the large orange envelope.  He knew it was pictures before he opened it, and sure enough there it was candid shots of him with all his lovers, Amanda, Gina Spot or Maria as he called her now, and the other was Tanya, “In my home! The fucker got pictures of me in my home!”  He was pissed, he had to pull himself together he was meeting one of their most important clients today, “And I know the bastard is going to tell Joy.  Hell I would and he’s right she won’t forgive me for this, acting like I love her and want her back while I’m fucking three women!  Fuucckkkk!”
 
    The only good thing that came out of his discovering Royce was in her life was Michael started seeing his children on a regular basis.  After Joy’s outright refusal Monday, and the bastard Royce giving him the pictures Wednesday he was at her door Friday nervous as hell she was going to let him have it about the women he was seeing.  She let him in and he was glad Royce wasn’t around.  “Hey Joy,” he was trying to be nice.  She’d cut him deep when she didn’t even have to think about taking him back, “No Michael I can’t,” hung in the air and hung in his mind.  “You all ready?”  He said to his children.   She didn’t mention the pictures and he sure wasn’t.
 
   “Okay, let’s go,” he led the kids and all their stuff to the car.  He’d bought a little three bedroom house in Oak Cliff just outside of downtown, it was old, built in the 1920’s, but it had been completely refurbished and remodeled by some young couple who’d outgrown it, it was close to his office and he loved it.  It reminded him of the house he grew up in in Cleveland, not these high ceilinged can’t clean up there to save your life big houses in Texas.  
 
   “Okay kids, I’ll get some dinner on the way okay,” he stopped and ordered Pappadeaux’s, his favorite Cajun restaurant.  “Let’s eat,” he said when the kids came back to the table after dumping their bags in their rooms.  They dove into their food, “Daddy are you and mommy getting back together?” Lindsey asked between spoons full of gumbo, “I hope so… but she won’t let me back in,” he said taking a sip of his sweet tea, “Why won’t she let you back in?”  She chewed and said, “Is it because she likes Mr. Royce now?”  And he looked at her and he saw the innocence in her eyes.  She just wanted to know the truth, he looked at Deon who was looking at him the same, innocent and looking for the truth, and Joy’s words came to him, Royce isn’t the reason I’m not coming back to you, it’s what you did Michael, what you did, and in that moment looking in their eyes he knew they deserved the truth and he said, “No, it isn’t because she likes Mr. Royce, it’s because daddy wasn’t very nice to your mother.  It’s because of the things I did and she deserves better,” and he knew what he had to do.
 
   That Sunday when he took the children home, “Give this to your mother and tell her I’m sorry, and this is a Valentine from me, Happy belated Valentine’s Day.”
 
   Lindsey handed Joy the envelope, “Daddy said give this to you and that he’s sorry, and happy lated or unlated Valentine’s Day or something… I can’t remember the word mommy.” Royce was there and he saw the envelope, it was just like the one he’d given Michael, his heart raced.  He hadn’t told Joy yet, he wasn’t sure how to explain he’d hired a private investigator to follow Michael.  His heart pounded in his chest that Michael had given Joy the information to use against him now.
 
   Joy opened the envelope and pulled out divorce papers and he almost had a heart attack, “He signed!  He signed!”  She said happily and Royce ran to her and scooped her up in his arms and the children joined in, Justin dancing and Lindsey and Deon happy because their mother was so happy. “It’s for the best kids, that’s why mommy is so happy,” she explained to them, “It’s time we move on with our lives,” she said giving further explanation and Royce’s enthusiasm.  Now they could be together, they could get married, they could live, just live and be happy, and he was happy the rest of the day and he wondered was it the pictures that changed Michael’s mind?  He didn’t know it was the innocent question of a little girl that deserved the truth that got to Michael, and he didn’t care he just knew she was free.
 
   And he loved her long that night, he went to her time and time again to have her, to touch her, and each time he reached for her, his lips kissing her, his body against hers she said, “Oh baby, oh baby yes, love me baby, love me,” and she came to him and opened for him and he took her high, to her highest depths.  Nothing could beat their happiness and that Friday he picked up Karen and Dillon.  Joy had planned Mexican night and they were making tacos, fajitas and she made homemade guacamole and queso, “What time is your game tomorrow Karen?” Joy asked as they either crunched on tacos, chips and salsa or piled meat, peppers and onions high on a tortilla, “Two o’clock, it’s an afternoon game.” “Oh good, good luck, I can keep Justin if you like Royce we’ll be home by then,” Joy said biting into her fajita. 
 
   “You can come to my game then!” Karen said excitedly, and Royce saw a look cross Joy’s face, “Are you sure honey you want me to come?”  “Yeah, you’ve never been to any of my games, you’ll love it, we’re really a good team,” Karen said excitedly, “Aren’t we daddy?”  “Yeah, they are, these girls can really play,” he said through a mouthful.  “Okay, then we’ll all come, I can’t wait to see you play.  I’ve wanted to go and cheer you on,” Joy said smiling, and Karen was all smiles and happy.  And that night Joy brought out hoola hoops and they had a rip roaring time, none of them except Joy and Lindsey could hoola hoop and he finally got it when she whispered in his ear, “Move your hips like you did last night,” and he burst out laughing and after he regained his composure he moved his hips and thought of being inside Joy and his hoop kept going around and around.
 
   But that night in bed he said, “That was fun Joy and I’m glad you’re coming to Karen’s game but I want you to know Tammy will be there and she’s not going to be happy, I just want you to be aware of that.”  “Okay, you think I shouldn’t then?”  “Oh no, not on your life, did you see how happy Karen was?” Joy smiled, “Yeah, I did.” “I just wanted you to know that’s all, I mean we can’t stop living because it’ll make Tammy unhappy.  We’d have a pretty short miserable life if that were the case,” he said and Joy laughed.  He pulled her in his arms and snuggled into her and they went to sleep happy and content in each other’s arms.
 
   The next day they woke to a glorious, bright, sunny and perfect day for soccer and being outdoors.  Excitedly they packed Joy’s big SUV with lawn chairs, and Justin’s stroller.  Two o’clock was his nap time, so he was already showing signs of getting sleepy.  Joy had no doubt he’d be knocked out by the time they got there.  “I’ll drive,” Royce said, “Okay,” she tossed him the keys.  He was happy and ecstatic that Karen invited Joy, that she involved her in their life and Karen had been playing exceptional for months now.  She was back on track and stopped blaming Justin; it was a beautiful day and it raised Royce’s spirits.  He looked over at Joy, she looked so good in jeans, he always wanted to grab her behind, he smiled everything was perfect.  
 
   He maneuvered the SUV to find a parking space, at this time of day it was already crowded, cars coming and going, it took longer than normal, he waited for someone to pull out and he pulled in, and as Joy predicted Justin was already asleep. “I’ve got to go, I’ll see ya’ll over there,” Karen said happily.  She ran off and he opened the trunk, “Okay Dillon, Deon take your chairs and Dillon set up where we normally do,” he handed each of them a chair, “Here Lindsey, can you take yours or do you want me to take it?”  “I can take it Mr. Royce,” she said smiling and happy.  She wanted to see Karen play too, they all did, since that’s what Royce did practically every weekend, and Karen talked nonstop about soccer it sounded so exciting they wished they’d been there.  Lindsey left and followed the boys.  
 
   “Okay babe, let’s see how we can manage this with a sleeping baby we don’t want to wake up,” he said smiling at her. They placed Justin gently in his stroller and laid him back and raised the canopy and zipped it up, closing him in hoping to keep out as much noise as possible.  He strolled carefully to the sideline trying not to wake Justin or tumble the chairs and as they got closer...
 
   Tammy had seen Dillon, Deon and Lindsey, “Oh my god! Oh my god, he didn’t bring her!”  She said shocked.  “No, I can’t believe it,” Amanda said and the women were starting to buzz.  Bobby felt his heart leap, and Sarah came over to his side, “I don’t think I’m going to like it over there today,” she said under her breath.  “I hear ya,” the men were looking a little nervous, and Tammy was getting herself worked up, “Oh my god, look at that, he has no decency to flaunt it in my face like this!”  “Just ignore it Tammy,” Laura said trying to calm the situation, “Yeah, Tammy just ignore it,” Becky agreed. 
 
   Tammy sat in her chair wearing a pink jogging suit, the kind made out of parachute material, her hair all done up.  It was brand new and she’d picked it just for Royce, pink looked gorgeous with her sunny blonde hair.  She always wanted to look extra cute at Karen’s games,  she wanted him to see what he was missing, but somehow trying to get his attention she always made him angry or his ignoring her made her angry.  She crossed her legs, her foot bouncing up and down, up and down, “The nerve, the got damn nerve,” she muttered under her breath.  “He’s an asshole Tammy and you know it,” Amanda said.  Tammy wiped hard at a few angry tears, “And a god damn liar,” and she kept sitting and bouncing her foot.
 
   Royce was at the sideline.  He handed the chairs to Dillon and Deon, “Here set these up bo…” 
 
   “No Tammy no!”  Someone shouted.
 
   “You whore! You slut!”  He heard suddenly cutting him off.  He turned and saw Tammy standing in front of him and Joy, her eyes red, tearful and flashing anger, “You’re a whore and a slut!  You tricked him into not wearing a condom!  Amanda ran into Michael and he told her what you’d done!”  She pointed back at Amanda when she said that, “That you never wore a condom!  You never wore a condom!  You’re a liar!  A liar!”  She was mad as hell shouting her words and looking from Joy to Royce.
 
   “Tammy get a grip on yourself!”  Royce screamed at her matching her loud shouting, “Amanda told you this!  Amanda!  She just ran into Michael and they talked about condoms!  Are you kidding me!  Yeah right, that’s why they met!”  He yelled at her and Amanda turned three sheets of pale and her mouth dropped and she knew he knew.
 
   “She tricked you into not wearing a condom!  She’s a whore and you’re a liar!”  Tammy yelled at him, and before he could say another word he felt Joy’s arm push him out of the way and step in front of him.
 
   “Let me tell you something!  Don’t you ever think of calling me out my name again or I will snatch every strand of blonde hair out your head and kick your behind all over this damn field!  There’ll be a soccer game alright it’ll be my foot up your behind!” Joy yelled up in her face, “I don’t tolerate anybody calling me out my name!” She glared at Tammy.
 
   “You tricked him and you know it!” Tammy yelled at her. 
 
   “Do you hear what you’re saying?  Why would I need to trick him?  He’s not a child, he’s an adult, I can’t make him do anything!  He can choose to wear a condom or not!  And he chose not to!  I chose not to!  You happy now!  Is that what you wanted to hear, we didn’t wear a condom!  I’m so sick of this condom bullshit!  Is that what you and your little friend Amanda wanted when she told you, you wanted to create a scene, cause all this drama!  Well you got it, are you happy now, are you happy now Amanda!”  She said looking at Amanda and Tammy, “I came to watch a game!” She walked off and left Tammy standing there and Royce followed.
 
    Joy sat down and pulled the stroller between her and Royce.  Amanda was teary eyes and shaken, Collin looked stricken, and everyone else didn’t know what to say or do, but their shocked stunned expression said it all. Dillon had his head down, Deon and Lindsey looked sad, Royce was fuming, and he looked at Joy and she was angry.  Tammy sat in her chair, wiping tears, her foot bouncing up and down and she kept crossing and uncrossing her legs bouncing her foot, and Justin slept through it all.
 
   And Karen had a terrible game and Royce’s heart broke.  He knew she was going to blame Joy this time, and when the final whistle blew he was so grateful, he couldn’t wait to get out of there.  Joy hadn’t said one word to him or looked at him the whole game.  He kept taking glances at her and she sat there, her back straight an angry look on her face, and he wanted to walk over to Tammy and Amanda and slap the shit out of both of them for causing this.   He gathered up his chair, Joy stood and he folded up hers and she still wouldn’t look at him.  The kids were quiet and folding up their chairs, they had been quiet the whole game.  He looked over and saw Karen as her team filed down the line slapping hands against the other team the signal of good sportsmanship, but her head was down and he knew she was going to go crying to her mother and he winced at the thought.  
 
   Royce saw the teams disperse and sure enough Karen started walking fast off the field and she walked over to him and fell into his arms crying, “I’m sorry daddy, I’m so sorry daddy,” she cried.  She’d run into him so hard he stumbled backwards and he was so shocked at her outburst he was taken aback, he was readying for an attack not this.  “It’s okay honey,” he tried to soothe her, knowing it was far from okay.  
 
   They gathered up their things and to his surprise neither Karen nor Dillon went to their mother.  They solemnly followed him, all the kids carrying lawn chairs.  He eased Justin in his car seat, thankful he hadn’t woken up and he knew it was from the quietness at the game; it was quiet for a change where they were sitting.  Bobby and the rest were quiet as they watched, so for Justin he was able to sleep and not be woken up by sudden cheers, he stirred a little, then relaxed back into sleep.  
 
   When everyone was in the car, Joy said, “I’m sorry Dillon and Karen I had to be ugly to your mom, and I’m sorry Lindsey and Deon you had to hear mommy talk ugly like that, but I will not have anyone call me out my name like that, especially those names she called me. I will not put up with that from anyone,” she said.  
 
   Joy and her sisters had put up with jealous girls all through school, all because they had lighter skin and long hair.  They had to thank her father for that, he was half Cherokee and black, his mother was Cherokee Indian and her grandfather was a very light skinned black man, he was probably bi-racial but no one knew, so because of her heritage and upbringing she learned to stand up for herself long ago and she was not going to let Tammy or anyone get away with calling her a whore.  “Yes ma’am,” Royce heard solemnly and he drove home in a quiet car and pulled up in the driveway. 
 
   “Give me my keys Royce,” the first words she had spoken to him and he handed her keys to her.  He opened the trunk and the kids and Joy filed out. “Lindsey stay with Justin, Deon get your things we’re going home.”  “What?  No Joy, no!”  She was heading in the house and Royce stopped unloading the chairs and went after her.  “No Joy, don’t let her do this to us, don’t,” he followed her into the house. “I’m going home Royce!” 
 
   The children went into the house, Deon stopped not knowing what to do, “Get your things Deon, I’ll get Lindsey’s we’re going.” “Joy, Joy, wait, just wait a moment,” he grabbed her by the arm and pulled her to him, “Don’t let her win, don’t let her win,” she pulled away.  “Royce I just need to go okay, just let me go.”  She was in the guest room now gathering up her things.  Royce closed the door, “Joy, please stop, just stop and listen,” he pulled her to him again.  She was so mad he could see the anger flashing in her. “I can’t do this Royce, I can’t deal with this okay,” she said looking at him and pulling away, “I don’t want to see you anymore, this is not for me!”  
 
   “What!  No, how can you say that, don’t say that, don’t say that,” he went to her again. “Stop it Royce, stop!  I need some space!  Just give me some space okay!”  He dropped his hands and let her go.  He sat on the bed and she threw her things in her bag and left.  He heard her in Justin’s room and then he heard the side door close and her car pull off, and he sat there on the bed.  Joy didn’t want to see him anymore, she needed some space away from him, he sat there his heart broken and the perfect day shattered.
 
   He sat there for a long time, his face in his hands, wiping a few tears that escaped.  When he came out Dillon and Karen were sitting in the family room, just sitting there.  He walked past them and into his room and sat on his bed and picked up the phone, he had it to his ear about to dial Joy’s number.  He wanted to fix this and then he put it down, she didn’t want to see him anymore.  He couldn’t believe the turn of events of this day and he didn’t know what to do so he put on his workout clothes.  He needed some release or he thought he might explode. 
 
   He was so angry at Tammy and Amanda, it was their bullshit that caused all this!  Joy he was so proud of her, she stood up to all of them, “We didn’t wear a condom, okay.  We didn’t wear a condom, is that what you wanted to hear!”  He was so proud of her but now she didn’t want to see him, Tammy had won, Tammy had won!  Tammy had been trying to break him since he brought Justin over to the house and now she’d finally done it, he was broken.  
 
   Karen and Dillon were in their rooms when he walked out.  He went upstairs to the workout room and closed the door.  He laid on the sit up bench, his head lower than his feet, he braced his legs in the bars that held him in place, “One, two, three….” He began and then he was going at a fiendish pace, “45, 46, 46, 47, 48, 48, 48...Ahh fuck!”  “One, two, three…” He started over, he couldn’t believe Joy broke up with him and didn’t want to see him again, “She broke up with me,” he said out loud, “55, 56, ….,” “What the fuck number am I on, fuck!”  “One, two, three…” He couldn’t think, he was sweating now, he laid there breathing hard, catching his breath, he wiped wet sweat from his face and he knew a tear or two was in there.  “We had it, we had it!  We were free, free of Michael, free of Tammy…the bitch!”  “Fuck!  One, two, three…”  “Arrggggg!”  He let out a sob, “One, two, three…,” “That fucking bitch Tammy!”
 
   Karen was distraught and blamed herself, she’d invited Ms. Joy.  She never thought about what her mother would do, it just didn’t cross her mind that her mother would do that to another person, sure she would tear into her dad, he was her husband, but another person!  She couldn’t imagine what her teammates were thinking and she couldn’t concentrate on the game at all after she saw her mother angrily stride over to her dad and Ms. Joy.  She couldn’t hear everything, but she heard loud shouting, she saw her coaches and teammates looking over there too, she was mortified.  
 
   Her father was hurt, Ms. Joy had left him, she was so mad she left him and her father seemed lost.  He’d sat in the guestroom a long time, now he was up in the workout room.  She and Dillon were beyond worried about him, and it was her fault, why can’t her mother just leave him alone!  She gets mad about everything he does and he doesn’t mean anything by it, but she just won’t…just won’t leave him alone!  Her father had been in there a long time and she was scared for him so she walked up to the door a couple of times and she heard him still working out, talking to himself, a few curse words sometimes and she thought she heard him crying, poor daddy, I’m so sorry  and she wiped tears from her eyes.  
 
   She went downstairs and picked up the cordless phone and took it up to her room and dialed her mother, “Mooomm!  How could you?  How could you?”  “I was so mad honey, I didn’t mean to…,” “But you did and you hurt daddy.  You hurt daddy and he didn’t even do anything…,” “He brought her and you know I can’t stand the sight of her…, “He didn’t mom, I did!”  Karen burst into tears, “I did, I asked her to come!”  She wailed. “Why would you do that Karen?  Why would you do that?”  “I didn’t know you would do that!  I didn’t know you would hurt daddy like that!  I don’t think he’s okay mom, Ms. Joy left him and he’s upset and crying,” she said worried about her father.  “Well serves him right, maybe now he can feel what I’m feeling…”  “Mom stop that…no wonder daddy hates you!” She thought her mother wouldn’t act like that anymore, especially after she wrote her dad the letter.
 
   She’d told her to write it, she’d said, “Apologize for calling him and doing that to him,” she’d told her mother and Tammy balked at first and then she said, “He won’t like you if you don’t,” and her mother wrote the letter.  She thought she wanted her father to love her again and wouldn’t behave like that anymore. “Karen honey you shouldn’t say things like that,” and she could tell she’d hurt her mother.  She went on, “He does hate you, because you act so stupid that’s why he hates you.  He hates you!” And she heard her mother cry, good she thought, now she knew how it felt when somebody did something to you that you didn’t like.  “Good bye mother,” she said and hung up.
 
   Royce came out after a long while.  He’d tried to work out his demons and he came out drenched and soaking wet.  He knocked on Karen’s door, “You want something to eat?” “Yes daddy,” she was famished, she’d been hungry since they came home, “Okay, I’ll order pizza.”  She knew her father was upset now, since Ms. Joy had taught them to make their own pizzas they never ordered pizza.  Now she left balls of dough in the freezer and when they wanted pizza they just took it out and let it thaw and they loved working the dough.  Her father closed her door and she could see the sad hurt in his eyes, it was my fault, but I got mom back, I got her back, she thought, and about forty minutes later her father was calling her and Dillon down for dinner.  
 
   They sat there and her father could barely eat, he was eating so slowly, he’d sit and think, then he’d take a bite, he’d chew slowly, thinking as he chewed.  To Royce the pizza tasted like cardboard, and the act of chewing was a chore, he had no appetite really, he was eating because he thought he should spend some time with the children, but his mind wasn’t on them or the awful pizza.  It was on Joy and that she’d left him, just like that she’d broken up with him.  It was so unexpected that his heart hadn’t recovered from her words yet.
 
   Later when the Karen and Dillon were upstairs he went to bed, he’d tried to keep busy, and occupied and he’d picked up the phone a thousand times to call Joy and each time he put the phone down, “I can’t do this anymore!  I need space, give me some space!”  Her words rang in his mind and he put the phone down and now he lay in bed tossing and turning.  Joy didn’t want to see him, his crazy ex-wife drove her away and he knew if he could help it he would never speak to Tammy again, that apology letter she’d written didn’t mean shit!  This was it for her and if he did speak to her someone might have to drag him off her ass, or he would strangle the life out of her!  The room was dark and he was thinking of Joy and unable to sleep and finally he got up and went into the family room and lay on the sofa the TV on.  The bed reminded him too much of Joy, her lying there in his arms, her smiling up at him as he took pleasure in their lovemaking, him and her laughing at something that was funny.  Joy was gone.  
 
   Karen heard the TV, it had been on for a while.  She went down to see what her dad was watching.  He was asleep on the couch, I’m sorry daddy, he looked so peaceful, but she’d seen the torment he was in today.  She went to his linen closet and found a blanket and came back and covered him and took the remote that was lax in his hand and turned off the TV.  Next she clicked off all the lights and went to her room and went to bed.  She could sleep now, her father was okay.
 
   Through sheer exhaustion Royce had fallen asleep, he slept long and woke up late in the morning when he got up from the sofa the house was quiet,  how’d I get on the sofa?”  He was disoriented for a moment and hadn’t slept on the sofa in a long time.  He used to do that when he was here by himself; when he would start watching a show and the next thing he knew he was asleep.  Let me call Joy, see what she’d up to today,  he thought to himself and he walked to the kitchen and picked up the phone and he was dialing when it hit him, she doesn’t want to see you right now she needs her space because of that crazy bitch Tammy, and he hung up the phone.  His stomach growled and reminded him of another need.  He took out eggs and bacon and fixed scrambled eggs, bacon and toast, even fixing breakfast made him think of Joy, she’d shown him how do this too, what would he do without her?  Then he went upstairs to check on the kids, Dillon was up playing video games, “Breakfast is ready,” he went to Karen’s room and knocked and didn’t get an answer.   He opened her door and found her sound asleep wrapped in her covers, he left her there and went downstairs and ate with Dillon.  
 
   “I’m sorry you had to see that yesterday Dillon, it wasn’t the best we adults had to offer.” This was serious, what Tammy had done was serious.  She’d embarrassed them as a family and ruined his relationship with Joy.  Dillon looked at him with a blank expression, “I hate you had to see something like that, but there’s nothing I can do about it, it happened.  What your mother did was reprehensible and will affect us all,” me most of all, I lost Joy. “You want to talk about it, tell me how you’re feeling?” Royce asked not expecting anything, and Dillon looked at him and said, 
 
   “It was supposed to be fun yesterday dad.  I was glad Ms. Joy, Deon and Lindsey could come to a game.  They wanted too, they were excited to see Karen play…Why do bad things keep happening to this family?”  He asked outright looking squarely and angrily at Royce.  And Royce didn’t know what to say or how to answer, “I don’t know son, I don’t know.”  “Well I’m sick of it,” Dillon said and stabbed into his eggs.  “Me too, I’m sick of it too,” and they ate the rest of the meal in silence. 
 
   And he tried to be there for the kids.  He had to get out of the house or he was going to explode.  He was a ball of knots so he took them to the batting cages, “Just hit the balls Karen,” he encouraged when she missed ball after ball flying at her.  They all took turns banging baseballs and for Royce he was trying to kill one with every swing, he swung hard and with all his strength.  When he took them home he gripped the steering wheel when he pulled into Tammy’s driveway and he had to fight the urge not to go in there and start another big fight.  This time it would have been a knock down drag out I’m kicking the shit out of you wipe the floor with you fight.  He was going to take no prisoners on this one.  Tammy had crossed his threshold for tolerance, she’d crossed his threshold for patience and he was out of both for her.  He knew what stopped him, Tammy just wasn’t worth it.  Other than having to acknowledge her at Karen’s or Dillon’s games he didn’t expend any of his energy towards her, never thought of her.  She was just an annoying pest he had to put up with and until yesterday these antics of hers were getting tired and old.  He saw her looking out the window, he gripped the wheel, “I’ll see you next time.”  From his rearview mirror he saw the door opening and Tammy coming out and he was gone.
 
   He went home to a quiet house and picked up the phone a thousand times to call Joy and thought better of it until finally he went in the workout room and worked out like a demon was on his back.  His body was sore.  He’d used muscles at the batting cages he hadn’t used in a long time apparently, and he welcomed the pain, at least it made him feel something.  When he could barely move he went to the shower and stood under warm water first, soothing his muscles, then he turned the water cool, cool, cold to stop any inflammation, then he went back to warm, warm, warmer and he felt refreshed.  He went to his room and shaved as close as possible and then he looked at the time, eleven thirty. He went to his closet and put on his clothes and got in his car and drove to Joy’s.  He pushed the garage door opener and watched the door go up and parked his car in his spot, and pushed the button to let the door down.  He walked through the door that led from the garage to the house, she never locks this door.  He walked down the hall and gently opened the door, “It’s me Joy,” he said softly.  He undressed down to his underwear and climbed in behind her and wrapped his body around hers.
 
   Joy was lying in bed and heard the garage door going up, Royce!  Her heart raced, she’d been lying there hoping he would come.  She’d lain awake all last night hoping he would come.  She thought he’d come to the front door like last time and had forgotten about the garage door opener she’d given him.  She heard the door from the garage open and she smiled, he knew she never locked that door.  She waited.  She heard his footsteps down the hall, her door opened, and her heart burst with love. 
 
   Joy felt Royce’s arms around her, “Baby, I missed you baby,” he whispered and she felt his beautiful soft lips kissing her shoulder.  
 
   “Oh baby I missed you too.” 
 
   “I love you Joy, I love you so much.” 
 
   “I love you too baby, I love you so much baby, I love you, I love you, I love you,” she turned so he could have her lips.  He hungrily went for her mouth and she hungrily went for his. 
 
   “Don’t do that again baby, I can’t live without you,” he said through his hungry kiss. 
 
   “I know baby I was miserable, I couldn’t sleep, I couldn’t eat, it was horrible without you,” he laughed. “Oh baby so was I, why didn’t you call me?”  She held on to him, “I don’t know baby, pride I guess.”  “Don’t do that again okay, don’t do that to us again,” he said, “I won’t baby, I can’t live without you.”  He pulled her in his arms, “Oh Joy, Joy,” he kissed her lips and pulled at her gown.  She reached for him wanting to feel his warm skin, to touch him, to feel him whole and real against her.  She slid his underwear down pass his hips wanting them off.  With her gown off, he felt her silky smooth skin, he moaned and wanted to feel her, to connect with her.  Joy ran her hands up and down his body, feeling his strong muscles, “Oh baby you feel so good,” she said.
 
   Royce’s lips were all over her, tasting her, loving her, feeling her, “Oh baby I need you, Oh baby I need you, come to me baby,” and Joy spread her legs and pushed up against him and felt him so hard and wanting. “Take me baby, take me, I’m yours, take me.”  Royce moaned and hungrily and passionately they made love, frantic to be connected again, tying their love back together, fixing the bent, battered and broken pieces.
 
   They cried out as another connection was made, and moaned as the pieces of their soul fit back together, and by the time they cried out and came together in one last surrender, his eruption hot and hard, and hers warm, yet hot and filled with love they were united again in mind, body and spirit. Afterwards they basked in the glow of their love.  Joy could feel Royce’s smile his cheek against hers, and Royce could feel hers, his lips close to hers.  “I love you Royce, I’m sorry.  I love you so much baby, I didn’t mean to hurt you, or us.  Please forgive me.”  He kissed her lips, “I know baby, I’m glad it’s over.”
 
   Now he knew the devastation and pain of losing her and he never wanted to feel that again, “Let’s get married,” he said.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 11, LET'S GET MARRIED
 
    
 
    
 
   Royce was free!  Free to love Joy!  Joy was free to love him.  It had been a couple of weeks since he’d asked Joy to marry him and he couldn’t have been happier, but the aftermath of the big fight at the soccer game had made a difference in a few lives.  Collin and Amanda’s relationship was strained, they were together but barely.  She looked like she was crying all the time and Bobby told him, “It looks like Amanda was having an affair with Michael,” and he had to act shocked, “Really, how’d you find out?”  “Collin told us…he’s hurt man, hurt bad.” “I understand that,” and he could sympathize with that but Amanda was a bitch.  “I don’t know what’s going to happen, they might split over this,” Bobby said, and to his surprise he thought, serves her right.  
 
   And the next week at the soccer game even as distressed and distraught as Amanda looked Royce couldn’t help himself he called to her from where he stood, “It’s about loyalty Amanda!  I thought you understood the definition of the word!”  Amanda ignored him and Collin looked stricken and he pat him on the back, “Sorry Collin man, I just had to say something to her after the riding she gave me.”  
 
   And the other person who seemed to have changed was Tammy.  As soon as he walked up to the sideline she came up to him, “Please Royce can I talk to you for a minute?”  And if Dillon hadn’t been watching he would have said, “Hell no!  Get out of my face!” But he nodded and followed her away from the group, “I’m sorry Royce I didn’t mean to act that way,” she said looking totally contrite.  “I’m glad to hear that Tammy but know this if it wasn’t for Karen and Dillon I wouldn’t have anything to do with you period!”  He said looking angrily at her, “But for them I have to but that by no means gives you the right to think you have any say in my life,” he was still angry, “You’re not the woman I thought you were!”   
 
   She’d almost cost him Joy with her bullshit and if he hadn’t swallowed his pride, something he knew he had a lot of and gone over there that night who knows if they would have repaired their relationship, and the only reason he went over there was because he couldn’t spend another night coming apart at the seams.  He only went over there so he could hold her, even if she turned her back on him, as long as she let him hold her.  
 
   “Are we done?”  
 
   “Yes, I’m sorry, I just wanted to tell you that,” and he saw her eyes filled with unshed tears and he didn’t care, she was a bitch.  She’d proven that time and time again. 
 
   But other than that he was ecstatic, especially when he saw Joy’s bride magazines on the kitchen table, he couldn’t control his excitement.  
 
   Karen was happy when she saw her father smiling, the last time she’d seen him he was trying to knock the hide off a baseball and she blamed her mother.  When he dropped them off her mother came to the door, “Oh I see he can’t face me,” and Karen lit into her.  “Leave daddy alone mom!  Leave him alone!  He didn’t do anything and Ms. Joy is nice!  She’s nice mom!”  She yelled at her mother.  “Karen how can you side with her?  Did you hear the things she said to me?”  “You said things to her too!  I saw you!  I saw you!”  Karen yelled back, “You weren’t being nice and daddy was!  Leave daddy alone!”  Tammy was shocked, “You kids just don’t understand!  There’s a lot more to this than you kids know!”  She went to Dillon to hug him.  Dillon would understand Tammy thought but he pulled away. “You’re the reason bad things happen to this family!  You had no right to call her those bad names that’s why she was so mad at you!”  Dillon yelled at her and Tammy was shocked and in disbelief.  “Leave daddy alone mom or we’re going to go stay with him,” Karen threatened, and Tammy burst into tears, and they had to go to her and let her hug them and cry. “I’m sorry kids, I’ll be a better mom, I promise, I’ll be a better mother,” she cried and they cried too, and it was because of that conversation and her children weren’t on her side anymore she tried to apologize to Royce the next weekend.  
 
   Joy was planning a summer wedding, “The kids will be out of school, it’ll be so much easier to work it out,” she told Royce. “Okay babe,” he didn’t care as long as they got married.  She was torn on size though.  He shrugged and didn’t know.  “I can’t help you Joy.  I’m a guy, we don’t think about weddings we just show up,” they both laughed, “So I’m on my own then.” “Yep,” he teased.   
 
   This morning he woke up happy, a normal state for him now, Joy stirred and sat up in bed, he could see her watching him as he dressed.   He smiled at her, “Royce, I need to talk to you about something,” by the softness in her voice he stopped and looked at her, “Okay Joy what do we need to talk about,” and he felt his heart reacting to what…he didn’t know yet.  “I think we need to think about getting married,” and he froze he was so stunned.  “Hey, I don’t need to think about it I’d marry you tomorrow if I could,” he wasn’t smiling now and his heart was beating too fast.  “Well I think we need to think about it.  I mean look, it won’t be just you and me anymore…I’ll be marrying into your family...and you’ll be marrying into mine.  You have kids with Tammy who might cause problems, I have kids with Michael who might cause problems…I just think we should wait, think a little on it.”  “Whoa wait, just wait a minute.  Joy that’s separate from us.  We’re the ones getting married not them, we can’t let what they might do stop us from sharing our lives,” he said looking deeply at her, and he knew she was right on that.  His parents weren’t going to be receptive at first he knew that, just like they hadn’t been of Tammy, she was the wrong class, but they ended up loving her and he expected the same for Joy, and Tammy and Michael probably would cause problems.  She was a vindictive bitch and he was a bastard, both had proven that.  Joy looked away.  
 
   “What’s going on here Joy?”  If she said she didn’t want to marry him he knew he’d become a puddle on the floor.  She sat on the edge of the bed and looked at him, “Are you sure you want to and know what you’re getting into marrying…marrying a black woman,” there she’d said it.  She looked at him when she said it, her courage up, “And am I sure I know what I’m getting into marrying…a white man,” and the shock registered hard on Royce’s face.  He was stunned, “You mean…you mean you might not want to marry me because I’m white!” He said shocked and in disbelief.  “It’s something we should think about Royce,” and he didn’t know what to say.  He just stood there looking at her.  He’d never thought about being white before, and he’d never thought someone wouldn’t want to marry him because of it.
 
    “Okay Joy, we’ll think about it,” was all he could say and he finished getting dressed and left.  
 
   She’d knocked the wind out of him.  He had no idea she might not want him because of the color of his skin.  He’d never had the color of his skin questioned and he drove to work thinking on that.  He played Louie, “…it makes no difference if you’re black or white…,” and he thought, it does make a difference, to Joy it does make a difference.  He looked at his pale hands on the steering wheel, his white hands, I’m white and she might not want me.  The shock of that just stunned him.  
 
   He went into the office and he just sat there thinking about what Joy said, she had to think about being married to a white man!  What?  Is she kidding me, this is coming up now, after the way I love her, this is coming up now.  He just couldn’t fathom it.
 
   Bobby came into his office to find him sitting at his desk looking out at the Dallas skyline. Royce didn’t hear him come in he was so deep in thought.  Bobby was standing in front of his desk and clearing his throat before he realized he was there.  He looked over at him and swiveled in his chair, “Let me ask you something Bobby?”  “Shoot,” Bobby said. “You ever thought about being white?”  And Bobby looked at him and thought for a moment then said, “No, I mean why would I?  I never had too,” and he saw Royce looking at him for a long moment before he said, “Me neither.”
 
   Royce thought about that and Bobby hit the nail on the head, white people didn’t’ have to think about being white, and after Bobby left he thought on it some more, white people didn’t have to think about being white but black people had to think about being black, and the further the day went on he thought further into it, white people didn’t have to think about being white, but black people had to think about being black, and Joy had to think about marrying a man of a different race and she might not want to marry him because of it.  
 
   He looked at his hands, he examined their whiteness, it’s just skin, the outside covering, it’s not me.   Is it Royce, is it not you?  You’ve benefitted a lot because of it, so isn’t it you, isn’t it part of you, didn’t it help make you who you are?  And he slumped at his desk, Joy might not want to marry me because I’m white, and white is not right in this instance.  This was the one situation where his white skin didn’t help him, and he felt helpless because he could do nothing about it.  He couldn’t change the skin he was in, he couldn’t change it, and Joy might not want to marry him because of it.
 
   Until she talked to her mother Joy hadn’t really thought about Royce being white, to her it just was, nothing more, nothing less.  She was use to white people, at first she wasn’t, but when she went to the University of Pennsylvania that opened a whole new world for her, she’d never seen so many white faces.  She’d never been the only or one of two in a sea of white faces, it was such a culture shock.  Where she’d gone to school in Point Breeze she didn’t see many white people all over the place, pretty much everyone was black, her teachers, her classmates, her doctor, her dentist, but at college she was the minority.  
 
   And after she married Michael and moved to Dallas she dealt with all kinds of people.  While she worked for Mr. Jackson she was in charge of all races and as Michael built his career and she attended dinners, social events and parties with mostly white people she found they were just people.  They were living their lives like everyone else except she found most of them did believe the stereotypes that had been fed to them from their culture, TV, books and movies.  And Royce some of the things she was attracted to were because of his whiteness like his blue eyes, but mostly she was attracted to him, his person, his easy way of being, he was fun and made her laugh and the way he loved her, the passion and heat between them still left her reeling.  But it was her mother who made her stop and think.
 
   “Mom, I’ve got news, we’ve got to wait until my divorce is final, but Royce and I are getting married,” she’d said happily to her mother.  Her mother paused and she heard the silence, then she said, “The white man!  Justin’s father?”  “Yes mom, he’s…” “Are you sure about this Joy honey, marriage is a lot different than being involved.  I know you’ve been involved with him, but think about this, it won’t be just a relationship now, it’s a marriage and that means you marry into his family and he marries into yours.” “I know mom…,” “Well are you sure they’re going to accept you…You know how these things are…I told you what a hard time I had with your daddy’s people, it was tough on us that’s why we moved to the city and left them right back there in Blackstone, but they tried to pull me and your father apart and it almost worked until we moved.”  
 
   Joy knew what her mother was referring too.  Her father’s people were from Blackstone, Virginia and were light skinned, very light skinned and her mother was a brown woman, and they thought she was too dark for him, especially for him to marry.  “I know what you and daddy went through mom, but that was a long time ago, that was different then.”  “Maybe so Joy, but you better check it out.  He’s a white man that’s a lot different than being high yella, your father was high yella and still a black man, but we still had problems with color.  His sisters and aunt gave me hell, all worried our kids were going to come out dark like me.  Gave me a hard time until Sylvie was born and they saw how pretty she was.  After they saw all you girls, you, Sylvie and Lanie and saw how pretty you were and all of you were blessed with color right in the middle of me and your father and after that they adored all of you,” and Joy knew that was true too.  Her aunts loved them when she was growing up and fawned all over them.  
 
   “Think about it, it might be harder than you think even though it’s  2001, in some way it still feel like 1951,” her mother said, “Make sure he’s worthy of you Joycelyn,” were her last words, and those words always made Joy stop and think.  “Okay momma, you’re right, we’ll take time and talk it over before we do anything,” and that was why she brought it up this morning.  She just wanted to know what he thought that’s all, but she kept seeing Royce’s face, the shock and disbelief when he said, “You might not want to marry me because I’m white?”  It was like it never occurred to him that that was a possibility, maybe he didn’t think it mattered and did it Joy, did it matter, she asked herself?  
 
   She wondered that herself, sometimes it did matter and it was something they should talk extensively about and other times it didn’t, she loved Royce and he loved her.  They have a son together, the white black question had already been answered between them if they have a son together, didn’t that mean it shouldn’t matter?  Her mother had opened up this issue.  This issue they’d never talked about, that they’d never even mentioned between them and now here it was the elephant in the room.
 
   Royce stood up, “Cancel my afternoon appointments Ms. Severs.”  He wanted to get to the bottom of this and wanted to know why she was bringing this up now? Why would the color of his skin matter now after they’d been together, after they’d loved each other, after he loved her to the core of his being and when she could finally be his, he wanted to know why now?
 
   Joy heard the garage door going up in the middle of the afternoon.  Royce came through the door, “Royce what are you doing home so early?”   “We need to talk Joy,” and she could see the intensity in him, and she followed him to their bedroom.  He stood there and so did she, he began to undress.  She watched him taking off his clothes, his eyes held hers, she followed suit and began to undress.  They stood facing each other naked, their clothes strewn around them.  
 
   “Look at me, at all of me,” and her eyes went from his head to his toes, he followed her eyes as they scanned his body and when she came back to his eyes hers were soft and questioning.  He held his hands out turning them over then back again, “It’s just outside covering Joy, it’s not all of me, it’s just a part of me,” he looked at her up and down her body, “And you Joy, it’s just your outside covering, it’s not all of you and yes I see it, as I know you see mine,” and he pulled her towards him, and held her and looked deeper into her eyes as if he wanted her to see the inside of him and not the outside.
 
   “Your outside Joy is brown, a beautiful warm brown and it covers the most beautiful girl in the world to me and I love her. Love her so much in all her sweet, warm brown glory,” he kissed her, “I love you Joy and I don’t care about the color of your skin as I hope you won’t care about mine, it’s just covering, my outside, yours is warm golden brown and I’m plain vanilla that’s all.” 
 
   She smiled and kissed him, sensually kissed him.  “Oh Royce,” she looked deeply in his eyes, “There may be lots of things about you, but plain and vanilla is not one of them, your outside is fine as hell,” she said and he laughed. “You think I’m fine Joy?”  She smiled up at him, “Yes, yes I do, let me tell you about your outside,” she looked softly into his eyes.  
 
   Joy ran her fingers through his hair, “I love your hair, the color, the soft feel to it, I love to run my fingers through it,” she looked deeply into his eyes, “And your eyes, I can’t tell you how many times I’ve lost myself in their deep blue depths,” she ran her fingers down his face, across his jaw line to his lips.  “And your mouth Royce, those lips of yours, I love to kiss them and feel them anywhere on my body and seeing that easy Royce smile makes my heart flutter,” she kissed his lips and ran her hands across his broad shoulders and down his arms looking at his body, “And all of this Royce, all of you, your arms, your chest, that patch of dark hair on your chest, it’s you Royce and I love all of you,” and she kissed the dark patch, and entwined her fingers in his, “I love these hands and everything they touch.  I love every inch of you Royce and none of it is plain and vanilla.” 
 
   “Oh baby,” he picked her up into his arms and she wrapped her legs around his waist, he kissed her sweet lips. “Speaking of inches,” he was hard now, she laughed, “Oh he’s in there too, every inch of his loveliness.”  He walked her to the bed, “Oh baby,” he laid her down, “What you said, it means so much to me and I love you so much Joy words could never describe how I feel, but your words baby, your words touch my soul baby,” he kissed her and looked in her eyes.  Louie, Louie when you taste brown sugar, “Warm brown sugar that’s what you are,” he continued caressing her down her body and looking playfully in her eyes, “…and I like my sugar brown.”  Joy laughed and laughed, “Oh Royce the things you say baby, I don’t know how you come up with some of the stuff you say ,” he laughed and thought, Louie, Louie had a taste of brown sugar and fell in love overnight, and he deeply and sweetly kissed her. 
 
   “Let’s get married,” Joy said, and the next day she went back to looking in the bride magazines and by the next week she had a date, “September fifteenth babe, that’s our big day.”
 
   But by the next week Royce was happy with everything except September, it seemed so far away and he’d already had that scare with the color thing and he found out it wasn’t Joy thinking that way, and in the back of his mind he knew that anyway, it came up all of sudden and it had never been an issue between them and he found out it was her mother.  But the one good thing that came from them talking about color was that Joy thought he was fine as hell, and he smiled.  He loved knowing she thought he was as handsome as he thought she was beautiful.  And now he wanted September to hurry up and get here.  
 
   The second weekend of April rolled around and Joy’s divorce was final and it was their weekend with all the children and Royce said, “Let’s get out of here, let’s go somewhere.”  “Alright, let’s go,” Joy replied without hesitation and Friday they took the children out of school early and packed them up.  He rented a private plane, and when they were all seated he said, “Let’s go to Vegas!  We all want to see David Copperfield right?  Well he’s there, we can go there, let’s go!”  And they all cheered with excitement.  Joy snuggled up against him, “This is wonderful Royce to just up and go like this,” Joy said and kissed his cheek.  
 
   When they arrived a limo was there to take them to their hotel.  He’d decided on The Bellagio he thought Joy might like that, watching the dancing waters from her hotel suite and he’d selected the largest suite they had.  It was a three bedroom private villa with eight thousand square feet and twenty-hour hour butler and limo service, its own private entrance, formal living and dining room, fireplaces, marble foyer and full kitchen, a private pool and barber and salon services, it was just want he needed. 
 
   The limo pulled up and the butler waited for them and led them to their villa, “Oh wow!  Wow!”  Joy and the children exclaimed as they ran in and saw the swanky beautiful décor and spacious villa, “Oh Royce, baby you didn’t have to do all this, it’s just a weekend baby,” she said awed by the place.  They ran around looking at all the amenities, the private gardens and pool, a full size kitchen. “Don’t worry baby I don’t want you cooking this weekend.” “But Royce it’s here it’s so wonderful.” “No, not this weekend,” he said holding her.  “Okay girls in one room, boys in the other, you make the selection,” he told the older kids and they ran to the rooms to decide, and then the butler came in, “Pardon me sir but they have arrived.” “Thank you,” he led Joy to the foyer.  “You have your instructions,” he asked them, “Yes sir.”  There were about five ladies and two men standing there all professional looking, a couple with roll-away bags, “Your luggage has been placed in the rooms sir,” the butler said, “Shall we get started?”
 
   “Right this way madam,” one of the ladies said and Joy smiled. She was led her to the master suite, three of the ladies came with her and Royce went with the others, and after that she was bathed and shaved, waxed and exfoliated, massaged and oiled down with a fine soft sheen glow.  “Ummm,” she said numerous times throughout, she loved it, Royce is really spoiling me this weekend.  One of the ladies with the roll-away bag opened it and revealed it was makeup.  She sat Joy at the vanity in the bathroom and applied makeup expertly to her face, all this for David Copperfield?   After she applied her makeup she left and another lady came in and her bag looked like a mini hair salon.  Joy saw products galore, curling irons, blow dryers, an assortment of combs, rollers, brushes, “I will make you more beautiful than you already are madam,” she said and Joy smiled, and she wondered what all this was costing Royce?  She let her style her hair, she was a white woman with a foreign accent but she pulled her hair to the side and gave her a nice wave on each side, then she styled it in a beautiful chignon.  It twisted and coiled along the side of her neck, I am beautiful Joy thought surveying the finished look turning her head one way then the other, I look like a Hollywood actress readying for the red carpet, my hair and makeup perfect.  Hmmm what am I going to wear to match this, I didn’t bring anything this glamorous?  
 
   They led her to her room, and there hanging from the wardrobe high enough so it didn’t touch the floor was her wedding gown, “Oh my god, oh my god,” and she began to cry, “Oh Royce, oh Royce.” “No madam, no your makeup, your makeup,” the ladies in the room went to the bathroom and brought out tissues and pat at her face.  “Sorry, sorry but I’m surprised that’s all, really surprised.”  How did he pull this off?  The bridal shop said it would be months before her order would be ready. “Call Bert, tell her we need repairs,” one of the ladies said, and one of them ran out the room and soon came back with the makeup lady, “Oh my madam, no problem, it’s minor, it’s not a concern,” she said soothingly, “Many a bride cry off their makeup,” and Joy cried harder.  
 
   Royce too had been preened and pampered and the kids too, all bathed and the boys hair cut, “Not too much on the little one, his mother likes his hair long,” Royce told the barber, his hair was cut shorter and styled, still in his signature style.  He didn’t want to change too much either.  
 
   The boys were dressed and waiting when he walked out, “You look very handsome,” he told them, even Justin had on his little tux.   Joy had chosen champagne cumber buns for the boys and red for him.  The girls came out next in champagne colored dresses.  “You look beautiful girls, I’m sure Joy will be pleased,” they beamed at him, “Thank you daddy I feel so pretty and grown up,” Karen said.  No one wanted to mess anything up, so they all behaved, and a few minutes later Joy came down the hall.  
 
   Royce stood rooted to his spot staring at her.  She was absolutely gorgeous she took his breath away.  Joy had chosen an ivory colored silk gown with a halter top that cut deep for a woman and it hugged her curves to perfection, it flowed down her body and flared at the bottom and ended in a short train.  Her hair in the side chignon gave her an elegance and showed off her inner and outer beauty.  She smiled at him, and then she looked at the rest her family, “Oh my, don’t you all look so beautiful.” “Mommy!”  Lindsey went to her, “You look pretty mommy.”  
 
   “Thanks baby and look at you, perfect just perfect,” she looked at all of them, “You all are just perfect I couldn’t have planned it better myself,” she looked over at Royce and went to him, “Oh love, love. This is so special I can’t begin to describe how I feel.”  Royce took her in his arms, “Oh baby, I want to kiss you but I don’t know if I should,” “Kiss me, we’ll fix it,” and he kissed her sweet perfect lips, “I love you baby, I love you.”  
 
   When they released she turned to receive her bouquet from one of the ladies and Royce saw the back of her dress, the row of little pearl buttons that led down and how the silk cupped her behind perfectly and nearly dropped to his knees.  He came up behind her, “Oh baby, what are you doing to me?”  He said standing close enough that their bodies touched his hands on the side of her hips, “What?”  She said and looked at him, and he looked down, she laughed, “I knew you’d appreciate that.” “Oh I do, I do,” he teased, “Let me fix your lipstick madam,” and then out the door they went.
 
   They walked through the lobby to the waiting limo, people stopped and stared like they were famous as they made their way out.
 
   Joy had asked him one time if he thought about what he wanted and he’d said, “I’m the guy we just show up,” but seeing her going crazy planning and pulling everything together, the scare from her mother, and the family and friends list growing longer and longer and he hadn’t even told his parents yet.  He was going to wait until the invitation was in the mail knowing his parents were like her mother, a bit racist, and with all that Royce had thought of what he wanted.   He wanted her, he wanted their children to be together like they were now, happy, loving and sharing with each other and he wanted her to know how much he loved her, that’s what he wanted.  
 
   Ms. Severs was the only one who knew what he was up too and found the perfect wedding spot outside the strip in a garden set up for weddings and other special occasions.  Everything was real, the flowers, the arch was made of a twisting wood covered in a flowering vine.  Royce had tried to think of everything and he was only sure of one thing and that was he wanted it to be special for Joy.  He wanted it to be just him, her and their children.  They were the ones marrying, no one else mattered, just them.  
 
   They walked in and Joy saw the beauty of the garden, flowing over with flowers and trees, the flowered arch and the pastor waiting for them.  Joy loved Mariah Carey so for her he had Mariah Carey’s beautiful voice piping effortlessly through the speakers.   
 
   Royce stood at the altar, the children on either side of him and waited for Joy.  Two attendants dressed in  white tuxedos with tails and white gloves stood at the edge of the aisle.  "Vision of Love" piped through the speakers and the two attendants rolled out the white carpet as Joy made her way down in her ivory dress with her beautiful red rose bouquet.  As she made her way to, I had a vision of love and you were all that it turned out to be, I had a vision of love…, he smiled and waited and loved her so much.  She smiled at him, and this was his song to her.  She was what love was supposed to be.  Royce saw her wipe a tear.  
 
   When she was by his side, he stood and stared at her, and she smiled lovingly up at him, “I love you Royce, I can’t believe what you’ve done, it’s beautiful,” and he couldn’t help it, he pulled her to him and held her, “I love you baby, I love you so much,” he whispered in her ear, but it was loud enough for all to hear.  They held on to each other until the pastor began, “We are gathered here today…,” and Royce married Joy. 
 
   Then it was Mr. Caruthers, the photographers show.  He came compliments of Ms. Severs too, so with Mariah Carey songs in the background they took rolls of pictures all over the picturesque grounds, and Joy was beside herself.  The sound system covered the entire garden and they heard Endless Love, Loves Takes Time, When you Believe, I’ll Be There, I Want to Know What Love Is, Anytime you need a Friend and Joy, him and the kids danced and sang along as they posed or waited to be set up.  And they were happy and he always wanted it to be like this, and they posed and smiled and did what Mr. Caruthers asked until he said, “I think that’s a wrap.” 
 
   Then they walked arm and arm to the limo.  He had them set up a wedding feast in their villa, it was beautiful and the hotel made beautiful wedding cakes.  They walked in and there were two tables, one held a wedding cake, a beautiful two tiered wedding cake, and the other was loaded down with food, an attendant was standing there waiting to serve them.  Justin ran around the room, and Joy let him, he’d been good all through the wedding, but now he needed to run around and be a little kid, free to move a little.  She went to check out the cake.  It was beautiful, white scrollwork on a champagne colored background, “Oh baby, baby look at you.  How’d you get everything so right,” she asked.  
 
   He smiled at Joy and hugged her to him, “I tried my best baby, I hope it’s what you want, I just wanted to make it our day, just ours.” Joy let him hold her but she turned her head so he could have her lips and he kissed her and she felt him holding her tight, loving her, “And you did baby, I love you, it’s so beautiful.”  The kids were talking loudly about what they wanted to do, “I want to ride the New York roller coaster,” Lindsey said excitedly, “Can we ride mommy, can we?”  “I think so,” she looked over at Royce, “Tomorrow we’ve got all day, but tomorrow night it’s David Copperfield,” they all cheered again, “Let’s eat so we can have cake,” Joy said.  
 
   When everyone was seated the waiter came, he placed a napkin in everyone’s lap and took their drink order, and they ate like a family should, talking, lively, even though they were dressed so beautiful.  Joy in her wedding dress, Royce in his tux, the kids in their wedding finery, they were a family, everything was just as Royce wanted.  
 
   After cake the butler came up to him, “Everything is as planned sir,” his name was Claren, some kind of weird name like that, but he was American, blonde and blue eyed American. “Good, look I know it’s probably not what you normally do, but I need you to stay around, watch out for kids, listen out for the baby I need to spend a little time with my wife,” and he felt himself smile at those words.  He’d thought of everything except a babysitter, “Just stick around and there’s a very big tip in it for you,” and then he added, “But don’t hesitate to come get us if you need too though okay.”  He didn’t want this poor guy trying to soothe Justin if he cried, he didn’t look like the babysitter type.  He was young about twenty-five or so, very clean cut and stylish in his butler tux, so tending to a baby probably wasn’t on his short list. “No problem sir, I am here to serve you,” he said as calmly as you please. 
 
    Joy came back from laying Justin down, “He’s asleep and out, hopefully for the night.”  Royce took her hand, and he saw Claren looking at her in a strange way, “Okay we’re set,” and he nodded at Claren. 
 
   “Can we go swimming daddy?”  Karen asked excitedly and he’d thought they were winding down too, but obviously not, “Yeah sure, what do you think Joy?”  “Sure, they brought swim suits,” the kids cheered. “Hey don’t wake your brother,” Joy said.  They quieted and ran to their rooms, someone had put away their clothes and they rummaged through drawers and found their swimsuits and when they came out, “It’s late so keep it down okay, and listen out for your brother,” Joy told them and they nodded and ran out the door to the pool and so much for quiet, they all yelled and screamed when they jumped in. 
 
   Royce took her by the hand, he’d been standing there nuzzling her, kissing along her throat, her shoulders, but she’d insisted on waiting for the kids, now he led her to their room, “The butler will listen out for them.” She looked at him, “The butler?”  She looked over at Claren who was still standing there and he smiled at her, “Everything is under control Mrs. Harrington.”  
 
   Royce led her to their room.  The bed was pulled back and strewn with rose petals, their clothes were put away, champagne was chilling in a bucket on the nightstand, and next to that a tray of chocolate covered strawberries.  
 
   Royce pulled her back towards him and kissed her along her neck, he was feeling amorous, she was his wife and he wanted to love her as his wife for the first time he would love her as his wife and that aroused him in a way he never thought.  Just thinking of her as his wife and the journey it took to get to this point made him want her, want to fulfill this moment, to consummate it with love.  
 
   He popped the champagne, she took a bite of a chocolate covered strawberry, and he filled two glasses, “To us,” he said.  “To our love and the new life we’re about to share,” Joy said and he could see she was happy.  They toasted and Royce began to undress her and she him, he was so ready for her and wanted her.  
 
   He laid in bed, she put her glass down and came to him, “I love you baby and I don’t know what made you do it, but I’m so glad you did it this way, I’m so glad baby, I’m so happy.”  He pulled her to him and began to love her, to kiss her kissable lips.  He ran his fingers through her hair, wanting to touch her everywhere.  She was his now, truly his, his tongue ran up and down her skin, his lips kissing and sucking her, his hands caressing her.  He found her breasts and caressed them.  He sucked her nipple that was hard and waiting for his mouth.   She cried out, his wife, she moaned, his love, his wife and he wanted her to feel every pleasure she could of her husband.  
 
   He went down her belly, ran his tongue through her soft patch of pubic hair and found the place he knew that would give her the most pleasure, he licked her and licked her, she moaned.  He wanted to please her, she was his wife, not his girlfriend his wife.  His tongue went to the spots he loved, he was deep inside her, giving her pleasure, her body moving sensually feeling what he knew he could give to her, her night of love.  He licked, sucked and went deep inside her until he felt her legs clench around him, and he smiled, he’d pleased his wife.  
 
   Her hips pushed onto his tongue and he licked her deep.  She moaned and her body gave in to its pleasure, and when she came down she pulled him down on her kissing his lips, loving on him.  She touched him all over, ran her fingers down his body and sucked him on his chest, his nipples, small and hard, he moaned at that.  Her hands ran along the six pack he’d worked hard to get. She sucked and kissed him there and ran her fingers through his short pubic hair and found what she was looking for.  She took him in her mouth, sucking him large and swollen, “Oh Joy, my wife, my wife,” he whispered.  She moved her hands on him and sucked him, licked him and sucked him some more, he moaned out his pleasure. Then she pulled him up, “Baby you’ve done so much for me today and I want to do something for you,” he didn’t know what it could be, he wanted what he was getting.  
 
   She bent over and raised that beautiful Joy behind up in the air, “I want to fuck you baby, I want to fuck you,” she said huskily.  He grew harder when she said that knowing what it implied.  He pushed inside her, she met him and pushed against him, “Oh baby, fuck me baby, fuck me,” and she did until he lost control and lost himself and erupted in her hard and his body jerked and spasmed and he was loose limbs and he felt himself slowly collapse on her.  
 
   After he regained himself, “Oh baby, damn you know what that does to me,” he said as he laid against her, content in being with her and he knew what it did to both of them and that was the last thing he remembered.
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 12, UNTIL DEATH DO US PART
 
    
 
    
 
   Because Michael was adamant and yelled and fussed about him living at the La Casa Madrid house they decided to sell it and her, Deon, Lindsey and Justin moved into, 23 Chaucer Street, his house.  They settled in and after a couple trying months he wanted to have fun, let loose.  
 
   He knew Tammy was upset, and he didn’t give a care.  The one good thing he’d heard she was dating someone, and Michael still being a jerk let it slip to Joy about his affair with Amanda which hurt her and she fumed saying, "I can't believe he was having an affair on me with that bitch!"  And he had to endure a tortuous scrutinizing visit from his in-laws.  Her mother eyed him like he was a lab specimen and after a rough start he and her father had come to an understanding, as long as he loved Joy and would keep her in the standard of living she was accustomed too he was acceptable and he still had not taken her to meet his parents.  
 
   But other than all that he was happy and wanted to take Joy dancing.  “Real Two-stepping,” as she called it, “Not just around the house, but out in public,” she cried out alarmed when he told her.  "Yes, real Two-stepping.  You're not afraid of a little Two-Stepping are you?" And the challenge was on.
 
   Bobby and Sarah picked them up, Joy was wearing tight jeans that made Royce’s mouth water, he loved her in jeans and tonight they were all cowboyed and girled out.  Joy was beautiful and looked like a cowgirl, her hair long and tousled wearing a white off the shoulder shirt that clung to her body, and was just sexy enough so when she raised her arms a little bit of her midriff showed and to complete her look she wore dark brown alligator boots with a matching belt and silver belt buckle, and to top it off she had a little small flat brown suede pouch like purse with an Indian style turquoise clasp.  Royce watched as she put her driver’s license, credit card, a couple of twenties, and her lipstick inside, and that was all that could fit and snapped it shut and she put the strap over her head and it went across her chest, “What’s the money for?”  “My momma taught me to always carry a little cash with me you never know what could happen,” he laughed, and he looked like a natural in dark jeans and black leather cowboy boots, a white button down shirt, his black belt with a big silver buckle. 
 
   Cowboy hats in hand they opened the door to Sarah and Bobby, both were just as cowboyed and girled down too, “Look at you, you look gorgeous,” Joy said to Sarah. “Ya’ll ready?”  Sarah said in her most southern accent.   Royce helped Joy up in the back seat and couldn’t help himself he copped a few feels of her backside, she giggled and he hopped in and they drove to Lewisville.
 
   They pulled into a full parking lot heavy with cars and trucks, people were milling around.  They parked and sat for a moment to get a feel for the place. “Lose the hats, lose the hats,” they all said and put their hats down, no one was wearing cowboy hats.  Although no one wore cowboy hats they saw cowboy boots galore, but they also saw tennis shoes, dress shoes and for the girls it seemed anything goes, high heels, sandals, and some had on boots.  
 
   They walked into the club, it was called Texas Outback and the country music was bumping, it was loud and Joy thought, Oh god what have I got myself into?   She saw people two stepping and it was much faster than what she was used to with Royce, the couples were all over the floor and the men were leading the ladies, twisting and turning them this way and that.  The place was huge, and the dance floor large, it was like a big barn, hay on the floor, bales of hay around, saddles on the walls, pictures of horses, cows, bulls and cowboys roping, sexy cowgirls posing, ropes tied in knots on the walls, it looked fun enough, but she wasn’t sure, but Sarah was ready.  She strutted in and as soon as they were far enough inside she said, “Come on Bobby let’s dance,” and she took his hand and off they went.
 
   Royce looked at her, “You want to try or sit this one out?”  And she could see he wanted her to have fun, “Hey I came to have fun didn’t I,” and he smiled and took her hand and led her to the dance floor.  He twirled her around a couple of times and started moving around the floor and before she knew it she’d forgotten about the unfamiliarity of the club and was having fun.  Royce was a good dancer, he moved her around, and she thought it was fast, but he moved fast with the music and she kept up, and she must have laughed and laughed it was so much fun, twirling and moving to the music and his smile was worth it.  He kept her out there for a while, then a slow song came on and he took her in his arms and held her close and she laid her head on his shoulder and let him take her away, and when the song was over she looked up at him and he was looking at her with so much love he leaned in and kissed her softly on the lips.  “You want a beer or something?” “Yeah, it’s hot in here,” he went to the bar and they looked around and saw Sarah standing by a table waving frantically to get their attention.  
 
   “Look at that, I didn’t know we could’ve worn that,” Sarah said. “I know we didn’t need to go shopping,” and the men guffawed. “Ha, you girls not finding a reason to go shopping,” Bobby laughed and said and Royce was right with him, “You can shop with best of them, I know I get the bills,” he teased, and she looked at him, “Well what can I say I have good taste,” Joy joked back. “I know baby, we’re not complaining, are we Bobby?  They chose us didn’t they,” and they cracked up.  “Well we can agree with that!”  And Joy high fived Sarah.  
 
   “Come on Joy, I’m going to show you how to line dance,” Sarah said grabbing her hand.  The dance floor was full and they joined in, and Sarah showed Joy how to do a country and western line dance.  She laughed and Royce cheered her on, and when the song was over as she and Sarah were leaving suddenly someone grabbed their hand and they were pulled back.  And Joy found herself in the arms of another man, a big man, a huge man, he was much taller than Royce and wide.  He was older, his blonde hair was short wavy and streaked with gray, he was dressed in the cowboy fashion except he had on a black leather vest he wore open.
 
   “Hello little darling, I’ve been wanting a chance at you all night,” Royce was watching Joy having a good time and when he saw her being pulled back he got up.  Bobby stopped him, “It’s just a dance Royce, just be cool okay,” “Okay, but I’m going over there,” with his heart racing he walked close to the dance floor.  The big guy was taking Joy around. “What’s your name little darling?”  “I’m Joy,” “And that guy I’ve been seeing you with is he…holy cow,” he said when he saw her ring, “What kind of cowboy you got to give you a ring like that?”  She laughed and she’d seen Royce come close to the dance floor and she was grateful, “That cowboy right there, he’s my husband,” she said nodding and pointing to Royce.  The guy turned and looked at Royce, he nodded, “I don’t think he’s taking too kindly to Big John dancing with ya is he?”  He chuckled, “I’ll have you back to him safely.  I didn’t introduce myself did I, I’m Big John ma’am and I must say you are the prettiest thing I’ve seen in here in a long time, that cowboy of yours is a lucky man,” Big John danced her over to Royce. “Hey cowboy, this is a pretty lady you got there.” “Thanks I know,” Royce took her hand and kept dancing with her, he smiled at her, his heart settling down.  He moved with her around the dance floor, and when they sat back down Big John came over to their table with a pitcher of beer.
 
   “A round from Big John,” he introduced himself all around, another guy was with him, he was the one who grabbed Sarah.  “Hey, I’m Big John, we just wanted to meet you fellas,” Big John said, “This is my buddy Ray, and we didn’t mean no harm dancing with such pretty ladies,” and they started talking.  They found out Big John owned a lot of land.  He sold boats too, big boats, speed boats, fishing boats, you name it and he owned lots of bait and tackle shops on almost every lake in Texas, “Yeah, Ray Hubbard, Texoma, and of course Lewisville, what you fellas do?”  And they told him about their business, “Oh yeah, hey I might need to talk to you guys…You fellas need to come check it out up here.  I got a house out on the lake, ya’ll should come up sometime,” Big John went on, and Royce saw him cutting glances at Joy. 
 
   He was sitting across from them, taking drinks of his beer and when he did he stole a glance at Joy and Royce wondered is this what he was in for being married to her, other men wanting her?  He’d seen that with Claren, now Big John was looking at her, is this what Michael had gone through?  He knew Michael had gone through it with him.  He held her hand as they talked stroking the back of it, “Hey come on baby, let’s dance.  Nice to meet you Big John, Ray, but the dance floor is calling and I came to dance with my wife,” he knew he wanted to get away from Big John and his glances.  He pulled Joy on the dance floor and he danced and danced with her, and when a slow song came on he took her in his arms and held her close, “Oh baby, I love you, don’t ever forget that,” and his heart was hurting a bit.  He was her husband now and he was going to have to put up with guys like him wanting Joy and that scared the hell out of him.
 
   When the song was over Royce stood there holding her and kissing and kissing her forgetting for a moment where he was.  He just wanted to show her how much he loved her.  He’d never wanted to hold on to someone as much as he did Joy, and that’s why he’d asked her practically since they’d left Vegas, “Let’s have a baby?”  “Can’t you see us having a little girl like Justin?”  “Just one more before Justin gets too old,” he’d used every argument and at first she balked and then she gave in, “Okay let me finish the month out,” she said of her birth control pills, “That way I’ll know when I’m late, if not we can throw off my system.”  That had been two weeks ago when she took her last pill, and now she was birth control free. 
 
   “Let’s hear it for the lovebirds out there tonight,” the DJ said in his deep southern drawl and the club cheered and clapped and he looked up and discovered it was them.  He laughed and escorted her off the dance floor, and he was glad Big John was gone.  And before they knew it the DJ was calling, “Last call, the bar will be closing in thirty minutes folks, so get your last order in,” his deep southern voice drawled over the mike.
 
   They used that as their cue to leave.  “Hey, where to next?”  Joy asked, “The night is still young,” they all laughed. “Yeah, it’s still young,” Sarah said. “Still young?  It’s two o’clock in the morning we’re heading home,” Bobby said. “Nooo, Bobby, let’s go do something,” Sarah pleaded.  “Hey don’t you feel like a teenager right now, like we’re a bunch of teenagers,” Joy said and they all laughed, “And if we were we’d be going somewhere to make out,” Royce said, and just like that it was on. “Let’s go make out, let’s go make out,” Sarah chanted.  “Hey I like that idea,” Royce said smiling his easy Royce smile, and Bobby looked at all of them like they were nuts but said sarcastically, “Okay let’s go make out, and where should we go, we don’t have the slightest idea where we are?” “We do, we’re in Lewisville and Big John said there’s a lake out here, so let’s go to Lake Lewisville,” Royce said. “Yeah,” Sarah cheered egging him on.  Bobby laughed, “Alright Lake Lewisville it is.” 
 
   Bobby drove following the signs to get to the lake and they found themselves driving through heavily forested roads with the lake on one side.  They followed the road and passed other parked cars and trucks, “Someone else had the same idea,” they laughed.  They drove further back and down a few roads, twisting and turning until the lake was right in front of them.  Bobby parked and all of them jumped out of the truck and ran down to the water, and ran back when the waves lapped in.  It was a beautiful night, the sky full of stars, the night was not as hot as it could be in June, most of the time it was still ninety degrees just as hot as the day.  Bobby let the tail gate down and they sat there looking at the dark lake, the moon shimmering on the dark water.  
 
   It was Royce who started kissing Joy first, “I’d love to make out with you baby,” he whispered and started kissing her.  Sarah and Bobby soon followed and before they knew it the ladies were laying down, the night sky above and Royce and Bobby their hands under shirts, their lips desperately kissing and going lower.  Royce pulled her up and took her to the backseat  They hopped in and he was all over her like a teenage boy.  “Oh Joy,” he moaned and raised her shirt and unhooked her bra and was sucking her like crazy.  “I want you baby, I want you,” Bobby and Sarah had climbed in the front seat and were going at each other.  “No Royce not in front of Bobby and Sarah, I promise I’ll take care of you when we get home.” “I can’t wait that long baby, I’ve wanted you all night, I can’t wait baby,” he kept kissing and caressing her. “Bobby man I love you as a brother, but you gotta leave now!  Get out of the truck, go play in the water, something man!  Leave Bobby, leave,” Royce pleaded. “No, man, I’ll pretend you’re not back there if you pretend we’re not up here, just do what you gotta do man, I am” and they heard Sarah moan, and Royce unzipped Joy’s pants.
 
   Sarah was straddling Bobby’s lap, his pants down to his ankles.  Sarah could see Royce and Joy in the back seat, and it was such a turn on, seeing Joy’s legs spread, one on the back of the seat, Royce’s hips moving and she got little peeps at his behind as his shirt moved aside.  It was so erotic and hearing Joy’s cries of pleasure, she was so hot, so hot listening and watching them make love, she moaned. 
 
   “Oh Joy, oh baby, baby, baby,” she heard Royce whispering softly in Joy’s ear, and she was so hot she erupted on Bobby and cried out her pleasure.  Royce was pumping and moaning his pleasure and loving Joy, loving her so much and kissing her so good and losing himself to the pleasure and so was Joy until she heard them cry out, his eruption, and Joy’s quaking rocked the truck with their finale, “Oh baby,” Royce said and softly and sweetly kissed Joy’s lips.
 
   Slowly they untangled themselves and the truck erupted in laughter, “I can’t believe we just did that,” Sarah said.  “I can’t either,” Joy said. “Well you wanted to do it,” Royce and Bobby reminded them and they laughed.  “But it was so much fun,” Royce said leaning over and kissing her as he was trying to straighten himself out, “I’ll make out with you any day.” “Me too babe, I’ll be your teenage boy any time,” Bobby said to Sarah.  They got out of the truck to fix themselves up.  They were four half naked people out in the night air.  They pulled up pants, buttoned shirts, hooked bras and found their boots.  “Now just like teenagers all we need is the cops to show up,” Royce said and no sooner than it was out his mouth, bright lights shown down on them and they burst out laughing.
 
   “Okay you kids…,” they cracked up even more and the cops decided to come investigate and now they were hysterical.  The police kept their bright lights on them but they saw the two officers walking towards them with flashlights. “Oh shit,” Bobby said, “This isn’t funny man.” “I know, I know,” Royce said, trying not to laugh, but he couldn’t stop and neither could Joy and Sarah.  The police officers stopped right in front of them and shined their big flashlights in their faces. “Have any of you been drinking by chance tonight?”  He asked, “And do you know it’s against the law to be out here after closing, the park’s closed,” and they all straightened up. 
 
   “Look officer,” Royce said, “We’ll leave, we were just hanging out a bit.” “That so, let me see your driver’s license and who is the driver of this vehicle.” “I am,” Bobby said, they all handed the officer their driver’s license, “You the driver?”  He said to Bobby, “Yes,” “I need you to do a sobriety test,” and they watched as Bobby had to touch his nose, walk a straight line, count backwards and forward to ten.  They leaned against the truck all being quiet while Bobby blew into the breathalyzer and passed, “Okay, ya’ll take it easy tonight, and the lake is closed,” the officer said.  They scrambled into the truck and watched as the police car pulled off and they all burst out laughing, just cracked up, laughed until they had tears coming from their eyes, even Bobby was laughing, “Oh my god, I can’t believe that shit just happened,” he said and Royce was beside himself with laughter, “Let’s get outta here,” he said laughing.  Bobby started the truck and they headed back to their neck of the woods.
 
   The next week he got a call from Big John, “Hey Royce buddy, I wanted to invite you fellas up to the lake this weekend, take you out on my boat.  Maybe do a little fishing.”  When they exchanged cards to Royce it was just a formality he didn’t think he’d ever use it. “Sounds good buddy, but sorry I know we can’t swing that, we got all the kid stuff on the weekend.” “Oh you got kids, little ones huh?” “Yeah and you know how that is,” Royce said hoping this was the end of Big John, “Yeah, I got one in college and the other’s in high school about to graduate, he live with his momma though.” “Oh, I understand that, okay then, maybe another…” “Hey listen before you go let me ask you something.” “Okay,” Royce said. “Okay I’m gonna shoot plain with ya.  How’d you meet a little girl like that…I mean where do you meet a girl like that?”  “I beg your pardon I don’t know what you mean?”  “Look I’m shooting straight with you I want to meet a certain kind of girl…I’ve always wanted to try one and I never knew how to go about doing it,” and Royce understood what he meant.  He didn’t like how he was saying it, like Joy were some kind of different species or something, but he understood, “…so how’d you meet her, how’d you get her,” and Royce was taken aback.  He’d never thought about that question, how’d he get Joy, it was such a complicated answer he had to think about it for a moment. 
 
   “Well we use to live in the same neighborhood, so that’s how we met, nothing special about that,” he said stalling, and how did he get her?  He stole her, that’s what he’d done.  He went after her from the beginning.  And getting her had been like a big chess game, he’d maneuvered his pieces here and there, making moves to outsmart his opponent Michael, all to checkmate him and win the queen, that’s what he’d done.   And he’d thought all was lost after that night at The Club but in every game there are moves you make that the outcome is nothing like you planned, but it helps in your favor, and in his it was a bit of luck, it was Justin.  
 
   Justin turned out to be the reason he was let in, the reason he could be around her.  Justin was the piece in the game that helped win the queen, and what that boy went through in helping him get to his mother he would always love him with all his heart, and that’s why he wanted another child with her.  Another Justin, a little girl, another solid footing to hold them together.  One child with her wasn’t enough, but how could he explain all that to Big John, “Well, we knew each other, we both were married to other people, then we divorced and we started from there.”  “Oh, well I was just wondering, but still maybe next time I can get ya’ll up here for some fishing.”  “Yeah, maybe next time,” and Royce thought about introducing him to Lanie, since that’s all she’d said when she flew in during her parent’s visit, “Oooo, you got a real cowboy Joy, I want one of him,” then Big John could live out his fantasy of dating a black girl and she could date a real cowboy, but he thought better of it.
 
   And the next month Joy didn’t get her period.
 
   When she was five months Lanie came down, “I just had to see for myself you were pregnant again.  When momma told me I said, didn’t she just have Justin?”  Lanie teased.
 
   Lanie had prided herself on being single and child free and had no intentions of settling down or having babies, “I’ll leave that to you and Sylvie,” she’d said numerous times, “I’m young and having fun,” Joy loved her, and she felt she was within her rights to feel that way.  She was married and had two children by the time she was twenty-eight, Lanie’s age, marriage and children isn’t for everyone, “Okay Lanie, I’m glad you’re here baby sister.” “Why, you don’t want me to babysit do you?”  Joy laughed, “No, I wouldn’t trust you alone with my kids,” they both laughed.  Lanie was not the babysitting type.  She’d let Sylvie’s children run wild the weekend she was supposed to babysit when Sylvie and her husband had to go out of town for a conference.  Lanie let them do whatever they wanted.  She ordered in, didn’t wash the dishes, didn’t make them take baths, didn’t make them brush their teeth, let them eat whenever and whatever. “It was like an adult wasn’t even here,” Sylvie laughed and said after that experience and now no one let her babysit.  
 
   Royce had mentioned in jest that Big John wanted to meet a black girl, but that was months ago, but he also said, “I thought about Lanie.  Maybe he could take her out and she could meet a real Texas cowboy, but then I thought, nah I couldn’t do that to either of them,” and Joy thought it was funny too and forgot about it, but here was Lanie out of the blue coming to see her and her pregnant belly like it was some sideshow attraction, like she couldn’t believe her sister was pregnant again and what’s wrong with her, so fixing her up with Big John was maybe a little payback.
 
   Even though Big John was a nice man, she could tell that from talking to him, she wasn’t sure if she should fix him up with the likes of Lanie, but for a fun night out it could work, “Hey you want to go out dancing, Royce knows this guy, he’s a real cowboy…,” and that’s as far as she got. “Yes, yes and yes, a real cowboy,” Lanie said excitedly. “Hold on now, it’s for fun.  He’s a little older and a big man so don’t get your hopes up Lanie.” “Oh so you mean he’s no Royce,” Joy playfully eyed her, “Are you digging on my husband?”  Lanie laughed, “Now sister dear you know I wouldn’t do anything like that, but for a white man you know Royce ain’t bad,” and they cracked up and high fived each other, “I’ll drink to that,” Joy said and they took a sip of tea. 
 
   Royce set it up, he called Big John, “Hey John.” “Royce what do I owe the pleasure?” “Well I was wondering if you’re busy Saturday night, my wife’s sister is in town and I thought you might want to show her a good time…” “Are you kidding me, of course I would, of course I would!”  Big John said excitedly, “Okay we’ll meet at Texas Outback, now she’s no Joy.  She’s younger and full of fun so bring your dancing shoes,” he knew Lanie would wear Big John out and keep him dancing all night if she could.  “Oh I will,” Big John gushed and that Saturday night they met, even though Big John couldn’t hide his excitement and called a few times to make sure they were still coming, and Royce was wondering if he’d done the right thing.  Lanie would meet a cowboy and stop saying she wanted to meet one and Big John would at least get his one chance at a date with a black girl, nothing more.  
 
   Joy’s little bump was showing, but she wore her boots, and a little stylish top that concealed it, but he knew it was there and he cherished it.  He drove this time, his Mercedes pulled in next to a large pickup truck.  The last time they’d been here they ended up making out on Lake Lewisville and he swore that’s the night they made the little bump Joy was carrying.  “I will not tell my child he was made in the backseat of a pickup truck,” Joy said and wouldn’t entertain the idea, but he believed it.  
 
   Big John greeted them as soon as they walked in, “Well hello darling,” he said to Lanie and hugged her, and then he went to Joy and Royce, shaking his hand profusely, “She’s a pretty one, just like her sister I swear,” and Lanie loved the country and western scene.  Joy had taken her to buy boots and jeans, even though she knew she didn’t need too, she was just trying to go all out for it.  “I got us a table over here,” and Big John led them to a private table just for them, he already had beer and champagne chilling in a bucket on the table, “This is to a fun night,” he said eyeing Lanie. “Oooo this is going to be so much fun,” Lanie squealed and Big John smiled big and Lanie took his hand, “Okay Big John show me how to dance country and western,” and they were off and like Royce thought Lanie was going to keep Big John out there and he hoped he could keep up.  He saw him teaching her and dancing her around and on one song he saw him pick her up and she clasp her legs around him and he twirled her around the dance floor, both laughing and having fun and Joy gasped and he said, “It’s alright honey,” but he was wondering too, what had they done?  
 
   He took Joy on the dance floor, and held her close as he two stepped with her, she laughed and had fun too, and they heard Lanie and Big John laughing and having fun, and Big John was obviously popular and known because before long the crowd was chanting “Big John! Big John!”  And they looked to see Big John dancing his behind off with Lanie, going fast around the dance floor, twirling Lanie, twisting Lanie and Lanie’s face was all aglow and happy.  “I thought he was old,” Joy said to Royce as they watched from the side like the others and clapped along, “I did too,” and after that Big John pulled Lanie in his arms, and hugged her tight, he took her hand and led her off the dance floor, bowing and waving to the crowd.  Joy and Royce went with them in shock and awe.  
 
   They plopped down at their table, “This is so much fun!”  Lanie shouted, she grabbed two beers from the bucket, Big John opened them and handed one to her, “Oh my god John, how’d you learn to dance like that?”  Royce and Joy raised an eyebrow, John, she was calling him John now, “All cowboys come out two stepping Little Lanie,” they raised an eyebrow again, Little Lanie, and that was how the rest of the night went. 
 
   They danced and didn’t try to keep up with Big John and Lanie until the DJ said, “Last call,” Lanie squealed, “Nooo, is it over already,” and Big John made his move, “It doesn’t have to be, I got a place off the lake, not too far from here we could continue the party there,” and Joy and Royce both said, “No, thanks, not this time,” and Lanie said, “Sure,” and Joy’s mouth flew open, and Royce had a fake grin on his face, knowing he couldn’t let her go off with a man she just met that his father-in-law would kill him if anything happened to her.  “Uh Lanie look, we need to get home.  The babysitter has to get home, we can’t this time.  Next time you’re in town…” “Hey don’t worry about it I’ll make sure she gets home safely,” Big John said, and Royce didn’t know what to do. Lanie was a grown woman and Big John a grown man he couldn’t tell her she couldn’t go with him could he?  This is not what he planned.  
 
   They stood there in an awkward silence then Big John said, “Just come out check it out that’s all I ask, okay,” he said looking from Royce to Joy.  “Look John man, we really do need to get home, next time okay.  It’s just we didn’t plan on anything like this,” Royce said awkwardly and they headed out into the night air with Lanie looking like a chastised child and Joy the wicked step mother, and him the bewildered uncle. 
 
   “Well at least let me say goodbye to her,” Big John said when they were outside, he took Lanie aside.  Joy and Royce sat in the car and waited and waited and finally both turned around to see what was taking so long and from the back window they saw Lanie and Big John lip locked together, he was holding her, her arms wrapped around him and they were heavily kissing.  Joy hit Royce, “Oh my god Royce, what have we done?”  He laughed, “Don’t look at me, I just thought it might be fun, I didn’t plan on this,” she laughed too, finally Big John walked Lanie to the car and they noticed he held Lanie’s hand and held the door open for her, “See ya tomorrow darling,” Royce saw Joy’s mouth drop.
 
   Sure enough the next day Big John drove up in his truck to their house, and by now Joy knew anyway since Lanie had to tell her, “He’s taking me to the airport tomorrow,” and they let him in and he took Lanie and her suitcases.  Joy kissed her and hugged her tight, “Call me when you get home,” and they watched them drive off and two hours later Lanie called, “I’m staying a few days with John, I just thought you should know, I’ll call you when I get home." “You know what you’re doing Lanie?”  “Of course big sister, I found myself a real cowboy,” and Joy knew Big John was in trouble.  Lanie was surely going to break his heart.  
 
   She went into the family room where Royce was watching TV with Justin laying across him.  She sat down next to him, and leaned over and whispered in his ear, “Lanie’s at Big John’s for a few days,” and she had to reach over and close his mouth.  And that was the start of their relationship with Big John.
 
   In March Joy gave birth to a beautiful baby boy they named Christopher Thomas Harrington, he had Justin’s dark and curly hair, his father’s smile, and his mother’s dark eyes, and Royce couldn’t have been happier.  
 
   Royce was in a meeting when Ms. Severs interrupted him, “Mr. Harrington you have an urgent call.”  He looked at her, his heart lurched and worry set in, “Who’s it from?”  He asked as they walked to his office. “The police,” she said.  “The police!”  He was scared now.  Something must have happened to Joy, an accident, he sat down, bracing himself for bad news.  He’d already gone pale Ms. Severs could see that, “Yes, this is Mr. Harrington.”  
 
   “Mr. Harrington, this is Detective Jackson we need you to come down to the station right away there’s been an incident involving your wife.” “Tell me, tell me she’s alright, tell me she and my boys are alright.” Royce didn’t want to drive there and hear it.  “We need you down at the station Mr. Harrington, how soon can you get here?”  “Oh god, please tell me, I’ll be there as soon as I can,” he said when they wouldn’t tell him anything.  He was shaking, but he went out and drove to the station.  
 
   They led him back to an interrogation room, “My wife, where is my wife?”  He asked over and over.  In the small interrogation room Royce was sitting in a grey chair behind a grey table and the detective was wearing a grey suit.  Everything around him was grey, the detective, the room, the desk and his world, if something happened to Joy grey would be the color of his life.  “Your wife is fine Mr. Harrington.” 
 
   “Oh thank god, oh thank god, what happened, what happened?” 
 
   “I’m Detective Jackson, and we need to ask you a few questions Mr. Harrington.” “Yeah sure,” “What is the nature of your relationship with your wife? …Is it strained are you on good terms?”  And Royce didn’t understand why the detective was asking these questions.  “I love my wife, love her very much.  What has happened here?  Where is she?  Let me see her!”  He pleaded, “Not yet Mr. Harrington, but she is fine…”  
 
   “My boys, where are my boys?”  “They are fine too Mr. Harrington.” “Is there any reason anyone would want to harm your wife?”  He looked at him stunned, “Harm my wife, harm my wife…No I can’t think of anyone…Harm her how?”  He asked, what was he getting at?  “Well someone tried to harm your wife today Mr. Harrington and we’re trying to get to the bottom of it, so tell us what’s going on here, tell us who would want her harmed?”  And Detective Jackson gave him a look like you know what I’m talking about, and Royce got it.  They thought he wanted to hurt Joy.  
 
   “Are you insane?”  He jumped up and paced, “Someone tried to hurt her, someone tried to hurt her!  Oh god, if anyone wanted to hurt her it’s not me, I love her, I love her!”  He was past the point of being upset. “You need to look into her ex-husband, he’s the one who might want to hurt her!”  But even he couldn’t fathom Michael hurting Joy.  “What happened, what did they do?”  He wanted to know, “You tell us Mr. Harrington, you tell us who you hired to commit this crime?”  He was stunned.  “How are your finances Mr. Harrington, are there money problems you can’t handle?”  He was seething. “Did you put a hit out on your wife?” Detective Jackson was so nonchalant as he implied the unthinkable.  
 
   “What?  A hit?  Like a mob hit?  I don’t understand?”  He didn’t know what a real hit was.  He only knew by what he’d seen on TV, from movies, did someone put a mob hit on Joy, why?  He didn’t understand. “You think I…I would never… I could never…,” he was so upset he couldn’t even say the word.  “Where is my wife?  Where is my wife?  I want to see my wife!  Is she okay, is she okay!”  He didn’t know what to think, maybe Joy wasn’t alright, a mob hit.  Maybe that’s why they weren’t letting him see her.  She wasn’t okay.  “Where is my wife? I want to see my wife!”  He was crying now, “I want to see my wife!  Where is my wife?  Where is my wife!”  “Calm down Mr. Harrington…” “I demand to see to my wife now!… I will not answer any further questions until I see my wife!”  He wasn’t going to play cat and mouse games with them, someone tried to hurt Joy, someone put a hit out on Joy.
 
   “Alright Mr. Harrington,” Detective Jackson said.  
 
   Royce was crying and upset and he wanted to see Joy.  He heard the door open and she walked in.  Joy held Christopher in her arms and Justin was holding her hand and he went to her.  He took the baby and held them.  He kissed her and hugged her to him, “Oh baby what’s going on?  Oh baby, baby, I’m so glad you’re alright,” he held on tight to her and his boys, “I don’t understand Joy the police tell me that someone tried to hurt you, but I don’t know what’s going on?  Who tried to hurt you?  What happened?” 
 
   Joy wiped his eyes, “Someone broke into the house today that’s all I know.”  
 
   “What?  In our neighborhood!  What did they do?  Why do the police think it was a hit, what did they do?”  
 
   “A hit?  I don’t know, the police think it’s a hit?  I don’t know why they would think that.  Some guy broke in and I took the boys and ran out the front door while he was breaking in the office,” she kept wiping his tears, trying to be calm for both of them.  This was getting crazy, the police were asking her strange questions.  Royce was clearly upset and crying, what was going on here? “I don’t know anything about a hit.”  
 
   “Oh thank god you’re safe.  You’re all safe, I just don’t understand what’s going on here Joy,” he said still visibly shaken.  “I know baby, and I want to go home, I need to pick up the kids in a bit, but they keep asking me questions about us and I don’t know what to think baby,” he held her.  “I don’t know either but get this I think they think I’m involved,” and he let out a sob. “Joy I can’t even breathe hearing them say something like that…that I would hurt you,” he was so visibly shaken and upset.  It was heart wrenching to see him like this.  “I can’t even think the thought without it hurting so bad.”  
 
   She went to him and they held each other, “I don’t understand Royce why would they think it’s you?”  “I don’t know, instead of trying to find out who did this they’re looking at me!  It’s unbelievable, that’s what this is!”  He was worked up again. “I know baby, I know, they don’t know us do they,” she kissed his brow, his lips, wiping his tears. “Well I tell you what, if they can’t help us I know someone who can.  I’ll get to the bottom of this!”
 
   As he spoke to Joy the detectives watched through the two way mirror.  “Well if he’s involved he’s a helluva actor.  He really acts like he doesn’t have a clue and if I wasn’t thinking he was involved I’d believe him,” Detective Morell said, “Yeah, he’s believable, but in these cases it’s always the husband, nine times out of ten it’s for money.” “Well what about the ex-husband he mentioned,” Detective Marx asked.  There was something about the way the husband held her, like his life depended on it and the way he was so baffled, utterly baffled that didn’t sit right with him in his gut, his gut told him the guy was innocent.  “Yeah we’ll check it out, we’ll split this, two on the husband and two on the ex,” Detective Morell said.  She was the lead on this case Detective Marx knew that and she was set on this guy.  “Alright let him go,” she said, “But get your paper work in we’ve got an investigation people!  Move we need to crack this case!”
 
   They let them go.  Royce was beyond upset, he called Jameson before he even calmed down he was frantic, “Jameson, I need your help!  It’s my wife, someone put a hit out on her.  I need you to find the son of a bitch!” He said hurriedly. “Okay, I’ll be glad to help you sir, but who is this?”  “Oh sorry man,” Royce hadn’t spoken to Jameson since he had him investigate Michael and that had been over a year ago now, “It’s Royce Harrington, I need your help man.  This is something crazy I can’t even fathom.” “Okay Mr. Harrington, meet me at The Meridian and we’ll talk.”  
 
   Jameson had taken the case, but this turn of events had him shook up.  Joy Abrams the woman who started his association with Mr. Harrington was now his wife, and it didn’t surprise him she divorced Michael he was screwing everything in sight, but married to Mr. Harrington, he knew that shouldn’t surprise him but it did.  From the minute he saw her standing there holding that blue eyed baby he knew there’d been something between them and from the intimate detailed way he described her he knew Mr. Harrington was in love with her, but married now and someone put a hit out on her?   Okay first things first, check out the perp, see who and what they’ve got.
 
   Jameson called in his female operative, Valerie Timmons, “I need you to get in a few places for me.   They have cleaning crews I’m sure,  I need bugs in two downtown locations Abrams, Holmes & Holsted and Harrington-Rhodes,” he gave her the addresses, "And two residences, 1805 Burberry in Oak Cliff and 23 Chaucer Street in Dallas," sorry Mr. Harrington I can’t count you out just yet, got to cross my t’s and dot my i’s,  "I need you on it tonight if you can swing it, if not as soon as possible, hit Abrams first though if you can.”  She left, she was good, she was short, blonde and determined, ex-military with the tenacity of a bulldog, kind of like him he was told.
 
   He dressed like a lawyer, a suit, tie, then he put on a fake mustache, pulled his hair back in a ponytail and combed it sleek, tucked it down under his collar so it looked short from the front, put a notepad in a briefcase, called the county jail to see what public defender had been assigned to the perp and was told he hadn’t been assigned yet, that’s good , “Well it’s me and I’m on my way,” and gave his fake lawyer name and fake company name but a name that was close to public defender’s office to sound familiar and headed out, “John Gaines to see Charlie DeWitt,” he said.  
 
   Charlie came in in handcuffs, “You my lawyer?”  He asked gruffly. “No I’m his assistant, I’m here to get everything started, I take your statement,” he waited for Charlie to sit and for the guard to chain him to his chair.  Jameson looked at him a long moment before he said, “Now Mr. DeWitt, I take your statement, your lawyer will take your statement, the police will take your statement.  I might even come back to take your statement again.  I’m saying all this to say tell the truth, the statement you give me should be the same statement you give the five times you tell it, and the only way to make sure of that is to tell the truth.  I’m telling you the minute your statements don’t add up you’ve got a problem, not me, but you, are we clear?”  He saw his face, Charlie nodded and Jameson knew he was going to tell the truth.  The perp usually did after he told them that, they knew the time for bullshitting was over.  
 
   He took his tape recorder from his briefcase and his notepad, “Begin,” he pushed the record button, “I’m not the person who made the contact, I just got the job you see.” “Okay, who gave you the job?”  “Aw man you know I can’t tell you that…” “Okay for now, what was the job?”  “Off the lady and her two kids, the half-breeds,” Jameson looked at him, “The lady and her two kids.” “Yeah, someone with big money wanted them gone.”  “How much?”  “One hundred thousand,” Charlie DeWitt said. Jameson looked at him again, “One hundred thousand for the lady and her two kids?”  “Yeah, that’s a lot of money, I got bills,” and Jameson looked at him again, “Why this lady and are you sure it was this lady?” “Yeah…” “Go on tell me how you knew she was the one?”  “I had her name, address…and a picture.” “You had a picture? Where is the picture?”  “I burned it once I made her as instructed.” “Okay, what was the plan how were you going to off her?” 
 
   “I was going to make it look like a burglary gone bad, you know typical, but I was to make sure the lady and the kids were done for, no survivors,” and Jameson wanted to punch him in the face talking so callously about killing a woman and two kids, two kids? Two kids, what two kids?  “You said two kids.” “Yeah she has two mixed and two black kids in the house.  I wasn’t to touch the black kids just the mixed ones,” and Jameson nodded, Mr. Harrington might be right, it sounds like Mr. Abrams after all, Jameson turned the recorder off.  
 
   “Off the record, so it’s between you, me and these four walls, who’s your contact?”  “Aw man, I can’t snitch like that, you want me to get offed in here.” “Lawyer client confidentiality, what you tell me is between us I need a name before it’s too late,” and Charlie gave him the name, “Oscar, that’s who you need to see.”
 
   Jameson was on the case, he had Valerie working her magic planting bugs.  It took another week and patience before he made contact and disguised himself as a down and out criminal looking for fast money.  He greased up his hair and left it hanging loose oily and stringy, he wore brown contact lenses, a fake stud earring and clothes of the young, huge pants and shirts way to big and after being thoroughly and roughly frisked, even under his balls Oscar drove him to another location.  
 
   The car pulled into a nice upscale shopping center and parked in the far corner, a car pulled up a few seconds later.  Jameson hopped out and sat in the passenger side of a nice expensive SUV, a petite woman wearing dark sunglasses and her hair pulled up in a baseball cap was sitting in the driver’s seat, “Are you the new guy?” 
 
   “Yes I’m the new guy.”
 
   “I hope you’re better than the last one, I want this done and I don’t like fuck ups,” she said slightly angry.  “Okay lady I can do any job anywhere, just give me the target and I’m there okay,” he had no idea who she was or if she was a go between or what.  She smiled, “Now that’s what I like to hear, I like you already,” she looked at him like she was studying him, “What’s your name anyway?”  “Jason, Jason Weaver,”  “Okay Jason, here’s what I need, let me say upfront I’m good for the money.  I got the money and then some, but here’s what I need you to do, I need you to take someone out, make them disappear from the face of the earth, can you do that?”  
 
   And Jameson wished he’d worn a wire, but Oscar’s men weren’t shy about frisking and touching him in places no man had. “Yes, I’ve done it before, how much and who, that’s my question?”  She laughed, “Straight to it aren’t you,” he looked at her, “It’s a woman and her kids can you do that?  You aren’t squeamish when it come to women and children are you?”  “No, but it cost more lady.  What are we talking about here, how much?”  He said rubbing his fingers together, “Cause if it ain’t enough I ain’t doing it,” he said so she’d know he was serious.  “A hundred thousand, that enough?”  “Whew, yeah lady that’s enough, now you’re talking,” he said excitedly. 
 
   “Okay, here’s what I need to know you’re serious, and I work alone.  I don’t need anybody knowing any particulars.  Whatever deal you got with Oscar, that’s between you and him, but between you and me it’s one hundred thousand,” he looked at her, “That’s my fee.”  She nodded, “Now if you’re serious you meet me back here at three o’clock with five thousand dollars and the target information and you better show me you good for the rest, like bring more cash so I’ll know it’s coming you understand,” she nodded, “I’m good for it, as long as you can pull it off I’m good for it.”  “Oh I can pull it off, I just want my money,” she smiled. “Deal lady,” he offered his hand, she shook it, “Now you know my name what’s yours so I at least know who I’m making a deal with?”  
 
   “I’m Tammy, and that’s all you need to know. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 13, Crazy Love
 
    
 
    
 
   After Jameson had Tammy on video placing the hit she was arrested and after a humiliating short eight day televised trial she was sent to jail.  Royce wasn’t happy with her sentence though, ten years eligible for parole in five.  He fumed, and thought the jury believed he had an affair had something to do with that.  Tammy’s attorney had done a good job of painting him and Joy as uncaring cheating spouses.  But now life couldn’t have been better, Tammy was in jail and even though he didn’t see Karen and Dillon as much, knowing that they were being well cared for by his parents eased his mind and he was actually kind of relieved he didn’t have to deal with their emotional issues over this. 
 
   Tammy had done one thing right.  Sending the kids to his parents was the right thing to do, even though he knew it was for some warped reason in her head, but his mother and father doted on them and were happy to have noise and kids in the house again.  And in his house Justin turned three and Christopher was walking and had a mouth full of teeth and was biting everything and he lost himself to loving Joy.  He couldn’t contain the love he felt for her and he couldn’t help but feel the effects of loving someone without the burdens of Tammy and her antics or Michael and his, he felt weightless, carefree to just love and be loved and be true to his life’s calling, and then Jameson called.
 
   “Mr. Harrington I need you to meet me at The Meridian, its important,” and he found himself sitting across from Jameson a stiff drink in front of him, his heart pounding in his chest waiting for him to tell him what he called him for.  “Mr. Harrington I was alerted by Dallas PD that there’s another hit out on your wife,” and Royce knew his happiness was too good to be true and he sat dumbfounded, “It’s too early to know who called it, but I and my crew have been tailing them.”   
 
   “Fuck Jameson!  Another hit!  You know its Tammy…Fuck this is unbelievable!”  He wanted to cry, why couldn’t she leave him alone?  “I think so too Mr. Harrington and I have someone undercover to find out, but in the meantime and for the safety of your family I wanted to make you aware.” 
 
   Royce gulped down his drink, the bitch, he wished he’d strangled her and he’d gladly go to jail to stop this.
 
   He didn’t tell Joy, she was so distraught and crying every day once everything came out at the trial he just couldn’t, but he did take out his gun, a semi- automatic handgun.  
 
   “Royce I don’t know about that around the kids,” Joy was alarmed. “Hey I need to protect my family,” so every night he took it out and put it on the nightstand, it was cocked and loaded and Joy wanted no parts of it. “It’s legal and registered,” he said to convince her, “It's part of my constitutional rights, the right to bear arms.”  “I know but it’s dangerous around the kids Royce and why are you taking it out now? What if one of the boys comes in at night and sees it?”  “I know what I’m doing Joy I’ve been shooting all my life and who knows what might happen so don’t worry,” and her eyes got big when he said that, “I guess so you’re from Texas, I guess so,” she acquiesced.  She’d never held or seen a gun in her life, to her guns didn’t have the same meaning as they did to Royce. 
 
   To him it was shooting at snakes, hunting, scaring off a coyote, and to her even though it was quiet in her suburban neighborhood she grew up in a city.  It was the late night news where there was always a shooting of some kind either by police or some gang related incident, it was drive by shootings that always hit the innocent.  That’s what she associated guns with something dangerous and not to be laid out in the open in front of the kids.
 
   Jameson assigned his crew to the Harrington's again.  Valerie had gone undercover at the women's prison befriending Tammy to get information and found nothing, and him, Reggie and Tommy were taking turns following the hit men Dallas PD had shown them.  It had been grueling every eight hours they switched covering the twenty-four hours in a day.  
 
   It was midnight and his turn to follow the hit men.  He was tired and yawned but he followed them and watched them messing around going here and there, to the liquor store, to Walgreen’s., and back to their motel where they stayed until around two in the morning.  Then he watched them bringing out luggage and loading the car, the Walgreen’s bag they tossed in the front seat, readying for a stake out and then they’d probably change locations find a new motel to hang in.  They drove off and he followed them.  
 
   They went straight to the Harrington’s. Yep a stakeout.  He drove in behind them, but he turned off to the right he knew this street would come right back to the main street and by then they should be at the Harrington’s staking them out, and sure enough when he pulled onto the Harrington’s street he saw them parked in front of their house.  They’re not hiding though, that’s stupid to park in front like that,  he turned off his headlights and drove further up the street and then he saw them get out of the car, crouched, dressed in black.
 
   “Fuck!  Its tonight, the hit is tonight!  Tommy!”  He yelled in the radio, “It’s tonight get everyone to the Harrington’s, the hit is tonight!”  He didn’t wait for a reply he was out the car gun drawn and running towards the Harrington house.  He heard a loud muffled, “BOOM!”  The front door splintered and was kicked in.
 
   Royce was in a fitful sleep.  He’d been in one since he talked to Jameson and Joy had him worried about the gun, if Justin or Chris came in at night so he wasn’t sleeping very soundly, he heard a distant, “BOOM!”  He jumped up, “What was that?”  
 
   He had on his pajama pants too, he made sure he didn’t fall asleep naked like he would have normally after making love to Joy.  He grabbed his gun and jumped up out of bed and headed towards where the sound came from.
 
   Jameson was frantic now, he might be too late!  They were in the house, he ran in behind them and saw them walking briskly towards the master bedroom.  The one in back turned when he heard him and he saw him raise his gun and he fired on him.  He saw Mr. Harrington come out of the bedroom with his gun raised, the first gunman raised his gun at him, “SHOOT, Mr. Harrington SHOOT!”  He shouted.
 
   Royce had come out prepared for anything.  He saw men dressed in black in his house, and in a split second everything seemed to happen simultaneously and in slow motion, he heard Jameson shout, “SHOOT!”  He saw the gunmen’s gun slowly raising, and one man fall and at the same time his mind clicked to protect his family and he opened fire, “BAM! BAM! BAM!”  He unloaded into the gunman.
 
   Joy slept fitfully and from exhaustion she found peace in her sleep and in the depths of her dreams she heard banging, was Justin in the pots again?  She opened her eyes and saw Royce outside the bedroom door in the dark, “Royce what are you doing?”  “Stay back Joy, stay back!”  He shouted at her like something was wrong and that scared her, fear gripped her, “What happened?” She jumped out of bed, and ran towards him and saw the gun in his hand, “Oh my god! Royce!”  The smell of burning gunpowder hung in the air and he put his hand up to stop her, “Don’t Joy, please stay back!”  He pleaded.
 
   Jameson was about business now, he went up to each gunman and took their exposed guns and pushed them aside, he started searching them to remove any other weapons.  “Mr. Harrington I can take care of this,” he took Royce’s gun. “Mine’s legal, it’s registered,” Royce said almost to himself.  “Mr. Harrington this just got bad.  Get your family, pack a bag and let’s go, I’m getting you out of here!”  Jameson wasn’t fooling around now, this was serious, they had to go, “Go! Mr. Harrington get your family and let’s go!  We have to go!”  He shouted at Royce. 
 
   Joy came out, “Mrs. Harrington we have to go, get some things together!  We have to get your family out now!”  Joy was scared but she heard his urgency, she grabbed Royce and they went into action.  They pulled down the suitcases, she heard cries over the monitor, “I’ll get the kids you pack a bag.” 
 
   She went out into the hall, two men with dark blood pooling around them were lying dead in her house and she cringed at the sight, then stepped over them like it was an everyday occurrence.  She saw others come running into her house she stopped, her heart beating wildly.  
 
   “Over here,” she heard the blonde man say, he was obviously the leader and her fear left.  She felt the need to get to her children, Christopher was crying and Lindsey was standing at the top of the stairs.  “Go baby get your suitcase and pack some clothes we’ve got to get out of here.  Wake your brother and tell him what I said,” Lindsey looked scared, “Don’t worry I’ll explain once we’re set okay, go baby go!  Be quick,” she wanted nothing more than to get out of this house, two men were dead on her floor.  
 
   Royce heard her over the baby monitor and he kicked it into gear.  They needed to get out of here and he’d just killed a man.  He started throwing clothes, suits, underwear and shoes in a suitcase.  He saw Joy’s suitcase open and nothing in it, he went to her closet and took out clothes, her underwear drawer, her shoes, he tossed them in her suitcase.  He ran to his closet and quickly dressed, jeans and a shirt, he didn’t comb his hair but ran his fingers through it, he splashed water on his face and gargled water in his mouth then went to see if Joy needed any help.  He saw people in his house, doing things to the bodies, they had placed them under black plastic tarps, like Joy he walked by them like he’d seen it all before and walked quickly to the boys room.  She was packing two suitcases, “You need help baby?”  
 
   “Yeah, check on Lindsey and Deon, help them and tell them to get moving,” he saw her moving quickly packing, opening drawers and the closet was wide open and he thought, I just killed a man to make sure she is here to do that,  and his resolve was clear.  He’d do it all again to see her moving, to see her alive, to see her still here.
 
   In a matter of moments they were packed.  “Take them to the safe house,” Jameson said to one of his crew and Royce saw the bodies were gone, “We’ll clean up here,” and Royce didn’t know he meant they were going to make it look like two men didn’t die in his house tonight and the bodies were going to disappear never to be found again.  They rolled their suitcases to a big SUV and piled in and a blonde woman drove them out of their quiet neighborhood. The neighborhood was dark, quiet and peaceful.  No one was aware of what just happened at 23 Chaucer Street.  
 
   Royce had no idea where they were going, he just knew they had to get away.  
 
   The safe house was actually Jameson’s house, he owned five acres in the woods in east McKinney, it was heavily treed and impossible to find unless you knew where you were going.  Street signs didn’t exist, and dirt roads that led off to who knows where turned off here and there. 
 
   They pulled down the dirt driveway, it was a one story ranch house.  Royce unloaded the SUV.  “Jameson will be here either tonight or in the morning, try and rest,” the blonde woman said and before she left she took one last look at the man, the breathtaking radiant man she’d seen in the portrait over his mantle when she planted the bug was not the same.  
 
   Joy put the kids to bed and when she and Royce went into the master bedroom she ran into his arms.  “Oh baby,” she clung tightly to him, he held tightly on to her.  They stood there holding each other and Royce thought, I’d do it all again to feel her like this, he’d kill that man a hundred times to hold her like this.  He nuzzled his head against hers, “I love you baby, I love you.”
 
   Jameson was cleaning up the house.  They sprayed luminal to see where the blood had splattered, he had a solvent that absorbed blood, he sprayed it on the illuminated areas, and he was impressed with Mr. Harrington.  He didn’t know he had it in him to shoot a person, most people thought it was easy, but it wasn’t.  It wasn’t easy to pull a trigger against another human being and he was glad because if he didn’t he would’ve had to shoot him with Mr. Harrington in his line of fire and even if he knew he could do it, he didn’t like the odds of that.  Inwardly he smiled, the bodies were in the trunk and now he looked over the house, good as new, no one will ever know.  “Okay, it’s clear, let’s finish up,” and Tommy and Reggie knew that meant dispose of the bodies.
 
   Joy and Royce finally released each other and went to bed, both were too exhausted to take off their clothes and lay on top of the cover with a blanket on them.  Joy snuggled against him in his arms and fell into an exhausted sleep and for Royce it was welcome he was so tired from all the nights he’d slept fitfully and somewhere in his subconscious he knew the threat was gone and finally was able to sleep.  
 
   Jameson came bright and early the next morning. “Come in, come in,” Royce said when he opened the door. The TV was on some kind of cartoon, and to his ears it was loud, he walked in following Royce, “Hey babe this is Jameson, he’s the one I was telling you about.”  Royce had to fill Joy in, she was wondering who were all those people last night and where did they come from and how did they know to be there, so in order for the story to make sense he had to tell her everything.  Joy smiled at him, “So it’s you I owe my life too, thank you Jameson.  Thank you, I thank you and so does my family,” and Jameson looked at Royce.  He’d told her everything except that he’d killed a man, “Just doing my job ma’am, no thanks necessary.”
 
   “Let’s talk about what to do now,” he said when he was comfortable, “We’ve got to get you folks out of here.  I’m sure soon whoever called the hit will be made aware it didn’t go as planned, so we need to be a few steps ahead,” and Jameson was surer than anything he wanted to get them away from Texas.  Last night was too close, way to close, it could have gone either way, “We have to move and move quickly, out of the state or out of the country even,” and he saw Joy react to that.
 
   “Just leave, drop everything and go!”  Joy said shocked, “Yes, it’s imperative,” and he saw her resolve to that, “Then that’s what we’ll do…but can we send word to family members?  We have to let them know we’re at least okay and not to worry.” “Write letters, I hope you have addresses, that is the only form of communication I’ll….” “We can’t call somehow, that’s so impersonal.” 
 
   He eyed her, “Okay from a pay phone I’ll let you call and explain without giving anything away though, the less anyone knows the better…I’m telling you this for their safety as well Mrs. Harrington,” and Joy understood and wanted to cry.  Royce held her hand as they spoke, he too had resolved to this.  Two armed men had come in his house and he had to shoot a man, if leaving kept his family safe then that’s what he’d do.
 
   “Okay now we have to devise a plan to get all of you out of here without anyone noticing,” Jameson said, “Which might be tough with the children and all, it’s hard for children to lie about who they are, but if we can move quickly before anyone comes looking…and I’ve tried my best to make sure that doesn’t happen,” and they didn’t know what he meant by that, “I know where I need to take you and what I need to do, but the logistics right now is the problem.” 
 
   “Where do you need to get us?” Royce asked. 
 
   “Jamaica, but a commercial plane is too conspicuous, we’d be spotted in a heartbeat and I don’t have enough time to get fake passports for all of you.”  “Well would a boat do?  We’ve got a friend that has a yacht he just bought,” Royce said.
 
   Jameson beamed, he smiled from ear to ear, “That’s exactly what we need,” and Royce smiled, and Jameson said, “I need you to get to Negril, Jamaica as soon as possible.  I’ll leave Valerie’s number with you to call once everything is set.  She’ll give you the information you need.  I’ll meet you there.  I’ve got lots to do or I’d stay, but moving quickly is on our side and being discreet is the only way this will work Mr. Harrington, so when you speak with your friend tell him don’t mention he spoke to you, just see if you can use his boat or if he can take you.  No crew or other passengers, just you and your family.  That is most important Mr. Harrington, you must follow this or your whereabouts will be compromised and we would have done all this for nothing,” he emphasized.  
 
   “I understand,” Royce said and took out his cell phone, Jameson took it, “I don’t know what kind of people we’re dealing with so I’m not taking any chances.  We’ll find a phone."  
 
   Royce had already called Bobby and told him he wasn’t coming in, and Joy had called the school for the children, and now that Jameson had taken his phone he wondered if that had been wise.  They all piled in the black SUV.  Jameson drove for what felt like an eternity then he stopped at a new convenience store/gas station.  There were two modern payphones on the side with credit card slots and everything.  
 
   Royce dialed and heard the phone ringing, “Big John.” “Hey Royce,” he was all smiles on the other end Royce could tell, “What’s shaking?” “I need you to go someplace private John.  Make sure no one can hear this conversation,” he could hear Big John moving around and then, “Okay shoot, tell me what’s going on you’ve got me worked up now,” and Royce told him, “I need your help.  We’ve been targeted again and I need to get my family safe, man.  I have too, we need to use your boat to get to Jamaica and it’s the only way to go without being noticed can you help us?”
 
    “You bet your ass I can, tell me when and where and I’m there, I’ll take you myself.”  “Thanks man, you don’t know how much this means to us.”  “To you and me both, you think I can look at Lanie knowing I let something happen to you and Joy and didn’t try to help, even if she wasn’t the woman I want to tie down and marry I’d help you anyway man, I’d help you anyway.” “Thanks bro, it means a lot, but we need to get moving as soon as you can arrange it, the sooner the better.  Call me when it’s set,” Royce said and gave him the number on the payphone.
 
   He called Bobby next, “Bobby, it’s happened again!  Joy has been targeted again, I’ve got to get her and the kids out of here.  The power of attorney is in effect, use it!” “No Royce!  What happened?”  “The less you know the better, the company is yours now man, you run it, you take care of it.”  “Oh Royce, oh man, I don’t know what to say man, this is….but don’t worry…You know the account we have for emergencies?”  “Yes,” “Here take this number down and use it.  I’ll make sure it’s always funded…Don’t worry man, use it…You have to do what you have to do, and that’s be safe man,” Bobby said with resolve. “But Bobby I don’t know it could be risky.  I’m going to the bank after this to clear my account so don’t worry man.”  “Use it, no one knows about it but you and me, use it Royce…I couldn’t do any of this if I thought you were out there hurting…If I didn’t know you were okay…I couldn’t man…Use it for me,” and he knew Bobby was crying.  That was the only thing Bobby could think to help was offer money.  He knew Royce was wealthy but what if his money ran out, what if he couldn’t get to it?  That was the only way he thought he could  help.  
 
   “Okay man, it’ll help if things don’t work out, it’ll sure help.”  Royce knew he only had so much in his account, and the rest of  his money was tied up in stocks, the company and other assets  and he knew he owed Jameson a boat load of money so having  access to funds was a good thing now that Bobby mentioned it.  He heard Bobby crying, “I love you like a brother man.  This is too hard to take man,” and he wiped tears too.  “I know but I have to do this man.  My family's safety is the most important thing right now.” “I know man, please be careful, promise me that.” “I will,” and he had to wipe tears and as they hung up Bobby was still crying.  
 
   Joy called her mother next and after a tearful goodbye she called Michael.  Joy calling him crying said more than she realized, he knew this woman and she didn’t cry unless it was serious and he knew she would always try and do the right thing.  She let him speak to the kids then she took the phone, “Thanks for understanding Michael." “Always tell the kids I love them and I’ll always be thinking of them,” he said, “And Joy.” “Yes,” “That goes for you too,” she cried, “Oh Michael, thanks for that.”
 
   When she hung up she walked back to the car wiping tears.  Jameson drove them to the bank and they came out with checks adding up to just over a million dollars.
 
   “I’ll see you in Jamaica,” Jameson said, they hugged, his heart beating wildly, it was up to them now.
 
   The next day the blonde woman, Valerie dropped them off at the Addison airport.  It was a little private airport where lots of business men hired private planes.  Big John was already there, he hugged Royce so tight, then he moved to Joy, “Gosh this tears me up.  The thought of someone doing that to you folks, it just tears at my heart.”  “Well if I can do anything about it they won’t get us if that’s what their plan is,” Royce said determined. “You goddam right they won’t,” Big John said, and once they were loaded up and to their surprise Big John sat in the cockpit and flew them to Corpus Christi.  
 
   Big John rented a car and drove them to the dock.  They all trudged down the wooden dock with their luggage following Big John and when he stopped there in front of them was the most beautiful white yacht with a thick black stripe around it and the name painted on the back, “Lady Lanie,” and Joy smiled.  Big John was totally in love with Lanie and to prove it he was working out and losing weight and was really quite handsome, but Lanie was still running from love and wouldn’t even entertain the idea of marriage. 
 
   “This is my boat,” he said, mimicking Forest Gump, and they laughed, and trudged up the gangplank and Joy heard her before she saw her, “Joyyy, Jooooy!”  Lanie came up from below deck, she ran out and Royce looked at Big John, “I had to make it legitimate.  Everybody knows when I’m on this boat Lanie is with me, I bought it for her!"  Royce shrugged, there was nothing he could do about it now anyway, “This way I won’t be lonely on the trip back,” Big John said still trying to justify Lanie being there.  
 
   "Oh my god look at all of you,” she hugged and kissed all the kids then she went to Royce and hugged him so tight and almost cried, “I can’t believe what’s going on.” Royce looked at Big John, “She asked too many questions,” he joked.  Lanie hit Royce on the chest, “You know I was going to pull it out of him and besides this is my sister we’ll talking about,” and Royce had to smile, “But keep it quiet Lanie, that’s all I ask, if we’re found out that wouldn’t be good that’s all,” but he felt he’d already messed up and Jameson would not be pleased with this, another person knowing and loud mouth Lanie at that.  
 
   “Okay let’s get you settled and I'll take the car back,” Big John showed them around the beautiful yacht, it was brand new and had all of the state of the art technology, satellite TV and four staterooms, “It’s huge,” Joy said, “Anything for my Lanie,” Big John said with a huge smile, “Okay, I need to get that car back,” and he left.  
 
   Joy opened her suitcase and laughed.  Royce’s packing was a mess.  She looked through what he brought and shook her head.  She hadn’t bothered to open her suitcase since the night they left, but now she opened it and rummaged through her clothes and she had to admit he brought some of everything and some things she wouldn’t have brought at all and one thing he didn’t bring was a bathing suit.  Across the dock were shops, restaurants, travel agencies, fishing tours and little boutiques.
 
   “I need to buy a swimsuit, let’s go shopping,” she said to Lanie, so while Big John was taking the car back and Royce was babysitting they walked across the street and went shopping, and it was here Joy realized the situation she was in.   She had an arm load of bathing suits, sun screen, hats, flip flops, shorts, and when she went to check out she automatically reached for her credit card and then it hit her, what if someone was tracking her? Jameson had made a point of telling them not to leave a paper trail, not to use their cell phones, he’d scared the crap out of them.  She didn’t have cash, Royce had forgotten to give her some and she couldn’t write a check they’d cleaned out their account, “On second thought I don’t need this, I’m sorry.”  “What Joy?  You do need it, you said you didn’t bring a swimsuit,” Lanie protested and Joy gave her a look, it was the be quiet look, but Lanie took it to be, “I’m in hiding look,” “You know what,” Lanie said, “I’ll take care of it, you need it and I can get it,” she whipped out her credit card, but for Joy now this was serious, how was she going to disappear and live a different life, could she do it?  They were on the run and her heart fluttered in her chest. 
 
   When she got back she took Royce by the hand, her heart beating frantically realizing what they were doing, “Baby come here,” she took him in their stateroom.  She needed to feel him against her, he sat on the bed, she straddled him. “Hold me for a minute baby,” he took her in his arms and held her, “I’m scared baby, what are we going to do?  How are we going to live?”  She said, feeling the comfort of his body against hers, his arms around her, his scent in her nose, she held on to him. “Oh Joy, we’ll find a way.  We’ll do what we have too to survive I promise you that, but I have access to money okay, don’t worry about money.  We just have to be safe.”  She looked at him, “We’ll be okay?” “Yes, we’ll be okay,” he smiled at her thinking, as long as I’m with you I’ll be okay. 
 
    She told him what happened at the store, “I realized I couldn’t just whip out my credit card anymore baby.” “Oh I’m sorry baby I should have given you some money,” she smiled, “Well you owe Lanie now though.” “Oh god, I’ll never hear the end of it,” they laughed, he kissed her, “Don’t worry baby, please don’t worry.  Jameson is going to make sure we’re in a safe place and then we’ll make the best of living until he finds out what going on okay.... and hopefully it won't be too long and we'll be back to our lives before you know it,” he kissed her sweet lips because she was smiling so beautifully at him. “That’s why I love you Royce, you always know how to make me feel better.”
 
   They heard the boat start, “Oh I guess we’re leaving,” they went out on deck.  Lanie was holding Christopher and Joy thought, what a sight, she looks like she knows what she’s doing, and as soon as Lanie saw her, “Oh here’s your momma.  Whew I thought you’d never come up,” they laughed.  Big John was up in the control room steering and shook his head laughing.  Royce laughed too, in a way he was glad Big John had fallen in love with Lanie, even though he didn’t know how.  She was definitely not his type, yes she was vibrant and fun, but he liked a little more mystery and Joy was that, but he knew if Big John hadn’t fallen for Lanie he would have been enamored with Joy, and he was glad he had one less man looking at her.  
 
   They watched the Corpus Christi marina disappear behind them and headed out into the Gulf of Mexico.  It would take five days of sailing with Big John and Royce trading off, only stopping for breaks, lunch, anchoring at night and a stop for deep sea fishing.  Big John had to take them on a run before they pulled into the marina in Negril and Royce went to a pay phone on the dock and called the contact number Valerie had given him  and Jameson answered.
 
   He came right away, and they hardly recognized him.  He had on a flowered beach shirt, khaki cargo shorts, flip flops, a puca shell necklace, a little gold loop earring in one ear and he was darkly tanned, his blonde hair was hanging loose and looked blonder with all the sun streaks he had in it.  He looked like a down and out tourist.  Royce stared at him and so did Big John and Lanie, they’d heard so much about him.  “Jameson is a private investigator.”  “He’s all business.”  “He’ll find out what’s going on.”  “We’re in good hands with him,” and then this beach bum guy shows up.  He came on board and winked at them, “It’s a disguise to blend in with the locals,” he whispered.  They laughed.
 
   Jameson was driving an old jeep and they loaded up their luggage first, and Royce rode with him to drop it off and Jameson would come back for them.  After they left Big John said, “Are you sure he’s on the up and up?”  
 
   “Royce trust him,” she’d never met the man until the night she saw him in her house cleaning up dead bodies and then he was in a suit, his hair pulled back in a blonde ponytail.  
 
   “Hmmmm,” Big John said.  They were suppose to drop them off and keep going, that was the instruction from Jameson, but when he came back for her and made room for Deon, “He’ll ride with us,” Big John said and she saw Jameson give a small smile, and hop in the driver’s seat.  
 
   But when she got to the house it was beautiful.  He’d rented a large light blue beach house, it was gorgeous, right on the beach and off to itself.  Royce was already getting comfortable and unpacking their clothes when she came in, “Hey love,” he said when she walked in holding Christopher, “Hey babe, this is nice isn’t it?”  It was a classic beach house with white wicker furniture, sea shells as decorations, white linen curtains billowing in the ocean breeze, “Oh yeah, I think we’ll be safe here, it’s out here all by itself.  Jameson said this is our private beach.”
 
   Two bedrooms were downstairs and Royce was in the largest the master suite putting away clothes.  The family room opened to the beach, it had large wooden doors inlaid with square panes of glass from top to bottom, the doors were open wide now letting in the breeze.  Joy turned when she heard the jeep on the gravel driveway.
 
   Big John grabbed his and Lanie’s bags like they were here to stay awhile.  And once everyone was comfortable they sat down to talk.  Big John wanted to know everything.  
 
   “I’m sorry but for your safety and for Lanie I can’t tell you.  All I want you to know is they are safe and I will not leave until I know everything is okay…and also and this is the most important thing for both of you.  Do not and I repeat do not tell anyone you brought them here.  We don’t know who these people are, we don’t know what they’re capable of, so no casual conversations around the water cooler about dropping your sister off in Jamaica, you don’t know who they bought off.  This trip never happened.  The trip you took was a boating trip for the two of you to spend some time alone.  However you want to spin it, just tell the same story, but Mr. and Mrs. Harrington were never on that boat, are we clear?”  
 
   “Yes,” they agreed, and Jameson tapped his index finger on the table, “And if you happen to get a visitor trying to coerce it out of you I pray to god you are strong enough to not spill it or you put Mrs. Harrington and the little boys in jeopardy,” Joy saw Lanie and Big John’s eyes get big, “Are you thinking that?”  “I don’t put anything past anyone,” and she saw Lanie eyes fill with tears, “You promise you can keep them safe?”  She asked softly, “I can and I will… but I’m counting on you two to keep this quiet.  I wasn’t expecting you to know so much, but you’re here and I wasn’t expecting you at all,” he nodded at Lanie, “But that’s okay it makes it more believable that your boyfriend would bring you so no worries,” and Big John smiled.  He liked being called Lanie’s boyfriend.  
 
   “And I know this is going to sound rude, but I need you to make this a quick visit, I don’t want people recognizing you and associating you together with them.  Trust me it’s not to offend, it’s for your safety, if you’re recognized with them then you might as well come with us or they will find you and interrogate you.  This is a dangerous thing we’re dealing with here, you need to understand that,” Jameson said and after he’d terrified and scared the hell out of them he said, “But for tonight relax, enjoy each other’s company because you won’t be seeing each other until this thing is over.”  They nodded in dumfounded silence, scared to say anything, “I’ve got work to do so have fun,” he got up and left, and they were too stunned for a few moments to do anything but sit there.  
 
   They came out of their trance when the kids came running in, “Is it okay to go to the beach now?”  “Oh yeah,” Joy said, “Let’s get your swim suits.”  Jameson had scared the shit out of her, not only was her life in jeopardy but the people who associated with her.  The people trying to find her could hurt them to get to her, that scared her thinking of her parents, Lanie and Big John for helping them.  Oh god,  what have we gotten into, she thought and wiped tears as she put on the boys swimsuits.
 
   Somehow they managed to make a night of it though.  They swam in the clear blue Caribbean water and lit the fire pit on the beach and roasted marshmallows, the kids loved that.  After she bathed the kids and put them to bed the adults took bottles of beer and sat out at the beach by the fire pit.  It was gorgeous at night, just like on the boat, the moon shining bright and shimmering off the water, and Joy loved hearing the sounds of waves serenely lapping in and out.
 
   “Joy I’m scared for you, this is bullshit!”  Lanie said, “Just bullshit!”  She wiped her eyes. “I’m scared to Lanie, what if something happens to you, Big John or mom and daddy?  I couldn’t live with myself if something happened to any of you,” Joy said her eyes tearing up.  “Royce why couldn’t you stop this?  Is it that crazy ex-wife of yours?”  Lanie demanded, and Royce knew they knew too much.  Jameson was right this wasn’t good.  He looked at her, he could see her anger from the light of the fire.  “Tammy is in on this somewhere, mark my word on that!  But who she's hired and how we don't know!”  He said angrily, “And you are right it’s such bullshit!”  He was angry, this was bullshit!  He got up and walked away. 
 
   He walked down the beach, he needed his rowing machine and sit up contraption.  Right now he needed to punish his body, push it beyond its limits.  He stepped out of his flip flops and started running, just running down the beach, he couldn’t see and it felt like he was cutting his feet to shreds, but he didn’t care.  He ran and ran and ran, and then he heard her.
 
   “Royce!  Royce!” And before he knew it Joy was running beside him.  “I need to run too, let’s go baby,” and they ran side by side breathing hard until they couldn’t take another step.  With their sides heaving and taking in big gulps of air they stopped and paced around to catch their breath and when they felt better Joy went to him and he went to her.  She clung to him and he clung to her, both let the tears flow, she didn’t try to stop hers and he didn’t try to stop his.  They held on to each other and cried against the other, and when they’d cried enough they wiped their eyes the best they could, and with their arms around each other they walked back toward their stretch of beach like lovers on a stroll, and like lovers occasionally they stopped to kiss and touch each other, and a couple of times he pulled her top aside and sucked her, hungrily sucked her, filling his need with her.  She kissed him just as hungrily and felt him up, she reached inside his trunks to touch and caress him.  They didn’t say too much, nothing needed to be said.  This hurt, this was painful.  What they were going through hurt, hurt them both.
 
   When they arrived back at the beach, the fire was burning low and Lanie was sitting on Big John’s lap.  He was holding and soothing her, her head against his shoulder, “It’s okay Lanie, they’ll be alright, we’ll be okay too,” they heard him saying as they walked quietly up to them.  “We’re okay Lanie, really we are,” Joy said, she wasn’t sure that was true but for now they were.  Lanie looked up. “Oh my god, I’m so sorry…I didn’t mean to…,” she jumped up and ran to them and hugged them, “Don’t pay any attention to me Royce…I know if you could have stopped this you would have…I know that, I know that,” she said and hugged him, “I’m sorry.”  Big John and Lanie could see they’d been crying and their hearts ached for them. “We’re going to bed, this has been a long day,” Joy said and walked hand in hand with Royce up their new home, and when they reached the back patio they saw Jameson standing there with binoculars around his neck watching them, and both realized they had no idea when he’d gotten back.
 
   They were attached at the hip, neither wanted to let the other go, they turned on the shower and showered together, washing off the sand and sweat, touching, kissing, wanting the other to know how much they loved them, their touches and kissing saying, “We’re together in this, we’ll get through this together,” and when they were done Royce took her hand and led her to the bed and they were finally able to touch, feel, kiss and love to their fulfillment they released and let themselves go.  
 
   The next day after breakfast Lanie and Big John said their goodbyes.  They hugged each other tight, neither knowing when the next time they’d see each other again, and the sisters couldn’t control their tears, and Jameson drove them to the marina and when he got back he said, “Don’t get to comfortable here, this is just a stop,” and Royce and Joy’s mouths dropped. “We're not staying here?”  Royce asked, “Oh no, we have to hide deeper and further than this.  I’ll have everything ready in a few days,” he smiled at them, “Just hang low and have fun.”
 
   So that’s what they did.  Royce even found his flip flops in the sand a ways down the beach, he walked the beach hand and hand with Joy, the children running all over the place helping Lindsey collect seashells and he discovered that’s what he’d stepped on as he ran the first night.   They hung out at the beach mostly, “Wow, look at how clear the water is?” Joy said shading her eyes as she looked out at the expanse of clear blue water.  “It’s like a swimming pool isn’t it mommy,” Lindsey exclaimed.  The Jamaican water was clear chlorine blue, and the kids marveled at how they could see all the way to the bottom and still see their feet.  In the shed they found everything beach fun anyone could think of, wave gliders with colorful sails, wave runners, ready for them to hop on and ride far, surfboards which was a real treat for them to try, flippers, snorkel gear and they used all of it.  They rode the wave gliders and hung on for dear life as the wind caught the sails.  They lathered themselves from head to toe with bug repellent since the mosquitoes were relentless and lit the fire pit every night and roasted marshmallows, hot dogs, corn on the cob and made smores.  They had fun waiting for Jameson and they were as brown as berries, even Royce had a nice tanned glow to him and after three days Jameson came to them, “Everything is all set, but first we have to disguise you two.” 
 
   Jameson took Royce in the bathroom.  He slicked back his hair with mousse and pasted on a mustache, then poured something that looked like powder in his hands and ran it through Royce’s hair and on his mustache and instantly he had grey streaks. “Oh,” Joy said, he looked so different without his signature hair style.  “Here put this on,” Jameson said and gave Royce a dress shirt and tie, he stood him against the wall and took his picture.  “Okay now you Mrs. Harrington,” Jameson stood and faced Joy.  He looked intensely at her and it was like he was seeing her for the first time.  He’d never looked at her like this, up close and personal, she was a stunning woman.  Joy watched him looking at her, she didn’t like when people paid attention to her.  There was nothing special about her she knew that, Lanie was the beautiful one and Sylvie was the smart one that’s why she was a doctor.  But her she was just Joy, and that soft vulnerable look came into her dark eyes.  And Jameson felt this sudden urge to protect her, to take her in his arms and hold her.  
 
   Royce watched him watching her, and he was beginning to feel uncomfortable, this wasn’t going to work if Jameson was attracted to her.  He couldn’t have him wanting Joy, and suddenly Jameson threw his hands up, “I don’t know what to do with you, I thought I had a plan…but you’re too pretty for that…I don’t know what I’m going to do with you,” he laughed and so did they.  “Well what were you going to do with me?” Joy asked. “I was going to have you disguised as a Jamaican mother traveling with her kids, but you don’t look harassed enough,” he said smiling. 
 
   “Well can you make me look harassed?  I mean look what you did for Royce he looks like an old man,” she laughed and said.  “I’ll try but your…skin is too…too perfect,” and Royce smiled.  He’d always thought that too, she had the most beautiful skin. “Okay, but with you traveling with kids I have to do something.” “Well what’s the plan?”  Royce asked. “Well I was going to have you, me and Justin travel together in first class.  We were here on vacation now we’re going home, and Mrs. Harrington I was going to have her be a local starting a new life abroad.  She would travel with the other children but look like an islander, and I’m sorry Mrs. Harrington you’ll have to fly coach.  We can’t be seen together or look like we know each other.”  
 
   “What no!  I’m not flying first class while the rest of my family is in coach,” Royce understood what Jameson was trying to do, but it looked racist to him.  The white men could pass flying in first class.  They wouldn’t be noticed or cause suspicion they could afford it, but the black woman might. “Mr. Harrington we have to separate, it’s the only way.” “That’s fine, we can fly separately, but either we’re all in first class or all in coach.  I won’t have it any other way Jameson,” he said firmly. “Okay Mr. Harrington, but that makes it more difficult…” “I don’t care we’ll handle it,” Royce said. “Okay, then a harassed Jamaican mother you are Mrs. Harrington,” he sat her down and put dark smudges under her eyes and pulled her hair back in a ponytail and Joy was surprised he was so adept at this.  They really had no idea the disguises Jameson could do and the ones he’d pulled off over the years or she might remember a certain gas company man standing at her door. 
 
   He stood her against the wall and snapped her picture and Royce understood what he meant, those dark smudges didn’t look like they belonged, her skin was too perfect, she was too well cared for to have dark circles, it just didn’t go together.  Jameson took the children’s picture next, “I think I’m all set, start packing Mrs. Harrington, we’ll be leaving in a few days,” and he was out the door.
 
   Two days later they dressed in their disguises.  Royce as an older man, his hair slicked back with the gray streaks and mustache, his signature style gone.  He wore an island shirt, black old man shorts, white socks and dress shoes.  Joy and the kids laughed when they saw him, he did too.  Joy was in a long yellow flowered sundress with her hair in a slightly messy ponytail, and Jameson tried to give her a Jamaican accent, “Say your name like this, Nahrinda it’s more of an “ah” sound, you’re too American,” and she did the best she could.  
 
   “Okay Mr. Harrington we’re a couple traveling with our son.”  “We’re what?”  Royce asked giving him a look. “Yes, it’s just a disguise, we’re a couple,” and Jameson flicked his blonde hair like a woman, and they cracked up. “No you’ve got to be kidding me,” Royce said laughing, “I can’t do that.” “You don’t have too, I can play that role.” “Okay as long as it’s you,” and they all laughed. 
 
   Jameson called a cab, while he, Royce and Justin stayed out of sight Joy, Deon, Lindsay and baby Christopher loaded up, “To the ahport,” Joy said in her best Jamaican accent.  Once their cab was gone he called another.  They arrived at Sangster International Airport in Montego Bay separately and pretended not to know each other, both Justin and Christopher were asleep from the cab ride and that made it easier not having them to chase after.  Royce was terrible, he kept looking at her and she’d turn away, hoping to give him the hint that he wasn’t suppose to know her, and Jameson playing his part would talk to him in an effeminate voice and she’d see Royce narrow his eyes and look at him as if to say, “What are you doing?”  And she had to hold back a laugh.
 
   Finally they called them to board the plane, it was a giant British Airways jumbo jet flying nonstop to London’s Heathrow Airport.  Joy was excited, and the pictures he’d taken were for fake passports.  They all had fake names, she was Norinda Smalls, and Deon was Jonathan Smalls, Lindsey, Katherine Smalls and little Christopher was Nathan Smalls, and Royce was Calvin Henry, and Justin was Connor Henry.  They found their seats and they were five rows or so behind Royce, the plane was huge, seven seats across the middle, three seats along each side ran up and down the plane. Lindsey scooped up the window seat, Deon took the aisle and she was in the middle holding Christopher.  They coasted down the runway and took off, and about an hour into the flight Justin woke up. 
 
   Christopher had woken up long before and was standing on her lap and looking out the window clapping his hands.  She saw Justin stand up in his seat, at first he was facing the front, then he turned around and saw Christopher, “Baby brother,” he said loudly pointing, “Daddy, baby brother,” he said loudly.  Jameson tried to distract him, but he pulled away.  “Nooo, baby brother, Sissy,” now he wanted to get down.  Royce was trying to turn him around, “Nooo, nooo mommmy!”  Justin cried and Royce was trying everything, but he wanted nothing but to get back to them and now Joy realized what Jameson was talking about, now Christopher paused when he heard Justin.  He started making baby noises and Justin heard Christopher and screamed, “Baby brother!”  He cried and wailed and she saw Jameson put his head down, and finally Royce picked him up and scooted past Jameson.  
 
   He came back to her, “I’m sorry miss my son would like to play with your baby is that alright with you?”  She could see the frustration, “Of course, my name is Nahrinda,” he smiled, “I’m…I’m, I’m Kev..Calvin,” and she almost laughed again.  Royce was no actor, he had to control his laughter too, he handed Justin down to her and he quickly went to Lindsey, who held him up so he could see out the window. “Do you have anything for him, juice, crackers?”  She asked in her Jamaican accent still playing her role, “Oh yes,” he went and got the bag she packed for Justin and now he was into the game, “My boyfriend made sure he has everything he needs,” he said almost cracking up, and she almost laughed too but she kept her composure but Deon couldn’t he thought that was so funny and laughed, and she saw Jameson shaking his head. 
 
   It was a long flight, almost ten hours or so from what the in flight information said, and about halfway into it she still had both boys, Lindsey and Deon in three seats, and she’d done everything to keep them occupied and quiet.   They’d stepped all over her, she had one on one knee the other on the other, they’d played in her hair, and laid against her, Christopher bumping his little head against her breast as he laughed at his brother.  They were content and she looked up at Royce and Jameson and both of them were knocked out, head resting back sound asleep, and after five hours she was done for she needed a break.  She loved her boys but she’d never been confined in such a tight space with them for so long, “Let me out Deon,” she said.  Deon gasped, she’d said his real name and she didn’t try and sound Jamaican, “Okay Jonathan,” she didn’t care at this point and he moved out the way stepping into the aisle.  
 
   She took Christopher and placed him on her hip and took Justin by the hand and walked the few rows up and tapped Jameson, “Wake him up,” he shook Royce, Royce woke up. “Look sir I’ve had your child now for hours you think you could return the favor,” she dumped both boys on him and Jameson and Royce chuckled, “I think your mommy needs a break,” he said to both boys, “Were you good boys huh?”  He cooed at them.  They smiled and laughed with him, and this time Jameson pursed his lips and gave him the, “What are you doing” look.  Joy walked straight back to the bathroom, she needed to stretch her legs.  She splashed water on her face, relieved herself.  She didn’t realize how bad she had to pee until she was in there and now she did look like a harassed Jamaican mother.
 
   Royce and Jameson would keep the boys until they became too much or wanted to get back to her and Royce would bring them back to her and she let Deon go up there with them and she took his seat and let the boys have the center seat and that helped not having both boys stepping all over her and when they landed a lady in a row between them said, “That was the nicest thing I’ve seen you helping them out,” and Joy smiled and then the woman looked at Royce and Jameson, “That should tell you two a child needs a mother,” she humped at them.  And Jameson still in his role smirked in his effeminate voice, “I am his mother,” and he flicked his hair, and Joy, Lindsey and Deon had to hold their heads down as they tried to conceal their laughing and she saw Royce turned towards the window trying not to laugh too.  now they’d set the hope of equality for same sex parents back to the dark ages in that lady’s eyes. 
 
   When they got off the plane they had a connecting flight to Madrid, Spain and Royce tried to play his role, “Let me walk you to your gate I’m heading in that direction.” 
 
   “That was a disaster,” Jameson said as himself now, “We might as well have not bothered.”  They laughed, “Well Jameson, the boys play together most of the day, you can’t expect them to ignore each other,” Joy said.  He softened, “You’re right, I didn’t think of that, I usually don’t have children in my plans,” and he hadn’t thought of that little tidbit and he should have as much he listened to her on the bugs Valerie placed in their home.  Bugs he hadn’t been able to destroy even after Tammy's trial was over, “It’s the little things that get you,” he said disappointed this didn’t work and nervous too many people noticed. “Okay on the flight to Madrid once we’re settled we’re have to work it out so the boys are together.” “Sorry but we’ll try to do better,” Royce said, he understood what Jameson was trying to do and they’d just blown it, but he couldn’t help but laugh, it was so funny.
 
   And they did do better, the flight wasn’t as long, about two hours and they kept the boys together and before long they were in Madrid.  
 
   A Spanish man in a big old beat up white van was there to pick them up and they loaded everything in the van and hopped in and drove hours away to a small picturesque town by a beautiful beach, mountains on one side and a beach down below called Isle de St. Mary’s.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 14, ISLE DE ST. MARY'S
 
    
 
    
 
   The man in the van was Ricardo, he was older and weather beaten, his skin dark and leathery. “How is the casa?  In good order I hope,” Jameson said in Spanish, “Si senor, perfecto!”  Ricardo said.  On the long drive Royce asked, “Is this the final stop Jameson or are we moving again?  I need to know, I need to be in on a little more and not kept in the dark so much.”  He had to remind Jameson he worked for him and if he’d just told them more the mishap on the plane might not have happened.  
 
   “Yes it’s the final destination, you will be staying here.”  Now Ricardo pulled into a beautiful golden stucco two story house off the beach side.  It had a courtyard with beautiful flowers, an ornate Spanish fountain was in the center with soothing water sounds and through the courtyard was the front door.  Inside the courtyard a beautiful dark leafy green bougainvillea vine covered the house obscuring the front.   They unloaded out the van and she loved the house and the quaint surroundings.  They were on a street that wound its way up the base of the mountains but on one side the beach and the other the community.  Houses of different sizes and colors lined the street, light orange, turquoise blue, white, dark red, gold, the one consistency a black tiled roof.  She even saw goats in front of a bungalow about four houses down and across the street was some kind of horse business.  
 
   The sign was old and worn but it said, “Ecuador Ecueste Entremaniento y Centro Equitcion,” and underneath in smaller writing, “El Mejor en el Entrenamiento de los Caballos Anduluces,” and Joy had no idea what it said, but the horse on the sign and in the field told her it was a horse business.  She only noticed it because of the setting.  It was a low ranch house, but unlike the others that one had seen better days, the stucco was old, peeling and water stained.  The house was set on the bend of the road, and its wooden railed fence followed the curve around the road and went further down a ways towards town, but in its background tall, luminous, majestic and serene mountain peaks loomed.  She saw horses grazing lazily out in the field the mountains behind and the scene made her heart soar from its beauty.
 
   The family and Jameson walked through the little iron gate and into the courtyard and it took Joy’s breath away, from the van it was beautiful but inside it was lush and overflowing with plants, trees and flowers, she saw begonias, red oleander, hibiscus, and lavender. There was beautiful and tall leonatis or lion’s ear, an avocado tree, and there was anise and cascading rosemary hanging from pots, all beautiful and well maintained.  
 
   They trooped inside the house, and inside was just as spectacular.  It was all tiled floors and decorated in heavy dark Spanish furniture and bold deep colors, “Oh, this is lovely, just lovely,” Joy said. “It’s beautiful, the color reminds me of your house off Guadalupe Street,” Royce said. “Yes, but my house was just a poor imitation, this looks so much more authentic doesn’t it?”  Royce didn’t think so, this house was beautiful, but the other house had Joy written all over it. 
 
   “Well if we’re going to live here we’d better check it out,” and they walked the house, “This house was built in 1910 by a German architect who wanted a summer home,” Jameson said, “But since then it’s been owned and renovated several times.  I thought you might like it here and this place is far away, most people don’t even know about it.” “Yes, I can see that, how’d you find out about it?”  Royce asked, and they saw Jameson blush.  “I came here to convalesce after I took a wound,” and they looked at him, “It was many years ago,” he said turning away, “But I discovered this town then, it was quiet and beautiful, perfect getaway.”  “Where are we?  What part of Spain are we in?”  Royce asked, he needed some sense of direction.  “We’re in northern Spain, in Basque country, near the southern border of France actually, that body of water you see is the Bay of Biscay and the mountains behind us are the Cantabrian Mountains.  Most towns around here are very old, from Medieval times, but Isle de St. Mary’s is new in comparison, it was started by rich tourist building homes in the mid 1800’s,” he said as he showed them the house, and out of nowhere came the blonde woman.
 
   Jameson had done what he could to make them disappear, and other than her sister showing up, but it turned out to be a better diversion for the boyfriend to say he was with her than trying to make something up.  His only problem was her sister was more outgoing than she was and she talked a lot.  He hoped she would keep her mouth closed, and the boyfriend, man he was a big guy, none of them knew potentially what kind of people they might be dealing with.  At this point even he didn’t know for sure, but he wasn’t going to take any chances and let something happen to Mrs. Harrington and those boys.   Man she was pretty, he’d never looked at her up close like that, and the plane ride, Oh god,  that was a huge failure.  Mr. Harrington was awful in disguise.  He just couldn’t play a role and he had to smile, it was funny but so dangerous.  They had no idea, but he’d done what he could and after the night of the shooting he knew where he had to take them.  
 
   He knew lots of places, but he knew that once he walked that house and when he walked in the living room and saw the portrait.  It was a huge portrait of their wedding day, and Mrs. Harrington was stunning, absolutely breathtaking, her dress showing off her beautiful curves, her dark hair pulled to the side, her red bouquet brilliant and her smile said it all, “I’m happy, so happy,” but it was Mr. Harrington that struck him, he couldn’t take his eyes off him, he was a man striking in his bearing, but his expression, the look in his eye said something, it spoke to you, his bold blue eyes sparkled, his smile so easy but it held all the answers to something and he stared at him.  He’d never seen that man before.  The first Mr. Harrington he met was sad, sad over his love for a married woman, then angry at her husband, then worried, concerned, scared even of what was going on in his life, but on his wedding day he was who he was supposed to be.  It was there captured in that portrait and he knew then he had to protect that man and his family and he hoped one day when this was all over he’d see the man in that picture again, and he thought of the house in Spain.  
 
   The house was a vacation rental property now, anyone who could afford it rented it by the week, the month, to spend their holiday in and he’d basically taken it off the market. He’d sent Valerie to set up the surveillance equipment and plant bugs and he rented the house next door for them.  
 
   Joy and Royce walked upstairs and into the master suite, the windows were open, “Oh my, would you look at that view?  The water isn’t that clear turquoise of Jamaica, but it’s gorgeous, just gorgeous!” Joy said.  The windows opened like double doors and there was a beautiful wrought iron enclosure so you could stand there for hours letting in the sea breeze and bay sounds, it had a spectacular view of the beach and dark blue waters of the bay and you could see far off for miles into the horizon and she saw nothing but miles and miles of beach.  She looked to her right and saw wooden stairs leading down from their new home.  She let her eyes follow the stairs, it stopped at a small wooden landing, then continued down to the beach, a retention wall was built as the steps reached the sand, it kept the beach below and the property above from encroaching on each other and at the bottom of the stairs there was a table and chairs under a blue beach umbrella so she assumed that must belong to this house.  
 
   She saw people on the beach, most weren’t swimming, but walking or laying out, a few brave souls were in the water, it was March and the end of winter so she assumed the water was cold. This is going to be my new home until this thing blows over, she smiled, yeah, I can like it here.   “I think Jameson did alright on this one.  The house in Jamaica wasn’t bad, but this, yeah I can be on the run in this,” they laughed and Royce smiled and the only thing missing to him was that portrait over the mantle, to have it here would be a great reminder on what he was striving for.
 
   Valerie showed Jameson the equipment in the closet, she flicked through screen after screen and he checked the sound on the bugs, he could hear the Harrington's up in their master bedroom, he took off the headphones.  “Okay everything is set then,” Jameson said, “So what’s the word from Reggie?”  He’d left Reggie in charge of the office and placed an undercover prison guard to get close to Tammy. “So far cold,” that was good and bad, good no one was looking and bad nothing new had come from the undercover.  “Okay, I need you to go into town, hang out see if anyone is interested in the new arrivals.”  He saw Valerie smile, he knew she liked disguises as much as he did, he’d see her leave in a few minutes looking like a Spanish lady on a night on the town, he was over talking to Royce by then.
 
    “Valerie and I are ensconced in the house next door.  We are constantly surveilling the premises, so you might see us pop up out of the blue.  Let your family know this, so we won’t alarm them, and Mr. Harrington one of us must accompany Mrs. Harrington wherever she goes, please advise her of that.” Royce nodded, “She won’t like it, but she’ll understand,” and he was feeling more relaxed and safe, and now he was glad he had the off shore account in the Cayman Islands.  
 
   Jameson brought Ricardo and his wife Rosa over to introduce them. “These are the caretakers, she cleans and cooks and he does the grounds.  She will come every day and cook, clean and do laundry, dishes, so don’t worry about any of that,” Jameson said.  “Well do they speak English?”  Joy asked, they were bowing and saying, “Hola Senora.” “Hablan Ingles,” he said to them, “Si, poco Ingles,” Rosa said. “Si un poquito mas,” Ricardo said. “He speaks more than she does,” Jameson said, and Joy looked at him, "You speak Spanish?"  He looked shy, "Yes ma'am."  “Okay, well then Jameson we need to learn too.  Can you get us a Spanish tutor or do you want me to find one…” “No Mrs. Harrington, no I will find a tutor,” and so far he hadn’t decided what to do with them and their names.  The plane ride showed him it was going to be impossible for them to pretend to be other people and even if they did the children would surely give them away, but if they kept their names it was a flashing beacon to whoever might be looking for them so for now he was perplexed.
 
   And that night when Valerie came back she said, “No, nobody cares.  They see so many people coming and going in this house they expect it, but they think she’s Spanish,” and he raised an eyebrow, “They say a Spanish lady and her Anglo husband are now vacationing in the house.”  Jameson shook his head and walked the perimeter and saw the big house quieting down.  
 
   “Come here woman,” Royce said, “No, stop it Royce, stop it,” Joy said giggling and laughing.  Royce kissed her, “Oh I love you woman.”
 
   Joy had done the thing Royce loved.  She had finally unpacked her suitcase and she found the leopard print camisole and thong and laughed when she saw it, “How in the world did he think to pack this?”  She fell on the bed laughing so hard, he was talking to Jameson then, and as she unpacked her suitcase and saw what kind of packing he had done she couldn’t understand what he was thinking, “This shirt, I haven’t worn this in years,” and then almost at the end she pulled out the leopard camisole and thong and she fell out laughing. 
 
   That night after they’d showered and put the kids to bed she closed the bathroom door, brushed her hair until it was bouncy and full of body, she put on the leopard print camisole and thong and a pair of black high heeled pumps he’d packed.  She opened the door and walked sexily out in front of him and he nearly died, he laughed so hard, but he was also turned on, “Where did that come from?”  And “Damn you look good woman.” “You packed it,” she teased him. “I did not, did I?”  He questioned, “Yes, you know you did,” and Royce had no idea he’d packed it, he just opened a drawer and saw underwear and dumped it in her suit case, he laughed, “I guess I knew what I wanted, come here woman,” she ran from him, twitching her beautiful behind.  He chased her around, grabbing her and throwing her on the bed, tickling her. “Stop it Royce, stop it,” she said laughing. 
 
   Royce untied the red ribbon that held the top together and opened it exposing her breast, “Oh baby,” he moaned, this took him right back to The Club when she was his then too.  They’d left all their toys.  He guessed they’d have to replace those while they were here.  He sucked her, and caressed her bare round swells, “Oh baby, oh you feel so good,” Royce wanted to savor this moment with her.  They were safe, and loving Joy was the only thing that mattered, and right now he didn’t want to think about who was after them or why, they were safe.  
 
   After their first night they settled into living in Spain and made a home in Isle de St. Mary’s and had become totally and wholly Spanish. 
 
   Joy thanked god for Rosa, it was Rosa who taught her how to cook the Spanish way and how to live the Spanish lifestyle.  “No, no senora,” she would say, “You must learn to cook slowly.”  Food and lifestyle went hand in hand in Spain.  Joy learned that breakfast and dinner were small light meals, breakfast or desayuno usually consisted of strong café con leche (coffee with frothy milk) and bollos (sweet rolls), and dinner or la cena is usually an omelet or fish with a green salad or arroz cubano (white rice with tomato sauce and vegetables, topped with a fried egg), but lunch or la comida was the main meal, it was long at least two to three hours with multiple courses, from soup, like vegetable, bean, seafood, gazpacho or salad.  Then the main course is accompanied with many dishes like paella (a seafood rice), goat cheese stuffed peppers, roast suckling pig, pisto manchego (a ratatouille), potatoes bravas, fresh fruits, rabbit stew and bread is always on the table and to follow up there is a dessert of flan, fruit, or ice cream.  
 
   And to Joy’s liking Rosa made everything from scratch and planned her day based on what she would cook and Joy learned to relax and take it slow.  The table would be laden with food for la comida and everyone came to eat, the children were let out of school, Royce came over from the ranch, Ricardo would come in from the yard, Jameson and Valerie would come from next door and the house was always warm from the oven because Rosa always had something cooking, from baking bread to simmering pots or slow roasting meats in the oven.  After la comida the Spanish took a siesta, they rested, relaxed and that’s when the beach was full, or people went into town to visit, shop or hang out with friends, it was a way of life Joy and Royce weren’t used too.  They were used to working all the time, and never slowing down, but Spain taught them to slow down and break up their day in chunks to get the most enjoyment out of it.  After siesta everybody went back to work, home or school.  And when the work day was done it was fun time or fiesta, the people got out.  They’d have la merienda, a light after la comida snack, usually a chorizo sausage with bread, or bread topped with chocolate, then they’d hang out at the beach or in town until dinner which was usually around nine and lasted till midnight.  
 
   To Joy the Spanish were night people, they came alive at night and could hang out for hours it seemed, no matter what time she looked towards town the colored lights were always on and people were always there milling around.  Usually hanging out at the cafes, music from indoors could be heard in the street and the people were always laughing, socializing, dancing and having fun.  The Spanish may have been night people but she and Royce were not, that was one thing the Spanish lifestyle couldn’t change; they wound down during dinner hours and usually by ten o’clock were in bed.  So the family adopted this new lifestyle, they worked hard but they also stopped to take a siesta and enjoy family and friends. 
 
   Royce had found his way and was happy and busy.  Not long after they arrived he took the children across the street to see the horses and was appalled at the condition they were in.  Their lazy caretaker left them half starved, uncared for and the only reason they hadn’t died was because there was a small stream on the property, and Joy couldn’t believe against this beautiful mountain backdrop horses were starving.  Royce convinced the owner to let him run it.  He fired the caretaker and invested his money and turned the business around and started breeding Andulusian horses.  
 
   He and Jameson drove all over Spain until he found the right stallion he named Whirlwind, and it didn’t take Whirlwind long to start siring little colts.  When a mare showed signs she was ready Whirlwind was right there to oblige her.  Royce had taught them all to ride and they loved it, so now all of them helped out at the ranch as much as possible.  Royce was happy doing something he loved.  All his life he’d wanted nothing more than to run his father's ranch and now here he was running for his life, but living the life of his dreams.  
 
   After fixing up the ranch, paying Jameson and taking care of his family in the style they deserved his money was running low.  Who knew it wouldn’t take that long to run through a million dollars.   He went to the bank and had funds wired from the Cayman account and in the memo section it said, “Hot sauce aisle 10”, and Royce laughed at first, but then he thought about what that meant to him and Bobby.  It was their way of saying a hot girl was nearby, but after that Bobby always said, “She’s dangerous, keep away”, and he’d make the caution sound, beep, beep, beep, so there was a message here and he understood it, he went straight to Jameson.  
 
   “Look at this Jameson”, he showed him the memo section of the check, “Is there more going on?”  Royce knew about the search, Jameson had informed him of that.
 
    Jameson looked at him, he knew he would never tell him everything, never tell him what he knew his friends and family were going through, “No, still the search and it’s still warm, not hot yet”, and Jameson had told him warm meant they were searching but hadn’t hit on anything, hot  was if they hit on something like them being in Jamaica, or the disastrous flight.  Jameson had made a point to rub in the disaster of the plane ride.  Royce didn’t think he’d ever forgive them for that, but Bobby's message to him was clear, something was going on.
 
   Bobby had wired the money just to get him that message.  There was plenty of money in that account.  They’d been stashing money there for years, there was at least twenty-five million dollars in that account, but Bobby had to warn him and had used his cell phone from his hospital bed to get him that message. 
 
   A few weeks or so after Royce left his father called, “Bobby where’s Royce we haven’t heard from him and his secretary says he hasn’t been in the office!”  
 
   “He’s gone sir that’s all I know, he didn’t tell me anything, he just left.”
 
    “You mean to tell me he just left you and the company…What kind of foolhardy thing is that?” “Yes and I don’t have any idea…”  “You sure you don’t know this doesn’t sound like Royce, you been to his house?”  His father asked abruptly.  “Yes and he’s not there”, and that was a lie he hadn’t been to the house, but he knew where the key was.   Royce had left it for him in the garage and he had the code to get in the garage and the alarm code to get in the house, but he wasn’t going to tell anybody that, not even Royce's father.  Royce's safety meant everything to him and his father might let something slip to the kids and they'd let it slip to that bitch Tammy and he'd never forgive himself.
 
   “If you hear anything you let me know we’re worried about him.  His mother can’t sleep she’s so worried”, his father said.
 
   “I will sir, " he said and hung up and three days later... 
 
   He was heading to his car in the parking garage and about five men jumped out of a brown van parked near his car.  They grabbed him, tossed him in the van and drove him to another location and tossed him around like a rag doll beating him, all the while demanding, “Tell us where your partner is!” PUNCH!  PUNCH!  PUNCH!  He screamed and took the beating always saying the same thing, “I don’t know!  He just ran off, I don’t know!”  As they cracked his ribs with their punches and broke his fingers he was grateful he didn’t know, so grateful he couldn’t give them what they wanted or he knew he just might spill it to get them to stop and after they’d broke his nose with a hard punch to the face he yelled at them, “If you want me to make shit up to make this stop I will!  Okay he’s in China!  I don’t know!”  His mouth was full of blood and he could taste the metal taste draining down his throat, and finally they believed him because they untied him, tossed him back in the van drove him back to the parking garage and tossed him in a bloody heap by his car.  
 
   He managed to get his cell phone out his pocket and with his thumbs the only fingers that weren’t broken he dialed 911, and before he passed out his only thought was, I’ve got to get a message to Royce, he can’t come back, but he blacked out when the ambulance screeched in front of him and he woke up in Parkland Hospital.  
 
   He made Sarah stand guard outside as he called the bank and using his pass codes and identity markers he wired a million dollars to the account in the Cayman’s and he said, “Make sure you put this in the memo section, make sure of it!”  He demanded, “Hot sauce, aisle 10,” that was the only way he thought he could let Royce know without alerting anyone and he cried after he hung up, cried and prayed Royce had gotten somewhere safe.
 
   After they’d patched up the badly beaten man it was a doctor’s responsibility to alert the police to what they thought was criminal activity and they called when the badly beaten man was heavily sedated and taken to x-ray with all his fingers and nose broken, his ribs cracked from repeated punches or from a hard object.  The on duty police officer interviewed Bobby when he came to, and he wouldn’t give them anything, “I don’t know who did it or why.  I don’t know anything.”  He knew the police couldn’t help Royce now and he didn’t know what the men would do to his family if he told.  They’d threatened as much as they tossed him out the car, “If you love your old lady keep your fucking mouth shut,” and even though the on duty officers thought he knew more than he said they couldn’t do anything about it without information so they filed it with the hundreds of other unsolved crimes no one would follow up on.
 
   Two days later police were called by the alarm company to check out an alarm going off on Chaucer Street, 23 Chaucer Street.  When they got there the home owner, a Royce Harrington wasn’t home but his office was trashed and they realized they might have passed the guys in a brown van when they were coming in.  Bobby got that message from Ms. Severs, the alarm company called the office the next morning when they couldn’t get in contact with Royce all night.  Bobby had Sarah go over and check out the house, “The office is trashed but everything else is okay”, she said, “Lock up and reset the alarm”, he said through his bandages, and he tell her know he could communicate with Royce, but he hoped he got his message through.
 
   The next week Michael was coming out his office.  He walked briskly and quickly towards his car, he had a date tonight.  He was still seeing Amanda and Maria.  Amanda more now that she’d split up from Collin and he smiled, “That woman loved what he was throwing down between the sheets,” and he had to admit he loved doing her too.   She spread her legs wide and let him push so deep inside her, it was like she wanted every inch he had down deep, but it was Maria he was seeing tonight.  She was wild in bed and he’d liked that about her every since their club days.  He didn’t pay attention to the brown van parked close by, he should have because before he realized what hit him he was cold cocked and stunned.  
 
   He was tossed in the van and driven out in the woods and as the men beat him the only question they asked, “Where the fuck is your wife?”  “We know you know!  Where is she?”  And he screamed as they broke his fingers and punched him repeatedly in his rib cage and he was so thankful Joy had gotten away.  He sent his thanks up to God for her getting away before these lowlife thugs got to her, “I don’t fucking know and if I did you really think I’d tell you!” For that they almost knocked him unconscious, but he didn’t care they could beat him bloody, even kill him but they didn’t get Joy and even as they beat him as hard as they could they couldn’t wipe that stupid smile off his face and when they’d either had enough or figured he really didn’t know they tossed him beaten and bloody back in the van and drove back to the parking garage and tossed him right where they picked him up, and it was another man leaving late who saw him sprawled out barely conscious by his car and called 911. 
 
   Michael spent the week in Intensive Care at Parkland Hospital and the doctors on call followed protocol and alerted the police to a possible crime, but it was different doctors on duty and no one put the two similar incidents together, and it was different police officers who took the report and Michael being the guy he is knew he couldn’t have anyone snooping around trying to find Joy.  She needed to stay laying low wherever she was, and he told the officers, “It was a robbery, they only got my watch”, and if the police had asked about his personal possessions when he was brought in they would have noticed he had five hundred dollars and a Rolex watch.  They were in his cabinet in his room, but he didn’t give them any other information, “I didn’t see them. I don’t know what kind of car it was”, so they took the report and filed it under “Robbery/Assault and Battery”, and no one would bother to look any further.
 
   Two days later Ernestine and Cecil Vincent had just come back from RVing.  They’d gone down south this time and had spent two weeks in Charleston.  Even though it was April and Spring it was cold in Philadelphia and she wanted to warm her bones.  It was dark when they arrived home, “We’ll clean up tomorrow, let’s just get some rest tonight”, she said.  “Okay honey,” Cecil said and he checked and rechecked the locks on the RV.  Although they’d lived in Point Breeze a long time and nothing had ever happened he still didn’t take chances, times had changed.  He walked up the steps behind Ernestine and she unlocked the door and they walked into the dark house.  She flicked the light switch and nothing happened, “What the…”.  
 
   Suddenly someone grabbed her pinning her arms to her side and a hand over her mouth.  She heard a loud thud and Cecil went down.  She tried to scream and opened her mouth against the hand, the man holding her said, “Scream and I’ll slit your throat,” and she clamped her mouth shut.  
 
   One of the intruders shut the door and turned on the lights and there were two men in her house.  They tied her and Cecil to dining room chairs, Cecil’s head was bleeding from the hit he’d taken and her heart was beating wildly.  They didn’t have much, they’d spent and invested all their money in their girls and now they lived off Cecil’s pension, and their girls gave them cash for birthdays and holidays.  That’s what they asked for and their girls were generous, it was nothing for Joy and Sylvie to give them five thousand dollars apiece for Christmas and add in Lanie’s thousand and they had several trips paid for, so they lived frugally.  One of the men pulled Cecil’s head up he was awake now and held his head up, “I got one question to ask you and if you answer right I’ll let you and your ol lady go…but if you answer wrong...Well you’ll see what I’ll do to youze”, he said in a heavy New York or New Jersey, accent.  
 
   “Where the fuck is your daughter Joy?  She took something that don’t belong to her and ran off and we want to know where she is…Now we won’t hurt her if you tell us where she is.  We’ll just take back what she took,” he said with his heavy accent.  “This is about Joy?  Joy wouldn’t tell us where she went if she was running, we been away ourselves.  We don’t know nothing about what Joy’s doing,” Cecil said.  “Wrong answer,” the guy said and punched him, and punched him again. “Now I’ll ask you again, where is Joy and I don’t want you don’t know?  No daughter leaves without telling their parents,” he stated like it was fact, “Now tell us where she is!”  “Look mister we don’t know where she is, like I told you she wouldn’t tell us…,” and he was punched again and again. “He’s telling the truth!”  Ernestine yelled at them, “He’s telling the truth we don’t know nothing!”  She cried and yelled at them and they slapped her.  “You mean to tell us your beloved daughter just ran off  without telling you anything, I say what kind of daughter is that…I don’t believe you,” and he punched Cecil again and again. “Believe what you want, Joy wouldn’t tell us if she was in any kind of trouble or if she took something, she wouldn’t tell us,” Cecil said and they saw the one guy nod to the other and they began to untie them.  “We’re going to let you go this time, but if we find out you know anything, anything about the whereabouts of your daughter we’ll be back,” they said and left quickly and quietly through the front door and afterwards Cecil and Ernestine clung to each other crying and holding tight.  
 
   Ernestine rushed him to the hospital where he was stitched up and given a pain killer and sent home and unlike at Parkland Hospital doctors didn’t have to report an old man beaten up, so they patched him up and sent him home.
 
   Joy and Royce lived their life almost forgetting they were on the run.  They loved Spain, the children were growing up and loved Spain and Royce after running the horse ranch so long decided this was where he'd stay and bought the ranch.  Now they’d been in Spain three years and spoke Spanish like they were born to it.  They knew the search was still going on Jameson often reminded them of that, but today Joy wasn’t thinking about why they were here, today her period was two weeks late. 
 
   Jameson saw her standing by the sink a smile on her face and he thought she was beautiful, she seemed to glow today.  He was happy to be here with them but as time went on he hoped they were getting closer to the end, but instead they were becoming closer to the family.   
 
   When Joy discovered Valerie couldn’t cook she insisted they come over for their meals, and at first he couldn’t go, but Valerie would bring him a plate and say, “Mrs. Harrington sent this,” and she’d look at him, “Just join us Jameson,” and it was so hard.  Mrs. Harrington unnerved him, she was so beautiful and seeing her smile, hearing her laugh, and eating her food, God that woman could cook and the smells from that house were always wonderful.  He was just so enraptured with her and wanted her so bad.  It only became easier to be around her when he found Lita.
 
   She was twenty-three and he’d kiss her lips and suck her nipple piercing and hold onto her voluptuous curves and drive her crazy while pouring his love out to Joy, “Oh Joy, amor, te amo oh,” Oh Joy I love you and Lita never knew it was a woman he was talking about, she thought it was the emotion of the word.  But after months, gradually slowly he started joining them at their table and now it felt like family. 
 
   But he never forgot why they were here, he was consumed with this case and he wanted nothing more than to solve it.  His only thought was to keep them safe and while they were living their lives hanging out on the beach, buying horses and running the ranch he was no closer to solving it than when he started.  After three years he had nothing.  At first he thought they were on to something when Tommy called, “The word on the street is there’s a search for the two guys, they were from Chicago and a couple of their buddies are here looking for them.” 
 
   “Ah alright, this is heating up.  Keep listening and let Reggie know,” he told him.  Reggie called next, “They’ve been to Rhodes and Abrams asking questions, both men took a beating and they’ve staked out the house a few times.  Fuck! This is getting warmer, so the thugs partners are trying to find them, we made sure that’ll never happen.  Okay let em keep looking, burn up some time, “And the undercover on Tammy anything new?”  
 
   “No nothing she’s not talking.”  And that had been the story, the Chicagoans came and went.  They’d come looking and when they found nothing they’d disappear back to Chicago, and he’d switched undercovers at the prison many times from guards to inmates trying to get close to Tammy but so far they’d turned up nothing, all saying the same thing, “She’s not talking.” 
 
   Then Reggie called, “Mr. Harrington’s father hired a private investigator,” and that was understandable, his son was missing, a wealthy man isn’t going to let his son disappear and not spend some of his millions to find him.  And that made him nervous, he knew the guy, Thomas Gibeau, he was good and he’d made visits to Rhodes, Abrams and to Philadelphia.  He knew he’d talked to Lanie and that worried the hell out of him, that sister of hers, her and that boyfriend knew too damn much, his stomach flipped.  All Gibeau had to do was get fixated on them, dig deep and he’d stumble across the yacht trip.  But somehow Gibeau had gotten tripped up and went searching all over the Midwest, Nebraska and Kansas and now he was up in Canada.  He’d been thrown a bone and he hoped it wasn’t Lanie.  Jameson knew that wasn’t wise, because once the bone was thrown the dog always came back.
 
   Although he wished the family lived a little more secretly they were happy and busy living their lives, so he couldn’t fault them, but he wished they’d decided to just lie out on the beach.  But the change in Mr. Harrington was well worth this lifestyle.  He was the man in the portrait, he had an easy way about him and he smiled all the time and Jameson wanted to keep him that way.  He’d only asked one thing, for his safety he’d asked him to go by a different name, and Royce chose Rojas, it sounded as close to Royce as he could get even though it meant “red,” and there was nothing red about him, to Jameson he was clear blue sky eyes, an easy smile and a casual way about him, and Jameson went by Jackson and now they’d been here three years.  
 
    Joy was in the kitchen with Rosa, she was humming a Spanish tune a smile on her lips.  They were preparing la comida, this was her favorite part of the day.  They were making paella today, a seafood stew, being by the ocean seafood was big in Spain.  The paella was simmering and they had moved on to the side dishes, she was preparing grilled esparragos con alioli (asparagus with alioli) and then she would move on to make red and yellow peppers stuffed with goat cheese.  A suckling pig was roasting in the oven and Rosa was basting it.  They would eat some of it for dinner and then Rosa would pull it apart to make pulled pork and then she’d stuff it in empanadas for tomorrow.  Joy hummed and prepared, Rosa closed the oven, “I go get Christopher,” Joy nodded.
 
   Rosa loved Christopher, she treated him like he was her son, “I’ll take him to school, you go to ranch,” she said all the time, and Christopher loved her too and Joy understood.  Christopher was a baby and needed looking after more when they first came and he went to Rosa for everything, for food, for comfort, for everything when she wasn’t around and Rosa loved it.  Rosa was the one who gave him goat’s milk when the box of powdered milk she’d brought from the yacht ran out.  Rosa would put Christopher on the back of her vesper in his child safety seat, strap his little helmet on and drive him to school.   Through the window she saw Rosa ride away on her vesper, Christopher’s little helmet attached to the side.
 
   She knew in a moment she’d see the school children walking down the street and Royce crossing the street.  And sure enough as Rosa sped around the bend she saw a group of children heading home, and behind that group she saw Deon with his friends and Lindsey with hers.  They were older now, Deon was a fourteen year old handsome teenager and Lindsey was right behind him at twelve and they were in secondary school.  And right behind the older kids were the little ones, she saw Justin in the middle of the pack.  He was in primary school, or preescolar, a first grader and even though she wanted to pick him up for lunch he wailed, “No mamita, please no,” and begged her not too.  
 
   Then she saw Rosa with Christopher strapped behind her speeding up the road on her vesper.  Joy heard laughter and saw Royce and his ranch hands laughing as they parted ways and she watched as he turned towards home a smile on his face and she smiled too.
 
   A few moments later she looked up and saw him standing in the doorway a soft sparkle in his blue eyes.  She smiled at him, no matter what he wore she loved him, but cowboy attire suited him, she liked his casual ease in his squared toed boots, jeans and shirt untucked, he just looked so at home and comfortable.
 
    “Hey baby,” Royce said as he came up behind her, “Hey amor,” he put his arms around her and kissed her neck and caressed her stomach.  He knew this woman, knew everything about her and he had consciously made an effort to do so, he knew her from head to toe.  How her hair felt when it was curly and wet, when it was dry and soft, how her mouth tasted, how many fillings she had, how her armpits smelt, how she liked the back of her neck kissed, he knew her breast, the feel, the weight, he knew how she tasted when her sex was on her, how her ass smelt, yes he’d put his nose back there and taken a whiff, he wanted to know everything of her and he noticed this morning her breast were slightly heavier, and her nipples went soft instead of springing forward and her hips had spread a little, these were sure signs of one thing, and he’d seen these signs before.  
 
   “Ummm smells good in here,” he nuzzled her a little more. “Gracias baby,” they said in Spanish, neither hardly used English anymore.  
 
   Everyone gathered at the table, Jameson and Valerie had come in through the front door when Royce was nuzzling at her neck.  The case had gone cold, cold, cold, Gibeau wasn’t even close he was up in Canada snooping around and had been for at least two years, and once the search had gone cold Valerie was no longer her shadow and Joy could come and go as she pleased.   
 
   Joy hadn’t told Royce what she suspected.  She had a doctor’s appointment after la comida and sure enough the doctor confirmed she was two months pregnant and that night, “Hey amor, I need to talk to you,” and he laid down beside her and looked at her smiling, “Okay, what is it babe?”  She smiled she was so happy and had held on to the news for just this moment when they were alone, “I’m going to have another baby,” and his smile was bright, “I knew that I was just wondering when you were going to tell me,” and she laughed, “You did not!  How did you know?”  He shrugged, “I know everything about you baby, I just knew that’s all,” he said smiling and he took her in his arms, “And I hope it’s a little girl just like you,” and he kissed her softly on the lips.
 
   But Valerie thought she was nuts to have another baby, and Rosa said, “I’m not surprised senora you eat right to make babies, the food you eat just right,” and she looked at her to continue, “Si senora, you like eggplant, avocado, yams and liver, all foods good for the body to make baby,” Rosa said.  “Well, I’ll stay away from those”, Valerie laughed and said and Rosa looked away, she didn’t want to say what she was thinking, you carry yourself like a man and you don’t have good birthing hips like the senora, not even the foods would help you.  But Joy laughed, “Okay so I made this happen so to speak because I like certain foods?”  And Rosa nodded, “Si senora you make way for baby.”
 
   Royce became a doting husband and she became fearful.  There wasn’t a hospital near Isle de St. Mary’s, the nearest was almost two hours away in Santander.  They had a clinic here run by the Catholic Church.  She didn’t know if they were real nurses, they wore nun’s habits, but at least the doctors were, but no one specialized in obstetrics.  These doctors were general practitioners and handled whatever came their way that day.  “You must go see the midwife senora, she can help you”, Rosa implored of her, she found out that’s what pregnant women did in Isle de St. Mary’s, they went to midwives.  
 
   “Oh god,” she told Royce when she found out, “I don’t know Royce, there are no OB doctors and the hospital is two hours away.  Should I go to Santander, stay there the last month to make sure I’m near a hospital with a maternity ward?” Royce stared at her in disbelief, “Joy you can’t leave us for that long!  A month!  The kids and I would go crazy here without you!”  She laughed that he looked so stricken, “You can’t live without me huh?”  “No Joy, we can’t, look women have babies here all the time.  Find the best midwife and go to her, I’ll pay for whatever you need, but you can’t leave us,” he said. “Okay baby, I was just scared, but you’re right, if all is going well I shouldn’t worry so much,” she said and that’s how she found Sister Anna Maria.
 
   She came highly recommended by Rosa. 
 
   “Okay my dear everything is as it should be.  We are anticipating a normal pregnancy.  I will give you a prescription for your prenatal vitamins, take this to the clinic and they will fill it for you.  Now how would you like to set your appointments?  I can come to your home or you can come to mine, which do you prefer?”  And Joy thought now that’s nice I can get use to that, “Okay you can come to mine.”  “Okay the other thing you need to think about is where you would like to have your child?  The clinic, it has a nice facility.  I do at home births, I do water births or we can plan to meet at the hospital in Santander, it’s called the Centro Hospitalario Padre Menni, it is very nice and has a maternity ward.  That will require an appointment and arrangements but it can be done," Sister Anna Maria said and now Joy felt better, it wasn’t as primitive as she thought, “Think about it,” she said. 
 
   “You said water births is that in the bath or is it something else?” “Yes if you elect to have an in home birth, I will either deliver the child on a birthing bed that I bring or we can deliver in a warm tub.  I prepare the tub with sterilizing liquids and line the tub with clean sterile cloth, it is very soothing to the baby and mother I am told, and the baby comes into the world nice and clean,” she smiled and said. “Oh, that is something to think about.” “Okay dear, here is your prescription and lets set up our next appointment.”  They set up the appointment and she gave Joy her fee and Joy went home feeling better than she had before.
 
   She talked it over with Royce that night, and at her next appointment, “I think I’d like the water birth”, she said, her children were drinking goat’s milk, all of them could ride a horse like a champ and she let Sister Anna Maria put her fingers inside her without gloves, she could try a water birth she reasoned. “That is good, good senora, I think you will be pleased”, she said, and life moved on.  
 
    “The baby is growing and the heart is strong,” Sister Anna Maria said and told her she could go to the hospital in Santander if she wanted to have an ultra sound and know the sex of the baby, “I am not God senora, I can only help you deliver his creation but I can only guess at what he’s created,” she said when Joy was about six months, but Joy never made the appointment.  She didn’t care one way or the other, it was Royce who was stuck on a girl, and it was Royce who loved touching her and making love to her, he loved taking her from behind.  She’d lay on her side and he caressed her, kissing her face, her neck, behind her ear, his hands were everywhere, caressing her nipples, inside her sex and then he’d enter her from behind.  “Oh baby, oh baby,” he loved having her and she loved him riding her so sweet and gentle.  She was always ready and wanting, sometimes even more than when she wasn’t pregnant.  He had her panting and moaning, “I love you baby, I love you,” and she’d feel her body open and get wet as she took him.  
 
   It was her eighth month that drove her crazy, the baby was pushing on a nerve and her back hurt like crazy.  “Oh god my back hurts," she told Royce and he tried to rub out the pain and she tried to walk out the pain and Sister Anna Maria checked her and said everything was normal, but as the body makes room the organs get pushed aside.  Maybe something is pushed up against a nerve, “I can give you pain medication, it will help.” “No, it might hurt the baby.”  “It’s safe, I wouldn’t give you anything that would hurt your baby senora,” she said, but Joy wouldn’t chance it, she thought she could get through it.  It couldn’t possibly last too long.  
 
    Through the headphones Jameson heard her in the day and heard her in the night while Royce’s steady breathing was beside her he heard her fretting, tossing and turning, and after days of this he went to her.  She was lying in bed wearing Spanish maternity clothes, a big loose top and flouncy skirt.  He could tell she was in pain, he’d heard her and seen her walking in the courtyard trying to do something.  Her door was open, he saw her lying there her hand over her forehead, he knocked gently, she looked up and her eyes showed the strain. “Oh Jameson you need something?”  He could hear the pain in her voice and he walked in and shut the door, “I can see you’re still in pain, is it still your back?”  She nodded.  “I can help you ma’am, I can help,”  he’d debated and stressed himself a bit wanting to help her but was so afraid.  He didn’t want her to think differently of him, but hearing her day in and day out in pain, his heart hurting for her he finally decided to go to her. 
 
    Joy looked at him, “You can help?  If you can help take this pain away then you’re a miracle worker,” she said.  “I can, it’s a technique I learned when I was guarding a diplomat in India,” he said, “It’s most effective, my wife had severe back pain with our son and I did it to her and it worked, no more pain,” he said.  Now he had Joy’s attention, “Really then do it, whatever you have to do,” she said.  “That’s it ma’am, that’s what I must explain…I don’t want to be inappropriate and have you think of me in a different light.  I have to touch you and it may feel intimate and I don’t want you to think I’m being anything…other than taking away your pain. I don’t want you to think of it in any way other than it is the method I must use…,” he was rambling on and on.  “Jameson what are you talking about I don’t understand what you’re talking about?”  “It’s the technique it’s…I have to touch you…I don’t want you to think…”  He’d learned the technique in Mumbai.  
 
   He was in India, he and his partner had the night off and decided to take in the sights.  They walked around looking at the people and checking the markets to see if they wanted to buy anything to take back to their loved ones so they just walked, looking and talking and they turned a corner and there they saw about five Indian men, men with the turbans on their head and they had people against the wall of a building and were touching them, up under their clothes.  Lots of people were standing around and they didn’t know what to make of it, it looked like they were molesting tourists.  Standing behind them their hands under their clothes and the patron with hands against the wall like he was being held up by the police.  They stood there and watched, when one Indian man finished with a customer the guy gladly gave him the rupees he asked for and he was smiling and thanking him.  The customer picked up his coat and put on his shoes and left and another person took his place.  The Indian men were bowing and thanking them for their business, he watched as he stood behind the new customer, it was a woman, her hands against the wall and he clapped his hands together and rubbed them together vigorously, then he touched her down the side of her neck, then he moved down her back, his hands went under her shirt and Jameson could see her shirt moving like a small rodent was crawling around under it but her sounds of, “Oh, ah, ah,” showed it felt good and that’s what all the people were doing making pleasurable noises. 
 
   “By god what in the world is this?”  His partner said, “I couldn’t began to tell you,” so they walked up and watched for a moment and discovered it was an ancient massage technique that took away pain in the body.  It looked weird but everyone was pleased when their turn was up. “What do you think?”  His partner asked. “I don’t know it looks like he’s fucking them,” he whispered and his partner laughed, “I’ll try it if you will.” 
 
   He went to one man with a turban and his partner to another.  “Place your feet firmly on the ground and your hands flat against the wall,” the man told him after he’d taken off his shoes.  He felt the man stand behind him his crotch against his backside and he didn’t like it one bit, but the man clapped, rubbed his hands together, and touched his forehead right in the center, he rubbed around and around.  He’d had a headache from all the noise and unfamiliar smells, it was like he was zeroing in on that spot, then he moved down his neck, he pressed down his neck as he went.  He pulled his shirt from his pants and went from the top of his back down, he rolled his fist and knuckles down his spine and he felt this sensation in his body, he felt his body releasing, opening.  Then he used his thumbs to roll and press along the sides and Jameson felt his body giving in and releasing every pent up, twisted, tied in knots feelings he had, “Tell me when the pain is gone sir,” the turbaned man said and sure enough he felt it leave his body and he said, “Now.”
 
    “Ah good, we are done sir,” the man said and he stepped away from Jameson and bowed to him, “Thank you sir for letting me serve you,” the man said, and Jameson found himself acting like everyone else he was so grateful and felt so good, so alive. He bowed and thanked the man and gladly gave him the rupees he asked for plus a huge tip.  His partner felt the same, “Man I feel like a new man don’t you?”  And he couldn’t agree more. 
 
   They went on sightseeing and messing around and later found themselves passing that same building and they saw the men packing up going home. “Let’s find out how they do that,” he said, “I could use a technique like that.”  They approached one of them and asked, “Can you teach us how to massage like that?”  “I can but it is a service, if it put to good use I can,” the man said and they told him they’d put it to good use.  “Follow me,” he said.  They had no idea where they were they just followed the man through the slums of India.  People spoke to him as he walked by, then he turned and stopped in front of pieced together shack.  He took off his shoes, they did the same. 
 
   The place was small, his wife was preparing something in a pot and a child was lying on a blanket.  She was startled to see them, but he said something in Indian, she bowed, removed the pot from the fire, took the child and left.  The man sat down crossed his legs Indian style and they did the same, “I will teach you for a price,” he said and told them, “Each of you give me half of what you have in your pockets.  This is ancient medicine, you must not think it is cheap,” he said and they emptied their wallets and gave him half.  “Good now you will learn,” and he showed them and when his partner asked about the sexual nature of it. 
 
   “It is not about arousal, you are a servant of the medicine, it should not matter if your customer is male, female, child, you see.  Your focus is on the points, the points of the body that control the pain, the tension, all bodies are one in the same.  Your focus is to release the tension, not arousal,” he said, “The planting of the hands and feet is important, it grounds your customer to earth.  Make sure feet are bare and flat to the ground and hands are flat to the wall,” and he showed them how to find the pressure points, and that night they went back to their hotel room. 
 
   They shared a room with two double beds, it was either the CIA or the diplomat being cheap, “Okay let’s practice.”
 
    They were in their underwear, the man had also told them it was best done with a barrier between you and your customer when you press against them, “That is only to brace them firmly, it is nothing more, then there is no suspicion,” he said of the standing behind the person.  His partner wanted to practice on him first.  Jameson leaned against the wall and planted his feet, his partner stood behind him, his crotch against his backside.  He clapped his hands and rubbed them, he touched his neck and went down and as he rolled his fist and knuckles down his back Jameson felt him growing aroused.  He jumped away, “Hey man what the hell?” “Aww man I’m sorry, I don’t know what happened.” 
 
   "Ah well okay let me do you and I assure you Mr. Hard Dick will not appear.”  His partner was ashamed and looked away, but he stood against the wall and planted his feet.  Jameson stood behind his partner, placed his crotch against his backside.  He clapped his hands and went down his neck, then he rolled his fist and knuckles down his spine, he began to touch the places on the back he’d been shown and before he knew it he was aroused against his partner who jumped like he did, “Oh who’s Mr. Hard Dick now?”  And he couldn’t say anything, “Fuck, I’m going to bed,” he was so mad at himself, he didn’t want to be with a man, what the hell was that all about?  The Indian man had massaged all over them and he didn’t get a hard on. What was wrong with them?
 
   He lay there ashamed, thinking, we’re American,  he thought, everything is sexual to us even when it shouldn’t be.
 
    Now he was offering to do this to Joy.  The woman he loved, but since then he’d done it many times without getting aroused, except with his wife.  He always got aroused with her, but this was Joy, she was so damn pretty, but she was in so much pain. 
 
   “It worked for your wife?” She wasn’t looking at him, her eyes were closed and her hand across her forehead.  She looked like she just hurt, just hurt all over and he wanted to reach out and pull her in his arms.  “Yes”, he said but he didn’t tell her they were naked when he did it and by the time her pain was gone they were so hot for each other he’d enter her right there, her hands still against the wall and fuck her brains out. “But I don’t want you to think anything, I don’t want to do anything to upset you…”
 
   "Jameson I know you don’t want me like that, you call me ma’am for god sakes!”  He looked shocked at her, not at her outburst, but that was the problem, he did want her and he didn’t want her to know it.  
 
   To Joy a man didn’t want a woman he called ma’am.  He’d relegated her to undesirable, unattainable, not someone he could be romantically involved with, “If you can take this pain away then you have to help me!”  She did look at him now, her eyes tearing a bit and the pain showing.  “Okay but please ma’am…”, “For god sakes Jameson, just do it!”  “Okay I need you to get out of bed and stand by the wall.”  
 
   He took off his shoes and showed her how to stand against the wall, her hands flat, her feet flat on the floor.  Joy was breathing hard and wincing she was in so much pain.  When he had her in the right position he stood behind her, “This is the part that’s somewhat intimate ma’am but I have to do it, it braces you in place,” he said, “I’m sorry ma’am.” and he pressed his crotch against her backside. “Oh,” Joy said in surprise. “Are you ready?”  “Yes,” he raised up her shirt and unhooked her bra, he felt his hands tremble a bit at that.  Stop it, he warned himself and he rubbed his hands together.  He’d stopped doing the clap a long time ago, it always seemed silly to him.  Then he pressed up and down the sides of her neck, then he rolled his fist and knuckles down her spine. “Oh,” she said this time softer, like that felt good and he went to work, wanting nothing more than to take her pain away.  He used his thumbs to find her pressure points and massaged her back and sometimes he knew he rubbed her more sensually than he should.  He couldn’t help it he was fighting against his man’s desire and helping her it was a struggle and sometimes he gave in just a little and then he felt it, felt it growing and getting harder and harder, and the next thing he knew he was hard against her, “Aw nooo, I’m sorry Mrs. Harrington, I’m sorry I’ll stop!”  “No, Jameson you said you’d take the pain away.  You have to help me, forget about that, help me!”  
 
   Joy had been feeling what he was doing and she felt her pain ebbing away, he was taking it away and her body was opening, releasing the tension and he was helping her.  He couldn’t stop because of a god damn hard on when the pain wasn’t gone, she wanted it gone and this was working. “Okay, but fuck!...I’m sorry ma’am,”  he kept going, he was so damn hard, and he was fighting his desires, he wanted to hump her, just a few pumps against her.  He knew he moved her skirt a little too far down when he went to the base of her spine, he could see the top of her crevice.  He caressed her, pressed her pressure points, rolled his knuckles down her spine, gently touched her sides where her swollen belly connected to her waist, all while fighting the urge to turn her around and take her in his arms and take her to bed.  Other than his wife he’d never wanted someone so bad.  He fought against that and did what he knew would help and finally she said, “It’s gone.  Oh god Jameson it’s gone,” he stepped back.  
 
   He untucked his shirt to cover his aroused crotch, at least it wasn’t visible even though it was still there.  Joy stood up, pain free, “Hook me up please," she said adjusting her clothes, he did with trembling hands.  Joy looked at him smiling but he was tormented, she softened, “You’re a man Jameson, don’t worry it happens okay, you tried to warn me.  I just didn’t understand, don’t worry about it.  You helped me that’s the most important thing,” she said.  She wanted to hug him, but he looked so pained she thought that might send him over the edge.  “I know you want to be professional at all times, but you helped me and that’s what counts,” she walked to the door, so far all he’d done was nod and acknowledge her but she could see he was tore up about his response to her.  
 
   They walked out her happy as can be and him torn to pieces, “I’m famished,” she said.  She hadn’t eaten in days, her appetite left when the pain set in, she was chattering away now, “You have to show Royce how to do that…”  “Show Royce what?”  Royce was coming down the foyer, he’d been coming to check on her off and on the last few days he’d been so worried about her.  He walked towards them, she went to him smiling and kissed him. He saw her smiling, then he looked at Jameson, “What’s the matter with you?”  Jameson looked pale and stricken, and he wondered did something happen back home?  “Oh he gave me a back massage and you know how he is, always the professional,” Joy said trying to play it down.
 
   “Back massage?”  Royce couldn’t figure what was going on, Joy was happy, Jameson looked like he’d seen a ghost and Rosa was crying over at the sink.  He looked at them and studied Jameson for a moment, then Joy, she was so happy.  “Yeah he learned it in India and it took away the pain, you have to show him Jameson," Joy was saying and Rosa started chuckling at the sink and Royce looked at her.  What was going on?
 
    Rosa was crying at the sink because she thought Jameson was in bed with her mistress and that hurt her to think that the senora would do that with him.  She didn’t like Jameson, he was always watching the senora.  She’d seen him watching the senora when she was down on the beach.  He stood on the back porch where no one could see and watched the senora for a long time, and whenever he came in the casa he paused and looked for the senora and when he found her he came in, and most of the time he just appeared from nowhere, like a ghost.   And that’s what happened today he just appeared from nowhere and she saw him going up the stairs so she went to check and the door was closed and she heard what sounded like making love to her, but when she heard it was a back rub she was happy.  She still didn’t like him but he rubbed the senora’s pain away and she was happy and went happily back to work.  
 
   “I’m starved babe you want to eat something with me?  Jameson you want to stay and have something?”  “No, I need to get back to work.”  “Everything is okay isn’t it, nothing’s happened back home has it?”  Royce hadn’t seen him look so pale and tormented before, he was such a tough man, a man of few words, a man of character, he didn’t know what had pained him so. “No, no sir Mr. Harrington, I must go check on some things,” he said. “Okay then,”  Jameson left and Joy went to the refrigerator.  Royce really wasn’t hungry he’d had breakfast not too long ago, but seeing her happy and hungry he’d gladly share a meal with her after worrying about her not eating for days now.
 
   Jameson went back and paced, “How could you let yourself get so caught up like that?” He scolded himself, “You know your relationship with her is ruined!  You blew it!  Fuck!”  Well he’d just have to recuse himself and maybe switch out with Reggie, send Reggie here and he’d go back to Dallas, besides he hadn’t seen Nicole in three years, three long years!  He reminded himself she wasn’t his wife anymore and when he told her he was leaving and didn’t know for how long she said, “Maybe we can end this charade we’ve been playing Carl.  This distance might be good for us,” and he took her in his arms and said, “You’ll never be free of me,” and passionately kissed her, and like Royce he had a secret account he sent money to and like Bobby he sent little messages in three or four words, “Hope you’re well,” “Miss you,” “Give Chase a hug for me,” little things like that.  He thought about sending for her when the search had gone cold but the logistics and the threat to his client was high so he chose Lita instead and that had worked out well.  Lita didn’t press him to be anything to her, he lived his life and she lived hers.  All he expected was for her to be there when he showed up and he showed up most nights hard and wanting after listening to Joy and Royce over the headphones, even if they didn’t make love, just hearing them banter, talk and just be together made him want to hold someone and frequently he gave Lita money, “Here buy yourself something nice,” he’d say and she turned out to be a good lay.  
 
   He paced and walked.  What was he going to do?  He went in the closet and put the headphones on and listened.  They were eating and talking about horses and the ranch, he marveled at how they spoke in nothing but Spanish even to each other.  “That little colt is going to sell well.  He’s beautiful to look at with the markings of his father and mother,” Royce was saying and he could tell he was chewing. “He is, but you know Justin wants him, he wants you to give him to him for his birthday or Christmas.  He’ll be seven Royce and there’s nothing like a pony for a little boy,” she said.  “I know and that’s my dilemma, make the money that I bred him for or keep a prize winning stallion to make my son happy,” and he could tell he was smiling saying this.  
 
   Royce loved that his boys loved  horses and ranch life, even though theirs was unorthodox in this beautiful serene setting with mountains and a beach out back and not like he grew up isolated on thousands of acres in the middle of nowhere.
 
   Jameson couldn’t help it he took the headphones off and thought about Joy.  
 
   He sat there his mind a thousand miles away, he touched her, touched her soft skin, he could feel it as he moved his hands across it, and he made her cry out in pleasure as the pain left her body.  “Oh, ah,” he heard her cry out and he remembered how hot his crotch was against her, the heat was undeniable. Arggghhh, he thought and that’s where you messed up, you couldn’t just help her, do the massage and help her!   He went back to being angry at himself, all he wanted to do was take away her pain.  He’d done this plenty of times on other women and nothing.  Yeah, CIA agents, women you weren’t interested in and a couple of whores in Thailand you thought could use it, whores you didn’t sleep with,  he reminded himself,  but the women you wanted, the ones before your wife you were hard as hell, so don’t kid yourself, he also reminded himself.  “I just wanted to help,"  and yes he knew it was a possibility what could happen but he took the chance to help her.
 
   He left, he had to get out the house, he wished Lita was home, but she was at work, he walked the beach, and came back.  He checked in with Reggie and Tommy, “What’s going on anything new?”  The reports from Reggie were boring as far as the Harrington case,  “Nothing new on my end on the Harrington case.  Tommy’s heading back though,"  he said.  He’d had Tommy and the new guy, Conrad switch out on Gibeau the last couple of years, so it wouldn’t get to monotonous, but the fact remained Walker still wanted Royce found and he couldn't let that happen until he found out who was behind he hit.  “Oh good, I’ll catch up with him, what about the other cases?”  Reggie went over what was going on at the office.  He gave him advice on how to proceed, and then he said, “I might need a change myself.  I’ve been on this case and away too long.  I’ll let you know when the arrangements have been made," he said and hung up.
 
   His stomach was growling and he looked at the clock, it was one o’clock, lunch time.  Joy had him trained now to go over and eat at one o’clock every day,.  I’m not going over there today, he thought,  I can’t have her looking at me funny.  The table was always full, it was usually Royce, Ricardo, Rosa, Valerie always came in from her surveillance, Joy, and all the children, and him.  
 
   He couldn’t face them today or ever again and he heard a knock at the door.  He looked through the window, it was Joy standing there holding little Christopher’s hand.   Shit!  He opened the door, she was smiling at him. 
 
   “I want you to know my pain is still gone and I want you to come to la comida,” she looked at him and he saw a softness in her eyes, “Don’t get weird on me Jameson.  You helped me when no one else could and I’ll always be grateful for that.  Please come to lunch like you always do, don’t let this change anything okay,” she reached for his hand, “Come on, you’re still the professional man of few words to me.  I’ll always see you like that,” she said holding his hand and smiling softly at him and he followed her, seeing her smile like that he couldn’t help but follow.  He went with her to the house, everyone was there except Royce, “Where’s Mr. Harrington”, he asked and Joy smiled, that was the Jameson she knew, he would never drop the formalities, “Oh he’s still at the ranch, he’s not hungry said I fed him too much today," she laughed.  
 
   He sat down and they started to eat, “I’m glad you’re feeling much better senora,"  Valerie said, she spoke in Spanish all the time now too. 
 
   Valerie ate and listened to Joy, “Oh gracias, it was this Indian massage technique Jameson knew that helped.” “Jameson?”  Valerie stopped chewing and looked at him.  “Oh yes it worked wonderfully,"  and Jameson felt himself go red, and Valerie laughed, “You know massaging huh, so why the red face?”  She teased, and he knew he’d never hear the end of it if he didn’t make light of it or pull the boss role on her.  He looked up smiling deciding to make light of it, “It’s not in my job description okay," he joked and they burst out laughing, all of them just cracked up including him.
 
   Her pain didn't return and four weeks later right on schedule in a tub of warm birthing water Joy gave birth to a beautiful baby girl.
 
   Royce looked down at his baby girl.  She was dark haired and pale and as she nursed at her mother’s breast she opened her little eyes and he saw the blue, “Her eyes are blue baby,” he said and fell immediately in love. 
 
   Joy named her Autumn Joy Harrington and as she grew she did have blue eyes like her father and a face like her mother’s.  She stole Royce’s heart the minute she was born and he hoped he’d do better with her than he did with Karen.  Karen was lost to him he knew that, she’d never be his little girl again.  This one he held close to his heart and for him life couldn’t have been better.
 
   Months passed and Autumn was two years old now, and the case wasn’t closed.  Jameson had been with the Harrington’s for five years and away from Texas and his wife and he was no closer to solving this case.  Tammy gave up nothing and finally he stopped sending in undercovers, and he wondered had she called off the hit.  Lita had been a welcome distraction and he had to admit he was getting lax, nothing had made its way over here and Gibeau was still on the case and hadn’t even thought of Europe, he was moving slowly across Canada.  They were like family and he and Valerie were part of it.
 
   Royce loved his life.  He had his family and Joy, and he and Bobby had been communicating for years in little cryptic messages through the Cayman account that only he and Bobby could understand and at first he was fearful.  Bobby’s messages were always about danger and staying put, but in the last few years nothing, and if Jameson didn’t remind him that a private investigator was still searching he would have closed the case and sent him packing and lived this idyllic life.  
 
   He was taking a siesta down at the beach and catching some rays in just his swim trunks, his chest bare and loving the feel of the sea breeze against his skin.  It was Sunday and a beautiful June summer day.  The kids were in the water and the waves were rushing in.  Royce watched them riding on wave gliders and surf boards.  Justin was eight and thought he could do anything Deon did, Lindsey was a teenaged beauty and Royce had no idea how much she looked like Joy until she started growing up, he always saw Michael in her, but she had Joy’s mannerisms and was built like her too. “We’re going to have trouble when she starts dating,” he told Joy, “Don’t make me think on that,” she knew that already, the Spanish boys already liked Lindsey.  
 
   He was sitting under the blue umbrella reading the Spanish paper and watching the children, Jameson was on the phone, and Joy had just gone up to put Autumn down for her nap.  The other kids were hanging out with friends in the water having fun.  Christopher was practicing on his little foam surf board and Lindsey was close by in a bikini that he thought showed too much, which he knew he was just being an over protective father, since the swimsuits her friends were wearing showed more, two of them actually had on thongs.  He looked up from his paper and saw Joy coming down the stairs and he watched her for a moment.  She had a little slip of a dress on over her bathing suit, it was white with spaghetti straps and she was still so beautiful to him, he watched her a moment longer and then turned back to his paper.
 
   Jameson left the beach to take an urgent call from Reggie.  He went in the little house next door so he couldn’t be overheard, Valerie was in her room.  They’d been roommates now for five years and he’d gotten use to having a woman in the house, her woman smells, finding her woman’s under things in the dryer, her habits.  Thank god like him she was neat and orderly or he would have sent her back.  
 
   “They made Tommy,” Reggie was saying and he was upset, “We didn’t know, we hadn’t heard from him, he’s gone Jameson,” “Gone?  What do you mean gone?”  “They got him, he’s dead,” and just then he heard a helicopter and it was so out of the ordinary he perked up and walked over to the window and picked up his binoculars.  The phone still to his ear he peered at the helicopter and dropped the phone, “Load up Valerie it’s a hit!”
 
   Joy was coming down the steps and was almost to Royce.  She heard the helicopter too and it was so out of the ordinary she shaded her eyes and looked up.  Royce too looked up, he paused in reading his paper, he’d heard the helicopter too, it was awfully low.  He saw it hovering there and then he heard Jameson running and screaming, “Get down Mrs. Harrington!  Get down!  Get down!”  Then Royce saw a man in the open doorway of the helicopter and before he could comprehend what was going on he heard shots in rapid succession, “RAT TAT TAT TAT!  RAT TAT TAT TAT!”  He looked at Joy and he saw bullets bouncing at her feet.  He saw a puff of smoke from the dust waft up as each one hit the ground.  She stood there frozen and he dropped the paper and it blew off in the breeze and before he knew what he was doing he jumped the retention wall and ran to her, “Get down!  Get down!”  He yelled and he saw Jameson on one knee shooting rapid fire at the helicopter, RAT TAT TAT TAT!  RAT TAT TAT TAT!   Valerie was on the other side shooting too, BANG, BANG, BANG!  He pulled Joy so hard to the ground they fell and rolled down the slope and fell over the retention wall and plopped on the sand. 
 
   “Oh my god the kids!”  She screamed and moved to get up and he grabbed her and lay on top of her, “No Joy stay down!  Stay down!”  He yelled at her and she tried to push him off frantic, “No Royce the kids!” She was yelling and trying to get to them.  He held her there with all his strength. “Royce, Royce,” she pleaded looking up at him.  He held her down, “Stay down,” and the realization hit her, she sobbed, “No Royce no!”  She sobbed. 
 
   Royce had been asked as a child, “Who would you save between your mother and your wife?”  It was supposed to be a tough question to answer, a question you had to think hard on and really no one thought they’d ever have to answer that question, but here it was he had to answer that question.  Who would you save your wife or your children?  If someone had asked he would have said, “That’s an impossible question to answer,” but he answered it without hesitation, it was Joy.  He knew in that moment he couldn’t live without her, but he also saw her answer and it wasn’t the same.  She was ready to risk it all and not for him.  She could live without him.  He lay his head down, holding her there and sobbed with her.
 
   Jameson fired and fired on the helicopter, RAT, TAT, TAT, TAT!  RAT, TAT, TAT, TAT!  He wouldn’t let up and the only thing good about this day was his weapons were always ready.  They fired at the helicopter and it fired at them, God he hoped they hadn’t hit her.   He’d seen her standing there, the children were screaming and started running out the water and he’d yelled at them, “Stay where you are, stay where you are!”   They’d all frozen in place, they were just standing there, he could see the girl Lindsey visibly shaking she was so scared and he kept firing and firing trying to get a good hit and then finally he hit the shooter, the gun went up in the air and he saw it fire inside the helicopter.  Valerie fired on the helicopter again and again as he’d instructed her too, “You shoot the chopper, I’ll take the shooter,” she was trying for anything to disable it.  Then he saw smoke coming from the helicopter and it limped away and when the helicopter was out of sight it was pandemonium.  
 
   The beach goers came scrambling out the water screaming and frantic.  It seemed everyone froze when he yelled not just the children.  He was worried about the Harrington children, all four of them came running out the water, the girl crying and shaking, the little one Christopher crying and running beside her, Justin and Deon looked scared as if they’d seen a ghost, their eyes big and frightened.  He turned to look where he’d last seen Joy and she wasn’t there and his heart pounded, and then he saw them.  Royce was getting up from the sand on the other side of the table with the umbrella, and his heart was flipping around in his chest and then he saw him extend a hand and he saw her take it.  
 
   Royce pulled her up but she too was visibly shaken and crying and so was he.  The kids ran to them, and he saw Joy lose it, she took them all in her arms crying uncontrollably and Royce tried to put his arms around all of them.  They were crying and hugging on each other, he held on tight to them, all visibly shaken, scared and their tears were loud and hard, “Let’s go inside,” he heard Royce say and they started slowly and walked almost as a unit crying until they got to the stairs.  He let the kids go up first, then Joy, she was distraught.  He and Valerie followed behind the Harrington’s, “Fuck, fuck!,” he muttered to himself, this wasn’t supposed to happen.
 
   When they got to the house Jameson went around asking, “Is everyone okay?” They nodded, but clearly they were not, and the police were at the front door.
 
   He handed the guns to Valerie, “Go out back and take these,” he said, she was visibly upset too. “Go take your family to your rooms, I’ll handle the police."  Everyone quietly filed out and headed towards the stairs.  Joy giving them hugs and little kisses as they went and he opened the door and let the police in, “I’m Chief Salazar and we’re here about the shooting at the beach.”
 
   “Yes, it was awful, I don’t have any idea what would make someone do that.” “Some are saying Senor Rojas was the target.” “That I couldn’t tell you but he is a prominent business man, someone might harbor him harm if they do not like that he’s made his fortune here,” Jameson said.  “Ah, that could be, we will look into that,” Chief Salazar said, “Where is Senor Rojas?  I need to speak with him.”  “Oh sure," he headed upstairs while the chief waited in the foyer.  He heard the shower running and knocked on Joy’s and Royce’s door, Royce answered. “The chief would like to speak with you,” but his eyes told him to let him in, “I am eluding that the perpetrator might be a disgruntled Spaniard not happy about your fortune in the horse business,” he said and he saw Joy sitting there.  All the kids were there, sitting on the bed, the chair and the shower was running. "I’ll be back”, Royce said and Jameson could see the anguish in his eyes, Joy nodded.
 
   Royce kept up the lie, “I might have made someone angry, but I can’t think of anyone off hand,” he said.
 
    After the police left they were making plans to get out of there.  Joy and the kids were packing and Royce went to see Jameson he was angry.  He banged on the door and Jameson let him in.  Jameson was hurriedly packing and opened the door to the loud knocking.   “What the fuck Jameson?”  Royce got up in his face and Jameson felt the de ja vu, “They weren’t supposed to get this close, what the fuck am I paying you for?”  Valerie was in her room crying and packing and heard it all an understood why he was so angry.  
 
   “I know sir, I just got wind of it, that was the call I took, you’re right, it shouldn’t have gotten this close,” and again Jameson was aware of his failure and he didn’t like to fail at anything, “I know you’re angry with me Mr. Harrington, I am angry with myself, but we must get out of here before this hits the press and they swarm this small town and start snooping into who you really are and then it will be impossible for us to hide anywhere…We will fight another day,” he said firmly, that he was sure of. “We haven’t finished this yet!”  Royce said and stormed out.  
 
   He was pissed and Joy was moving but her tears kept coming and she wasn’t talking just yet.  After the police questioned Rosa and Ricardo they came straight over almost out of their minds with worry and shock.
 
   Royce handed the keys to the ranch to Macio and they loaded up in Ricardo’s old white van.  Jameson wished he could say goodbye to Lita, she was on one of her many trips.  He did stop and drop off a note at her door and Ricardo drove them to Madrid.  
 
   Jameson had to work fast.  He had no time for preparation, but he knew he had to get them out of the country.  Once the press got on to this story there would be no place they could hide.  While Royce was handing over the ranch Jameson called the airport to see what was available.  Once he found a flight that could take them all he pulled out the old fake passports and being the kind of man he is when he’d bought the passports in Jamaica he’d bought seven extra blank books with the Jamaican stamp.  Okay who can we be?   He thought, and he had to work fast.  He had to make a new passport for the baby, and the two boys have to travel together and they look too much alike anyway for people not to think they’re brothers.  Then he decided Joy should travel as a Spanish woman with her child and Lindsey and Deon would be students traveling together.  They were tall they could pull off looking older.  He changed the passports.
 
    Jameson was nervous when they went through customs.  He’d put the gray in Royce’s hair but he didn’t have time to do the mustache and he’d made new passports for Deon, Lindsey and Joy but he’d used their old pictures, and for baby Autumn, if the agent looked at the Jamaican stamp hard enough he would see the stamp was older than she was.  
 
   They boarded the plane separately, but were happy to see they’d been placed in the same row, it was the long row in the middle of the plane.  They had all seven seats, it was another large jumbo jet the flag of its country painted on the tail in green, gold, black and a small bit of red.
 
   “Oh you can sit here you’re tall,” Joy said to Deon and offered him her end seat and Jameson was grateful Royce was on the other end, far away from Joy and looking sad.  Jameson and Valerie were about ten rows back in a window row.  Jameson watched them, he was glad they were together but even he could see they weren’t happy people.  Royce was the worst though, he looked so sad, he carried his pain openly and Deon looked sad too.  He’d seen him scribbling a note to his girlfriend and giving it to Ricardo.  Little Autumn was the only one that looked curious, she held on to her doll and knelt in her seat facing the back, gosh she was a gorgeous child.   She had long dark ringlets in her hair, blue eyes like her father and a face like her mother.  She was eyeing the other passengers and spotted him and smiled, he knew he wasn’t supposed to acknowledge her, but he gave her a little smile, then he looked away.  
 
   He was sitting in the aisle seat, the middle seat was empty and Valerie was by the window and he hoped no one would sit between them this was a long flight, almost eleven hours and he didn’t want to sit next to anyone who wanted to talk taking up his time.  He’d booked the first flight going anywhere and it so happen to be Cape Town, South Africa.
 
   He had to think now and he knew nothing about South Africa.  There was Apartheid when he was on the force and the American government had sanctioned them for that racist system, but now it was lifted and Nelson Mandela a man they’d imprisoned for twenty-seven years had been president and the country was on the comeback after economic lows and trying to build up from what it was and to include people who had not been included for generations.  He had no idea what they were getting into and he looked over at Valerie she was crying and wiping her eyes, he didn’t know what to make of that, was it a man she was leaving behind?  She was supposed to be tougher than that.  He was leaving Lita and he knew he would miss her but he didn’t love her.
 
   And he wouldn’t know that when his plane was high in the sky an excited Lita would come home hoping to see him and hear about the shooting, it was the talk of the town and reporters from TV, newspapers, radio were all over the place trying to piece together the story of a shooting in a little known place called Isle de St. Mary’s and she ran to the little house next to the big beautiful house and found it empty, and then she rushed to her apartment, maybe he was there.  She found the note stuck under her welcome mat and hurriedly opened her door happy.  He’d thought of her and this was his message telling her where to meet him she was sure, 
 
   Lita, 
 
   I’m sorry but I must go, you are a very lovely woman and my time here was wonderful spending it with you.  
 
   Have a happy life and goodbye, 
 
   Jackson 
 
   Lita cried and buried her face in her pillow sobbing loudly, “He didn’t wait for me, he didn’t wait for me!”  She cried and knew he’d broken her heart.
 
   When the flight was well under way Jameson had to purse his lips in disappointment.  Royce couldn’t stop looking at Joy.  He had his head turned in her direction staring at her, his blue eyes mournful and sad.  Joy was wiping tears and Valerie was annoying him silently crying and he shook his head, they just don’t know how to play a role.   He and Valerie were supposed to be a couple, but with her crying they didn’t look like a happy one.  He reached over and tapped her knee, “What’s the matter with you?  Stop it,” he mouthed to her.  She said okay, but she still cried and he wanted to throw his hands up.  
 
   Then he saw Royce get up and walk towards the back of the plane, he thought he was going to the bathroom, but he walked to his side of the plane and down the aisle, right past him and stopped by Deon, “Change seats with me son, I’d like to speak with your mother,” and Jameson almost lost it he was so upset.  Deon got up and walked right past him and went around the plane and down the other aisle and sat in Royce’s seat.  Royce sat next to Joy and he could tell he moved the armrest up and back so it was like they were in one big seat, he put his arm around her and she laid her head against his chest and Jameson had to control himself, why do I bother, why do I bother?   And they stayed that way the remainder of the flight.  
 
   When the plane was quiet and everyone was sleeping except Jameson, he couldn’t sleep if he tried, he was too wired after today.  He saw Royce’s body moving, slightly jerking, he was mouthing something but he couldn’t hear him, he’s dreaming.  A couple of passengers were looking at him, then he woke with a start.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 15, CAPE TOWN
 
    
 
    
 
   The plane landed at Cape Town International Airport, and he’d told them once they cleared customs and claimed their luggage to look for a man holding a sign that said Sunset Tours.  He’d made the name up, but it was the only way he could have them load up in the same vehicle together and not look suspicious.
 
   “I’m Jeremy Thomas of Sunset Tours,” he said to a black man in a chauffeurs suit holding a sign with the name, “Sunset Tours.” “Ah, uhuru.  Nice to meet you Mr. Thomas, welcome to South Africa,” he said with a huge smile.  “Thank you, glad to be here.  Now we must wait for my tour group and we can get moving,” and one by one they came.  They all acted as if they were meeting him for the first time, the driver led them to the waiting van.  He’d found this new location on the internet, then he destroyed the hard drive.  The home was owned by some exiled rich white South African and he didn’t know if it was self imposed or the government, but the place was supposed to be nice.  He’d reserved it for two reasons, it was way out in the middle of nowhere with a large wall around it and it had the space they needed until he figured out what to do next.
 
   “Take me to the rental car agency I have two cars waiting,” he told the driver. They drive on the left side here Jameson noted, but at least the street signs were in English.  He thought about what he had to do, the first thing he needed was a phone he’d thrown all their phones along with the surveillance equipment to the bottom of Biscay Bay.  He picked up the cars and followed the van and tried to observe as best as possible.  He read street signs; they left town on highway N2 and drove further out into the beautiful wide open countryside and turned down another smaller road R43, and then they turned right on a lone street and pulled in front of a gate and it did look like it was in the middle of nowhere.  The gate opened and the driver drove through.  The house was a one story white house, it was long in front but it had two wings.  The grounds were immaculate with soft green grass, bountiful flowers and well manicured bushes and tall trees, all enclosed within a white wall that matched the house.  A stylish older white woman came out when the driver pulled up in front of the house, “I’m Mrs. DuShane I opened the gate when I saw you pull up,” she said in her Afrikaans accent. 
 
    Jameson went to her first, “I’m Jeremy Thomas and this is Victoria Irving we’ll be leading the tour.” “Ah nice to meet you, I’ll show you around,” The house was beautiful inside.  Lots of African tribal art, masks, mats, drums, animal print rugs of zebras and lion and she looked at Royce a few times, “Are you Francois, Irish?” She asked to be friendly.  “English,” he said, but he didn’t smile or make anymore small talk, “Ah,” she said getting the hint.  The house had a pool, a large kitchen, tennis court and eight bedrooms.  Mrs. DuShane led Jameson to the office, “Is the Englishman a widower?”  “No, why?”  “He just seems so…despondent.” “No is everything in order,” he asked to put a stop to her noisiness.  “Penny and her daughter Naledi will be here first thing in the morning.  They are responsible for the upkeep and meals,” he nodded, signed the paperwork and escorted her out as fast as possible.
 
   After she left Valerie was sitting on the sofa still wiping her eyes, “I didn’t know where you wanted us to set up,” she said sadly.  He walked down the left wing and when they were in her room he closed the door, “What’s with you?”  He asked tersely.  He was sick of her tears, she was the professional and he stared at her expecting an answer.  “I just didn’t want it to happen this way,” she said sadly.  “Hell you think I did?  I could kick myself for the way this turned out.  We almost lost them today and…,” he almost lost her.  There was no question she was the first target and the hit man got off the first round and that scared the shit out of him, “Straighten up, you’re to be an example to them,” he said angrily and walked out the room.  
 
   He went to check on the Harrington’s, it seemed the wing he and Valerie were in was the functional side, it had a mother-in-law set up, it had two bedrooms, each with its own bathroom and one was a master suite with a glass door that opened to the pool, he took that one.  And in the center of the house there was a formal living room with a black baby grand piano, great,  he thought, maybe Lindsey would play and sing again.   And across from the family room another hall led to the other wing with six bedrooms, each with its own private bath and a large master, larger than his at the end of the hall with a sliding glass door that opened to the pool.  
 
   Royce saw him pass by, “We need to talk.”  “I know Mr. Harrington, that’s why I came to see you.” 
 
   Jameson went to the office and closed the door and he was ready for whatever was coming his way.  Royce turned on him, “I can’t begin to tell you how fucking mad I am!  What happened?  What have I been paying you for all these years?  I thought it was to protect my family and instead at the first sign of trouble I see fucking bullets bouncing at my wife’s feet!”  He was yelling by the end of his tirade and Jameson was upset and angry too.
 
   “You think I’m happy about this?  Hell no!  My guy didn’t tell me until it was almost too late!  Don’t think I won’t get to bottom of this!  If you want to fire me go right ahead, I fucked up!”  He stared at Royce, “I would!  I would fire my ass right here and now!  All I ask is you just let me make sure you are protected until the new guy comes in!”  He was almost tearing up and yelling too he was so angry.  
 
   The door quietly opened and Valerie walked in, “You guys we can hear you,” she whispered, but Royce didn’t care, “I almost lost my family today you think I’m worried a little yelling will scare them!” He stared angrily at her, “Let me tell you hearing shots fired over their head and almost seeing their mother get blown to pieces is a lot scarier lady!”  She shied away she could see he was in no mood for niceties.  The picture of Joy, bullets bouncing at her feet was already haunting him, it was an image he couldn’t get out of his head.  
 
   He turned back to Jameson, “You know Jameson I wish I could fire you, but who do I know in South Africa?  Who the fuck do I know in the whole damn continent of Africa I can call to replace you!  It’s not like I can just get on the phone and dial up rent a protection agency.  Jesus Christ, Jameson what the fuck am I going to do now, huh?”  He was pacing and angry and just then Joy walked in. 
 
   She eased the door shut behind her.  She still wore her Spanish style dress but her red lipstick was long gone, “Look I know everyone is upset and angry but this is what I have to say in this situation.  I want to thank you, all three of you for saving my life and my children’s lives today.”  They all looked at her, “Look I know it wasn’t ideal, but Jameson and Valerie you came in the nick of time and the kids told me what you did Jameson.  I asked them what happened and they said you told them to stay where they were.  You saved them, you stopped them from running into the line of fire, as far as I’m concerned you did your job and you baby,” she looked at Royce, “You saved me.  I was about to do something foolish and you stopped me from risking my life and running out there and causing more harm than good.  When I think about what would have happened if I had run out there…,” she shuddered, “I could have caused the death of not only myself and you, but also our children.  I thank all of you for having the courage and mindset you did in this awful situation.” “But it was too close baby,” Royce said softly.  “I know baby,” she walked up to him, “But we’re alive…” “But next time baby we might not be so lucky, I can’t have it this close again,” she was holding his hand now.  “Let’s pray there won’t be a next time,” she said staring into his concerned blue eyes.  
 
   Jameson and Valerie watched them.  Jameson saw Valerie wipe at her tears and he wanted to smack her, he thought she was tougher than this.  Joy turned to face Jameson and Valerie, “Look I know you have things to discuss but I wanted to let you know, I thank you, all of you,” and she looked at each one.  They were stunned silent for a moment. “Valerie, Mr. Harrington and I can take it from here,” Jameson said, she nodded, her eyes wet with tears and left with Joy.
 
   “So what do you want to do Mr. Harrington?”  “Fuck Jameson, I’m so upset with you right now but I also need you.  We have to do better man, that was too close, too close man,” Royce sat down behind the desk and Jameson knew that was his cue to sit too.  He sat in a chair and he knew Royce’s only worry was his family.  “Let’s talk game plan, I need to know where we go from here?  What’s our next move and…I want a gun.” Jameson looked up at him, “Mr. Harrington I don’t…,” “I want a gun Jameson, you of all people know I know how to use one.  Get me a gun like the one you took from me an a holster and plenty of bullets.”
 
    Jameson could see he was serious and that scared the shit out of him.  “So what’s next for us?”  Royce asked. “First I need to get a phone, I’ll go out tomorrow and get us set up with cell phones, after that I’ll check with my contacts and see what’s transpired since today.  Next we will determine if South Africa is where we want to stay and if this is the best location.  If so we will make the house as safe as possible, if not I will relocate us to a safe haven I know of and we will dig in again until there is no longer a threat.”  Royce was looking at him, and he saw him look away, “Okay, I’m tired and I want to wash this gray shit out of my hair,” he said without looking at Jameson.  
 
   Royce walked to his room.  Joy had taken her shower and was dressed in her nightgown massaging lotion on her legs.  She smiled at him when he walked in.  He walked over to her, leaned down and gave her a little kiss on her lips, “I love you baby, let me take a shower and I’ll be right out okay.”  When he was showered and clean he felt a little better.  He didn’t even want to think of this day, but it stayed on his mind, the shooting, leaving the life they’d built, the ranch, his horses, Whirlwind and he wanted to cry.  He came out with a towel around his waist towel drying his hair.  He let the towel fall and he put on his boxers.  
 
   Joy watched him pick up the towel and take it in the bathroom still toweling his wet hair and she hoped he’d be alright.   She knew this man and had never seen him look so hurt and broken, his eyes said it all, he carried all his expression in his eyes and they showed his hurt, his sadness, and she wanted nothing more than to take his sadness away, she wanted him to appreciate the fact they were alive.  
 
   Royce came out the bathroom and climbed into bed.  He’d thought she was mad at him, mad at him for making her choose him.  Until she’d come into the office he’d been torn up thinking that.  He was thinking that on the plane, that’s why he went to her, and he was even madder at Jameson for making them choose.  He looked at her, “Did you mean what you said…of what I did?”  “Yes baby I meant every word, you saved my life today Royce.  You saved my life and I love you for it, I really love you.” “I’m so glad you feel that way baby…,” and she could see in his eyes that wasn’t enough for him.  She went to him and straddled him, “Baby we’re alive that’s all that matters, we’re alive and together,” she leaned down and kissed him, sweetly kissed him.  
 
   She knew this man, this is the man she let drink her mother’s milk, she loved this man more than she’d ever loved any man in her life and she knew he loved hard, strong and deep, and that he loved her beyond reason sometimes.  She knew he was a good father and a great husband.  She knew how he wanted to be kissed, how his skin felt no matter what the season it was always warm, she knew how his sweat tasted, she knew he loved her to lick behind his balls, she knew how his ass smelt, yes she’d taken a whiff when she was down there too, she knew him and when he hurt she hurt too.  Her heart ached for him.  
 
   She kissed his sweet lips running her tongue across them the way he liked.  She felt his arms around her, holding her tight.  Royce felt her warm soft body on his and he was so grateful she was here and real.  He closed his eyes to feel her, an image of her standing there bullets bouncing at her feet burned in his mind’s eye, he could see the smoke dust and he opened his eyes and held on tighter.  He kissed her harder and held her tight in his arms.  “I love you baby, don’t ever forget that,” Joy said and leaned down and kissed his sweet, sweet lips.  Royce held her and she caressed his face, kissing him and he couldn’t close his eyes or he saw her standing there with bullets bouncing inches away and before he knew it tears rolled from the corners of his eyes.    
 
   Joy felt the tears, she looked at him, “Baby don’t, don’t baby,” she soothed, kissing his eyes, his salty tears, kissing him all over, “Don’t baby, it’s okay baby, it’s okay baby,” she soothed and kissed him.  She kissed his lips, his face, his tears, “Oh baby, don’t, don’t, don’t,” his tears still flowed.  She looked at him with love. Royce looked at her, his eyes locked on hers and he didn’t want to close his eyes.  “Feel me baby, hold on to me baby.  We’re here together baby,” she said softly.  He wanted her nipple in his mouth and to feel the sweet flow of her mother’s milk.  He wished she was still breast feeding and he had to relieve the pressure, but that had been awhile ago now, but he wanted the sensation of sucking her milk.  He still knew how and he moved her night gown strap down until he exposed her breast and cupping her he took her nipple deep in his mouth, he knew that would draw the milk.  She gasped and he sucked like he was drawing down her milk.  She moaned and wrapped her arms around his neck.  He sucked and Joy felt him holding her so tight, sucking her and holding on.  She felt his wet raw tears against her skin and she held on and they went this way until he loosened his hold on her and began to suck softer and softer, and Royce wanted to stay this way forever.
 
   When sleep found them she was still holding him, usually she lay in his arms, but tonight he lay against her and she stroked his hair and kissed the top of his head and held him in her arms until they went to sleep.  Then somewhere in the night she felt his body jerking, slight jerky movements, he was talking in his sleep, barely audible, she could hear him whimper, she made out, “Joy, Joy,” as his hands and feet twitched.  
 
   Royce was dreaming, he was standing there as bullets bounced in front of Joy the dust smoke rising.  He saw her look at him and in slow motion began to fall.  She landed hard on the ground.  He ran to her and looked into her eyes and the life was gone, he screamed, “JOOOOOOYYYYYY!”  Joy felt him moving and held on to him, “Oh baby, I’m here, I’m here,” she held him.  He gasped and was awake.  “It was just a dream baby,” Joy said.  More like a nightmare, Royce thought, the image of her dead stare still haunting him.  She took him in her arms, “It’s okay baby, it's okay, I’m here,” she said holding and soothing him.  She would be there for him and she knew he needed her now.  Royce snuggled in closer to her and she stroked his hair, “It's okay baby,” he put his arms around her and hugged her so close afraid to close his eyes.  
 
   Jameson had walked the premises and he saw the light in their bedroom, he wished he’d had time to set up.  He knew they were making love, if Mr. Harrington needed her, tonight was surely a night for it.  He thought of Joy, she was so perfect in her assessment of the situation, “You saved our lives, all of you,” and that was true, but he wished he’d saved it before a man in a helicopter came firing.  But to have to shoot it out, he still shuddered at not knowing if he had saved her or not.  His heart pounded as he shot at the helicopter thinking he’d gotten there too late and he’d yelled at her to get down, but the shooter got his first round off and his heart almost stopped, “She’s so…so smart, so pretty, so amazing.” Joy was all those things to him and he thought he’d lost her today and as soon as he had a new phone he was going to call Reggie and find out what the hell happened.  He walked on and saw their light go out.
 
    The next day they woke up famished to a frosty chilly morning and a loud buzzing.   Jameson jumped up and ran to the kitchen.  He saw a screen mounted on a wall and two African women in colorful African clothes with baskets in their arms standing outside the gate pushing the buzzer.  “Penny, Naledi sir,” he pushed the button and opened the gate.  
 
   Penny and Naledi cooked breakfast of flat bread with jam, sausage and scrambled eggs and they dived into the food and after his hunger was assuaged Jameson couldn’t wait any longer he rushed out and managed to find his way back to Cape Town to find cell phones.
 
   When he returned he went straight to his room and called Reggie, “Reggie, Jameson,” he said straight forward.  “Oh Jameson,” Reggie said clearly he’d been sleeping. “Yes, I need answers, what happened?”  Jameson didn’t care what time it was there, this was no time to be polite and wait for the proper time.  Reggie cleared his head, “They made Tommy, I don’t know how but Jameson it’s bad,” and Jameson could hear him getting emotional, “He was tailing Gibeau.  We’d gotten word he was on a flight from Toronto and Tommy wanted to finish up with him.  See what he’d tell Mr. Harrington’s father.  He managed to get a bug on him.  Oh Jameson its bad and that’s how we heard it all…,” and Reggie told him when they found Tommy’s car they listened to what the bug had recorded and heard Tommy pleading for his life and then he paused, “It’s the father Jameson, it’s Walker Harrington Sr. behind this,” and Jameson sat hard on the bed, “Mr. Harrington’s father is behind this!  His father!”  He said in disbelief.  “Yes, it’s his father.  We heard him, he ordered them to finish Tommy and to finish this job,” and now Jameson knew why this case didn’t make sense, why they couldn’t find anything.  They were looking in all the wrong places while it was right there in front of his face, and he was stunned.  What would he tell Mr. Harrington?  How would he tell Mr. Harrington?  His father? Why would his father do this?
 
   “Mr. Harrington,” Jameson said and Royce left Joy and walked outside and far out onto the grounds, “It’s not good.  We found out who’s been behind this.  They made our guy and he’s been eliminated, but we know who’s behind it all.”  Even though it was hard Jameson knew he had to tell him, “What? You mean…killed?”  Jameson nodded.  Royce ran his fingers through his hair and blew out a breath, “Okay who is it?”  That fucking bitch Tammy I know it!  
 
   “It’s your father sir.  He’s been behind this the whole time.” “So you’re saying my father called the hits?” Royce looked at him in stunned disbelief.  Then he was angry, he paced away and came back, “I don’t understand, are you sure?  My father?”  Jameson nodded and Royce’s eyes flashed his anger, “This is my father we’re talking about you better be damn sure Jameson!  But Why? This makes no fucking sense!”  He yelled.   “I don’t know sir, but my man is dead and it was your father’s men that killed him,” he said evenly.  Royce was too stunned to think, too stunned to believe what he’d just heard.  He could do nothing but stand there and stare at Jameson.  He needed Jameson he knew that, but he’d lost trust in him, his nightmares proved his worse fears.  Jameson was only human and humans make mistakes.  Was this true, was it his father?  There was a threat he was sure and he needed to protect Joy but he didn’t want to believe his father was behind this.  
 
   Jameson put his ear to the ground to find out if the search had reached South Africa.  Apartheid had officially ended in 1994 with the election of Nelson Mandela as the country’s first black president, and now it was 2008.  The new president was Thabo Mbeki, he took office after Mandela and now he was being challenged by Jacob Zuma.  They’d arrived in a country going through a political upheaval.  He left the politics aside and found Cape Town was a vast sprawling large cosmopolitan city of three and a half million people.  People were going about their daily lives, and he had to concentrate to drive on the left side of the road.  The city had all the amenities, a night life, social and cultural activities, beautiful sights and attractions, lots of fast food and a huge black market of everything from drugs, to diamonds, to guns, to anything exotic.  Skins of poached animals like leopard, zebra, and carcasses of protected animals like cape vultures to baboons could be found.  
 
   He found diamonds in their raw form and everything else under the sun but he wasn’t interested in all that he wanted guns and when he found them he loaded up.  He’d exchanged their Euros for rands the South African currency and he’d had to think fast at the exchange rate in his negotiations but in the end he bought Royce a 380 handgun, a thirty-eight and a shoulder holster and deadlier and more dangerous weapons for him and Valerie.  
 
   He sent Valerie to Europe and she seemed relieved to be going, and it wasn’t long before he got the first call, “I’m in Spain, it’s hot, Gibeau’s here,” she reported.  “Okay, looks like we’re safer where we’re at.  Come back,” if Gibeau was in Europe being a whole continent away helped.  He went to Royce, “I hope you like it here because we’re digging in, it’s the safest place for now.”
 
   Jameson sent the family on a safari and while they were gone he set up his surveillance equipment, cameras around the house and outside, he planted bugs and had a carpenter put up a temporary wall with a door to separate his wing from theirs and that night he sat down to listen and instead of hearing the sounds of beautiful love he heard small sounds like a whimper and he listened closer.  “Joy, Joy,” then he heard more whimpers, “Joy, no, Joy,” Mr. Harrington was dreaming and it didn’t sound like a pleasant one either, the dream sounds were getting louder. “No!”, he cried out loud and frightened.  He heard the bed move like someone was getting up, and because the house was bugged he heard Mr. Harrington walking the house.
 
   Royce stood at the family room window and looked out into the dark, it was a full moon and he scanned the white wall.  He was looking from one end to the other and when he was satisfied he walked to the front of the house and Jameson heard him, heard his bare feet on the floor.  He stood at the dining room window and scanned the perimeter, focused on the white wall in front of the house, he stayed the longest watching the gate and when he was satisfied he went to bed.  Jameson heard the bed move when he climbed in.  Royce lay down next to Joy, if his father was after her he would protect her, he had the 380 in the nightstand and the thirty-eight in its holster draped over the back of the chair by his bed.  Joy stirred and awakened a little, “Is everything okay baby?”  “Yes baby, it is now,” he said and she took him in her arms.
 
   They found they really didn’t need a tutor most South Africans spoke English so Joy registered the kids in the only school recommended by Mrs. DuShane, “For children of your class there is only the International Afrikaans School of Education in Cape Town.  There are others, Dartmoore of course, but the best is the International.”
 
   The International School of Education was one of several private schools in Cape Town, it had been around a long time and before the fall of Apartheid it was the school chosen by rich white South Africans and by the wealthy ethnic elite, the Middle Easterners, the Chinese, the outside groups that hadn’t sanctioned the country had a population who had made their wealth here, but with the fall of Apartheid it was still the best school except now it had quite a few wealthy black South Africans as well.  South Africa had seen a huge rise of a black middle class, and of wealthy blacks who had moved in from other parts of Africa and America, all taking advantage of the now open society, so the school was still an international mix of ethnicities and no one batted an eye at other races walking down the hall.
 
   Since they’d just come from Spain, Joy told the kids, “Just say you’re from Spain, it’s not a lie, it’s easier just to say you’re from Spain,” and even though they said they were from Spain they quickly shed their Spanish ways and adapted to Cape Town life.  They went back to dinner being the largest meal of the day, they had too, first of all the kids didn’t come home for lunch anymore, Cape Town was too far, and Joy volunteered at the orphanage during the day and South Africans didn’t stop in the middle of the day to take a siesta, life moved on, so they adapted and changed.
 
   Even though it was June, Joy learned it was winter here that’s why it was so chilly, summer was from December through February and they would have to get use to that, but other than the constant rain and the chilly mornings and cold nights the weather was still beautiful.  Usually it was around sixty to sixty-five degrees so she took them out to learn about this beautiful country. 
 
   It was after touring Robben Island, the prison where Nelson Mandela was kept and visiting a township she discovered the orphanage when their guide said with the spread of HIV and Aids it had left millions of children orphaned more than any other epidemic.  
 
   Joy was spreading her wings and learning to live here.  From Penny and Naledi she was learning to cook South African favorites.  Their food was a mix of the English and Dutch that colonized them and the conquered indigenous people so the family enjoyed the new taste and exotic flavors.  Deon loved Vetkoek, chicken chopped in small pieces and stuffed in dough and deep fried, and Deon and Jameson devoured Potbrood with goat’s meat, it was a flat bread stuffed with goat meat and folded like a sandwich then drizzled with sour cream or yogurt.  And little Autumn loved fried bananas and she loved what they did with pumpkin, they chopped it and put it in stews, or mashed it and her favorite was just sliced grilled and sprinkled with salt and cinnamon.  The local drink was beer or Mageu, a juice in flavors like lemon lime, strawberry cream and banana custard, the kids loved it and she kept a shelf in the refrigerator stocked with the little cartons.
 
   While Joy was learning to accept and live Royce was not.  His nightmares tormented and tortured him, and he was consumed with protecting Joy.  During the day as she went about life he wouldn’t leave her side and to Jameson’s dismay became her bodyguard and at night he clung to her.  He would lay in her arms and Joy would hold him until sleep came.  And long after sleep had taken him the nightmares would come.  They always came, sometimes the bullets are bouncing in front of Joy and it happens just the way it did in reality and he’s pulling her down and rolling, and other times the bullets are bouncing and he’s too late and she’s falling, landing in a heap on the ground and looking up at him with dead eyes and in the nightmare he’s screaming, just screaming, loud blood curdling screams.  
 
   He always wakes with a start, his heart racing and he has to get up, and his mind is filled with, Why? Why? Why?   He walks the house, checks the white wall in back then front, and now he sucks on a piece of cinnamon candy to calm and relax him.  Joy discovered the candy for the orphans, at first she would take little treats for them, but the director told her, “Please it is not necessary, the sweets, I know you mean well but for the children it sticks to their teeth and we must protect the teeth you see,” so Joy found this cinnamon hard candy, it was made with real cinnamon.  She bought bags and bags of it and she’d fill little tribal bowls and place them around the house and he started taking handfuls and sucking on them.  He liked to put them in his pocket, and when he wanted something to take his mind off his problems he’d pop a piece in his mouth, at first he’d suck on a whole piece but he found he only needed a little piece and now he broke the piece into little small pieces, then he’d open the wrapper and place a piece on his tongue.  
 
   Penny would laugh when she washed and was always careful to check his pockets she always found wrappers and broken pieces of candy and she’d shake her head, “Mr. Royz is always worried about something,” but Mrs. Royz doesn’t seem to mind the candy the way she did the cigarettes and the drink she thought.  Penny and Naledi had watched amused as he tried to drink and smoke a little, but Mrs. Royz would have none of it.  
 
   He’d come home from the orphanage with her and bought a pack of cigarettes and stood by the window and lit one enjoying the calming smoke.  Joy saw him puffing away and went in and took it away from him and smashed it out, and then took his pack and tore it up, “You will not ruin your health over this!  I won’t have it!,” and angrily stormed away.  And she did the same with the drink, not long after the cigarettes she saw him at the bar filling a glass with whiskey, and she took it and poured it down the sink then she poured out the rest of the bottles, and at the time all Royce could do was laugh, “That was not ours, that came with the house,” he chuckled and said, but she didn’t care, “You will not go there!  I’m here baby, I’m here,” and at night she took him in her arms and held him, “I’m here baby, I’m here,” were always her words.  He’d lay his head against her breast and she’d stroke his hair and wrap him in her arms with her legs around him and soothe him.  Sometimes he sucked her breast for the sheer pleasure of it because they were in close proximity and sometimes it was because he needed it, needed to feel like a helpless baby and knowing that his mother was there to love him.
 
   He was torn up about his father, if he was behind this he hated him, hated him even more than he’d hated Tammy, but he couldn’t believe it, it was impossible to believe his father would do this to him, and he couldn’t tell Joy, so he let it eat away at him.  He was driving Jameson crazy doing his own surveillance and trying to protect Joy and Valerie was driving him crazy.  
 
   Valerie watched him and saw his emotional struggle and she wiped tears.  The man in the portrait was gone, he wasn’t sure and confident he had all the answers.  His presence wasn’t bigger than life and radiant.  He was like everyone else now, ordinary, unsure, in doubt about life and his purpose.  She wiped at her tears, he’d been beaten.  Royce hated seeing her constantly watching him and wiping tears and finally he’d had enough, “What is with you?”  He asked angrily, “I’m not paying you to stand around and cry, so get yourself together or I won’t have you around,” he said angrily and Joy watched.  
 
   She didn’t say anything, “I know sir, I will get better,” Valerie said straightening up, and in less than a week she was gone.  He’d gone to Jameson that day, “I’m sick of seeing her moping around.  What did she leave a boyfriend back in Spain?  I don’t care what the problem is, her problem is not my problem.  My problem is keeping Joy and my family safe and I’m paying you to do so and you’re paying her to be on your team and if she can’t cut it because she’s missing a boyfriend then I can’t risk my family for her bullshit Jameson.  Get her straight or I don’t want to see her.”  Jameson went straight to Valerie.
 
   “What the fuck Valerie, are you still crying?”  She burst out then, “I know to you it’s a job, they’re not people!”  She sobbed, “I can’t do it anymore…I can’t see him like this!”  She sobbed and ran out the room.  Jameson followed, “What do you mean I don’t see them as people?”  He knew that was the furthest thing from the truth.  He was obsessed and consumed with these people, especially Joy, he loved her deep in his soul, and Royce he admired, respected and loved him like a brother and he was so charismatic and easy to like and that’s why it was hard to imagine his father doing this to them. “You don’t care about them.  They’re a case, just some writing on a white board…but to me,” she pointed at her chest, “I see him, I see what’s happened to him and I can’t take it!  He was so happy, so alive and now…now…,” she burst into tears.
 
   Jameson looked at her, looked at her closely narrowing his eyes and he couldn’t believe he missed it, “No, no Valerie, when…when did you….”   He knew he’d crossed the line in Jamaica when he looked into Joy’s eyes and felt a sudden urge to take her in his arms and hold her, hold her to his heart and he knew he’d do anything to protect her.  “Does it matter?”  She wailed and he looked at her and he was wondering maybe this is why they failed in Spain, both of them had crossed the line and became careless and almost cost them their lives and he wanted to know, “Yes, to me it does matter.  How long have you been in love with him?  I want to know how long I have missed it,” and Valerie looked at him, her eyes wet with tears.  She didn’t want to tell him it was a portrait over a mantle that started it, that when she was placing bugs she went into the living room and looked up and saw the most beautiful radiant man she'd ever seen so she said, “A long time, every since we met up in Spain.” “Fuck, we are screwed,” and Valerie had no idea what he meant by that. “As soon as I can get Conrad over here you’re off the case,” he walked out and a week later Conrad was here.  
 
   Most nights Jameson listened to them and after a few months of this he was horny as hell,  I’ve got to find someone or I’ll go crazy.   Cape Town was too far but then he looked closer at Naledi, at first he thought she was a teenager.  She looked so young and she was short, tiny with breast of a pubescent girl, but after he found out she was twenty-four and a widow, her husband had been killed a couple years ago and that she couldn’t bear children he found himself looking at her differently.  With her heart shaped face and dark eyes she was pretty enough he set his sights on her.  He poured on the charm and now they were lovers.
 
   They adjusted and adapted and after a year into living here Lindsey came home and said, “Mom, Mr. Royce there is a boy I like and he likes me and we want to see if you’re okay with us dating,” and Royce almost fell to the floor, but Joy said, “I don’t know honey, who is this boy?  I’d like to meet him, you’re only fifteen, but if we like the boy a few chaperoned dates wouldn’t be a problem,” and he could accept that.  He knew Deon was dating, they’d met her; she was a nice South African girl who wore her hair in long thick braids.  Conrad or Jameson took him to Cape Town on Friday or Saturday nights to see her, but he was seventeen and a boy.  But not long after Lindsey set it up and now they were going to meet this boy’s parents.  
 
   “Nooo!”  Royce heard Joy cry out in the bathroom, “What happened baby?”  “My blow dryer just went out on me, I’ll never get my hair straight now.” “Just wear it curly.”  “I know I have no choice now, but you know how I like to wear my hair.” “I know baby,” he said kissing her cheek, he thought her hair looked great either way.  He was dressing and put on his pants, “Oh my god, look at this.”  Joy looked over at him and he was holding his pants out in front of him with room to spare. “Oh my god, you lost a lot of weight.”  “I know I had no idea.” 
 
   Joy went to him, neither did she, it had been so gradual.  He wasn’t trying to lose weight, it just happened.  He was so worried about protecting the family that he really didn’t have an appetite half the time.  He hadn’t worn a suit in a long time either, he usually wore jeans, his squared toed boots and a shirt he didn’t tuck in, but now his suits didn't fit, and they were custom suits made to fit him perfectly, but now they hung on him.  This was turning out to be a disaster, they wanted to look their best meeting this boy’s parents, but now they had to make due and try and pull it together.  
 
   Royce strapped on his gun, “Ugh, that thing really Royce?” “Yes, I never forget why we’re here,” she rolled her eyes and shook her head, “Okay, okay,” and he never would.  You never know what might happen or when.  Spain taught him that, you could be sitting on the beach reading a paper and out of nowhere shots could be fired.  Joy looked very nice though.  She had on light blue slender pants with a matching tunic that fit her perfectly and around her neck she wore a blue and yellow silk scarf fastened with a broach of blue stones and her hair was soft, curly and beautiful, just gorgeous,  he thought.  He’d tried to pull his suit together but he knew it really didn’t look good, it was too big.  He’d chosen his favorite grey, it matched Joy’s blue and brought out his eyes.  Maybe they’d see that and not the ill fit.
 
    Jameson insisted on driving and Joy sat in the back seat with Lindsey who was all smiles and ready for them to meet this boy.  They drove into Cape Town to a very beautiful neighborhood, the houses large and well lit and they pulled up to a house with a wall and gate that looked almost like theirs.  Who’s he hiding from?  Royce thought.  The gate opened and Jameson drove up to the well lit front door and the door opened before they could knock. “Come in, come in welcome,  I am Sayeed Abdullah, come in.”  
 
   Joy and Royce didn’t see Mr. Abdullah purse his lips as they walked in. “Come sit and we shall talk,” and he led them to a sitting area that seemed to be purposely set up for this occasion.  There were six dining room chairs in the middle of the room, three on one side and three on the other directly across from each other and in the center was a coffee table with a tray of coffee and little sandwiches.  Joy noticed the boy, he had dark wavy hair, a dimple and he was all smiles, and he was dressed like he’d just come from school, khaki pants, blue blazer and light blue shirt and Mr. Abdullah was dressed like an Arab sheik, long white thobe, red and white checked ghutra on his head with a black rope holding it down.  He was a big man and he had the dimple.  Mrs. Abdullah came out, and she looked like an Arab woman covered from head to toe, they took their places.  The Abdullah’s on one side and the three of them on the other, Mrs. Abdullah started pouring coffee and Lindsey and the boy were smiling at each other. 
 
   “So we are here because our children are wanting to set up dates,” Mr. Abdullah opened up, “Tell me Amar why do you want to go out with their daughter?” Mrs. Abdullah handed them a cup of coffee and they smiled and accepted.  
 
   Amar smiled bright, “Father and Lindsey’s parents I want to take your daughter out because she is a very special person.  She is smart, we share the same interest in school and I would love to take her out outside of school, chaperoned of course,” Joy smiled at him and so did Royce.  “And Lindsey tell us why you want to go on dates with my son Amar?”  Mr. Abdullah asked and he smiled at her and Lindsey was all smiles.
 
   “Yes Mr. and Mrs. Abdullah and mother and Mr. Royce, I would like to go out on dates with Amar because we have gotten to know each other the past school term and we share a lot of the same interest and I would like to see Amar outside of school to spend more time with him, and of course chaperoned,” and Amar just beamed, “I would also like that, to spend more time with Lindsey,” he chimed in. 
 
   “Okay we have heard your request and why, now let us adults discuss it further,” Mr. Abdullah said, “Amar find Khan and take Lindsey to the garden,” he looked at Royce and Joy, “Khan is my man attendant, he will chaperone them as we speak.”  They nodded and Joy thought this was going well, it was clear the kids liked each other.  She wasn’t sure about the Arab Muslim thing though.  To her Muslims were like Malcolm X, Muhammad Ali, and the black Muslim community in Philadelphia, it was strictly religious and it was a way of life offered to a disenfranchised people to show them another way to live, but after 911 she didn’t know what to think, but they weren’t talking marriage just dating and she could go for that.  
 
   Amar offered Lindsey his arm and they left with Khan behind them chattering away as they walked through the open back doors.  Joy liked him and she took a sip of her coffee.
 
   Mr. Abdullah looked at them, he scanned them.  Royce and Joy could see him checking them out, a smile on his face and then he spoke. “Let me say first of all I am a very wealthy man.  I come from a very wealthy family and the reason I am here is to bring more wealth to my family, and I know being here means my son will be exposed to things that are not of the Arab way,” he shrugged, “It is okay, I can accept that, but as far as when it comes to girls this is not okay.  We don’t date in my world; that is a waste of time.  We build net worth by marrying the right kinds of people, wealthy people, very wealthy people.  I can buy everything on this block if I choose too, tear it down and rebuild it again and still have wealth; that is the kind of money I have.  I will not beat around the horse as you say, our children will not date.  I will not sanction it,” he said all this with a twinkle in his eye and a little smile on his face. 
 
   Mr. Abdullah had sized them up when they walked through the door.  They were not the right kind of people.  Lindsey was too dark and her mother although pretty was too dark too and her hair although beautiful to look at spoke volumes of her blackness and the man wasn’t even her father.  He wasn’t much, although his suit was expensively cut it was ill fitting and he wondered who he borrowed it from.  He could buy these people ten times over.  They were not worthy of his son and their daughter was surely not worthy of his son’s interest.  
 
   Royce and Joy sat there stunned for a moment at his smiling attack.  It was Joy who caught herself first, “Well Mr. Abdullah if you feel that way then I couldn’t agree more…” 
 
   “So you speak for the household Mrs. Harrington,” he looked at Royce with that twinkle and little smile as he said harsh things and challenged his manhood, like he was bemused with this little game.   Royce didn’t like being fucked with and this man was fucking with him, “She’s doing fine.  Where I come from it doesn’t matter who says what needs to be said as long as it’s said,” he said looking squarely at Mr. Abdullah his blue eyes cold ice now. 
 
   “Well then I think we have an understanding, thank you for your time,” Mr. Abdullah stood smiling and they stood but not smiling and neither offered to shake hands now.  He clapped his hands and another servant came out, “Gather the children they are in the garden with Khan.”  Joy was fuming, he had insulted them, insulted them like he was doing no more than taking out the trash, all the while smiling like he was their best friend. 
 
   The kids came in happy, Lindsey still holding on to Amar’s arm.  They saw them at the door and walked towards them. “Was it worked out father?”  Amar asked eagerly when they reached them.  “No son, we could not come to an agreement.”  “But why not, what is the problem, we can fix it?”  He implored, his euphoria gone now.  “Ask your father?  See if he will tell you the truth,” Joy said, “Lindsey let’s go,” she said. “Oh I will tell him the truth Mrs. Harrington.  The truth is son this girl isn’t worthy of you,” and Joy, Lindsey and Amar’s mouths dropped, they were stunned.  Royce was beyond angry, he took Lindsey’s arm, “No that is not the truth Lindsey, you are worthy of Amar and Amar is worthy of you but his father is not worth the spit on the bottom of my shoes,” he opened the door and walked out with Lindsey and Joy right behind him furious. 
 
   Jameson seemed surprised to see them so soon, “How did it go?”  He asked but he could see it didn’t go well.  Lindsey was teary eyed and Joy and Royce were upset and angry.  He started the car and drove from the house. 
 
   “Father what did you say to them?  Why can’t I go out with her?”  Amar pleaded, he thought it was alright, his father said he could date anyone at the school except the black South Africans, “New money, they might not have it in a year and besides who wants to deal with the people who took from the people who took from them?”  He’d told him, his father didn’t want to say and they’re black, and that he didn’t want his son dating the people who’d been almost next to slaves not too long ago.  “Amar the girl is what…, I don’t know who her father is, it surely is not the man who showed up here tonight!”  “But she goes to the same school! You said I could go out with any girl at my school as long as she wasn’t a black South African and she is not father.  She is from Spain, she is not South African!”  He emphasized in case his father thought that.  
 
   Amar was like most people who grew up with different groups of people.  When you see people for who they are and not for the color of their skin it’s hard to pretend color is the most important thing, it just isn’t.  “What do you know of this girl?  Nothing, you know nothing of her and you want to date her, bring her into our family!”  His father said loudly. “I know I like her!”  Amar shouted back at him. “Amar this conversation is over, you will not see this girl.   End of conversation and that is final, is that clear?”  “Yes papa,” Amar knew he had lost and he walked quietly to his room.
 
   On the ride home they told Lindsey the same thing, “You are not to see this boy Lindsey, I know he’s a friend of yours, but as far as going out…no uh uh, that will not happen,” Joy said still fuming, and she was even more pissed that he’d used her mother’s words against her, make sure he’s worthy Joy, and now Mr. Abdullah used those same words as his measuring stick to invalidate her daughter. “Okay mommy,” Lindsey said sadly, “But his father didn’t like me, is that it, is that why he said no?”  And that pierced their hearts like a knife they all felt the sharp pain.  
 
   Jameson was upset now and pursed his lips.  Royce wanted to go back and punch Sayeed Abdullah in his fat face and Joy’s heart broke, “Oh come here baby, come here,” she took Lindsey in her arms, “No baby, it wasn’t you, how could he not like you he doesn’t even know you,” she said soothing Lindsey, “He’s a money grubbing…,” and Joy wanted to say asshole, “It’s about money honey and he thinks we don’t make as much as he does, that’s all, okay,” and Lindsey laid her head against her mother’s shoulder.  And none of them knew a boy wanting to date a girl would be their undoing.
 
   And the following week at school Amar had a chaperone.  His father sent a man dressed in a white thobe and ghutra to accompany him and to make sure he stayed away from Lindsey, and on the third day of this treatment he managed to get a note to Lindsey.  He was coming down the hall throwing a wad of paper like a ball, just throwing it in the air and catching it, his friends watched him coming with his sheik behind him.  They stood by the wall as he smiled at them, and then he said, “Incoming Lindsey,” and he tossed the wadded up paper at her, “Will you throw that away for me?”  “Oh sure Amar, I’ll throw away your trash,” she teased sarcastically and he laughed, but she saw the glint in his eyes and so did her friends.  He kept walking to class and when he disappeared they gathered around her and she opened the paper. “I miss you, I miss you, I miss you…,” was written all over the paper and she melted and her friends sighed.
 
   No one but Lindsey and Amar knew how they really felt about each other.  When she first came to the International School his group, all from different backgrounds and ethnicities was already intact and they welcomed her, like most groups at school they were diverse and they loved it.  The school encouraged it saying, “Everyone brings something different to the table, it’s up to you to find out what it is and you can’t find out unless you talk to people.” 
 
   Then one day Amar was going over his debate question.  “I’m going to knock them dead I tell you,” he said of his argument and Lindsey who’d only been in the group a short time said, “Not with that argument you’re not,” and he looked at her.  “Why not Ms. Lindsey?”  He asked bemused, “Well first of all…,” and she told him what his argument lacked and as she spoke Amar looked at her, really looked at her and he saw her beautiful thick curly hair, her eyebrows framing her dark eyes and her lips with just the right amount of plumpness, and he wanted to kiss them, her kissable lips and then after that he paid more attention to her.  The way she walked, her long shapely legs and he was smitten, and before long he was always sitting next to her and in the classes they shared he stared at her and before every debate he went to her.
 
   “Hey Lindsey what do you think of this?”  Because she was right the first time he changed his tactic and won, and he was shocked and his father was so proud of him, and he kept winning after he talked it over with her and the next thing everyone knew they were a unit among the group and sometimes Amar would say, “I need to break away and speak with Lindsey it is important she help me with this,” and he and Lindsey would break away to themselves and sit next to each other, and the more they did that the closer they sat until Amar would sit sideways with his legs open and Lindsey would sit cross ways between them their bodies as close together as they could get and they’d eat lunch and study that way and to Amar he’d never met anyone like Lindsey.  Her mind fascinated and intrigued him, he was amazed by her, and her beauty, her smooth brown skin, her lips and the depth and mystery in her dark eyes and he longed to see her and talk to her every day, and that was when he asked her about dating, “Lindsey would you consider going out with me some time, if your parents will allow it?”  “Sure Amar, I’ll ask okay,” and he was happy, happy until the night her parents came over and his father ran them away. 
 
   He missed Lindsey, missed her so much he ached for her, and he tried to ignore her in front of the chaperone and it must have worked because after two weeks his father said, “I’m glad you are over that girl,” and he took the chaperone away and the very next day he went back to Lindsey and they resumed back to the way they were.
 
   Another year passed and the search was still going on. Jameson knew Gibeau was in France, after he searched in Spain he headed to France where he hoped he'd stay.  This case was still perplexing and for the life of him he couldn't understand why a father would do this to his son, but he thought it had to do with inheritance, money.  The wealthy were notorious about their money and who had access to it.  He'd seen them try and negotiate him down to peanuts for saving their lives and then turn around and spend a million dollars on a painting.  But somehow he thought Tammy had convinced Walker Harrington Sr. her children should be Royce's only inheritors.   He'd told Mr. Harrington this, and both thought it was the only reason for such heinous behavior.
 
   He was with Naledi tonight, since he’d taken up with her he found he liked her and he made her eat.  She was such a tiny thing, she didn’t have Lita’s voluptuous curves or Joy’s perfect frame and long legs that made his mouth water.  “I have already eaten,” she always said and smiled at him when she said it because he never took her seriously, and he’d watch her eat then take her to his room and with love in his heart for another woman he’d release his anguish and tortured soul with cries of, “Oh Joy, amor, te amo Oh,” as he made hot passionate love to Naledi.   
 
    After a night of love making the next day he was parked in front of the school with a smile on his face waiting with all the limos and cars to pick up the children.  He saw Lindsey standing on the steps with her friends and he smiled.  She was sixteen and a very pretty girl and turning out to be just as lovely as her mother.  Amar was one step below her laughing and talking to her.  He didn’t think much of it, since the horrible incident with the boy last year she hadn’t asked to go out again.  Amar looked away and saw his car and leaned up and kissed Lindsey on the cheek and waved goodbye to her.  
 
   He saw a large man dressed in Arab clothes get out of the backseat of a limo.  His expression said he was angry and he grabbed Amar who looked startled and then he walked back to Lindsey towing the boy and grabbed her by the arm and took both kids forcibly to his car.  
 
   “What the fuck!” Jameson jumped out the car.  He saw the look of horror on Lindsey’s face, she was scared, but the limo was pulling off.  He jumped back in the car and pulled out quickly and followed the limo, he was scared too.  He called Conrad and Royce, “I need back up, an Arab man has just taken Lindsey and Amar,” and he gave them his whereabouts.
 
   When Royce received that call he ran frantically to Joy, “Joy an Arab man has taken Lindsey, I think it’s Mr. Abdullah.  Jameson is following them!”  “What?  Why would he take her?”  Joy was stunned and horrified. “I don’t know but Jameson said he saw him grab her and Amar, so I’m thinking it’s Mr. Abdullah or one of his men…fuck,” and he was beside himself.  He ran out with Conrad and jumped in the car to meet Jameson and the phone rang.
 
   “Looks like he’s heading your way, I’ll keep you posted,” Jameson said as he raced behind the limo, “What was wrong with this man?  You don’t just take someone’s kid, is he fucking nuts?”  He was furious and when the limo turned on R43 he was almost relieved but he still thought the man had lost his mind.
 
   Lindsey was in the car with Mr. Abdullah and he was mad as she'd ever seen a person. “Where do you live?”  He asked angrily of her.  She was crying but managed to tell him, “Off R43,” and she hoped that meant he was taking her home, she couldn’t take it if he took her to his house.  “Amar what kind of shame is this you are bringing on our family?”  He shouted at him, “An you, what kind of girl lets a boy kiss her in public?  That is not the kind of girl of high character!”  He yelled at Lindsey, “I told you, both of you, you were not to see each other and I see it was ignored!  Your parents will hear of this and we will get an understanding once and for all you will not see my son!”  He said angrily at Lindsey.  Lindsey was crying and had no idea what she’d done wrong. 
 
   And neither did Amar the way he was arguing with his father, “We have not seen each other as you wished.  We did not date, we are friends at school, what is wrong with that!”  “I saw you kiss her, kiss her out in public like some common…common…!”  His father was so angry and he wanted to say whore, but he controlled himself.  “It was just a goodbye kiss on the cheek.  She is a dear friend father what is so wrong with it?  I don’t understand your anger!”  Amar was trying but his father saw something else   he didn’t want to see, he saw defiance in his son and he thought  he made it clear he was not to see her at all, and that meant not even as friends, “Amar you are not that stupid!  Why this girl?   When you have a choice of many?”  
 
   Lindsey heard him and her shocked expression registered full on her face, she wasn’t good enough and her tears flowed. Amar saw that and he wanted to hit his father for the first time in his life he wanted to hit him.  He was hurting her for no reason, and he looked his father square in the eye, “She is the best girl I know papa, she is the one!  She is the one I love!” And his father almost had a heart attack, his face went from furious to livid and Lindsey looked at Amar wondering was he telling the truth?  He was staring angrily at his father, she didn’t know, and his father was livid, “Amar I will send you back, back to Saudi Arabia and you will never see her again!” 
 
   “And I will tell them what you do!”  Amar yelled back and his father’s mouth dropped.  Lindsey sat in the car as far away from both of them.  She was scared and held on tight to her books, held on to something for dear life. “Amar don’t test me on this, you are my son, but I won’t hesitate…You understand,” and now Amar was chastised, he backed down, “Yes father, but leave her alone.”  
 
   “Yes I will take her to her parents house and we will make sure this will not happen again.” “Yes papa,” Amar said and Lindsey saw the tears in his eyes and he looked away from her and out the window and she knew it was lost.
 
   They were on the road she knew well then, and she was so glad she needed her mother. 
 
   “They are heading to the compound, stay where you are ETA five minutes or less,” Jameson said.  This road only led one way, to the compound and other houses and villages along the way.  He followed them closely, still furious that he snatched Lindsey like that, she was so scared and he wanted to punch him.  Royce said it was probably the boy Amar’s father and he hoped so.  He didn’t know the man and now he wished he did.  
 
   The limo pulled up to the gate.  Royce was in the house now, but Conrad was still outside waiting and he looked menacing, as menacing as Royce felt.  He was furious and Joy was fuming. The limo came up the drive slowly and stopped just before reaching Conrad, the chauffeur jumped out and went to the back and opened the doors. 
 
   The front door opened and Joy and Royce came running out, “What happened?  What made you do a thing like this?”  Joy demanded.  Lindsey burst into fresh tears when she saw her mother and clung to her and they walked in the house, Amar sadly and Mr. Abdullah angry, “We must speak clearly,” he said as they walked inside. “Yes, we must,” Royce said.  Jameson came up and was quickly out of the car, his expression said it all, he was mad as hell, his lips were drawn tight and he and Conrad came inside and Mr. Abdullah was surprised at the wealth of the place, he thought they were ten times beneath him and now he wasn’t so sure.  This house rivaled his in scope and size, and now he wondered what kind of people were they?  They were in jeans and looked the part of commoners but the house spoke of wealth and now he was going to find out.
 
   They stood in the foyer, it was clear he was not welcome. Lindsey’s tears were loud now. “Hush baby, hush now so we can get to the bottom of this.” “Well answer the question, what made you take our daughter?  You had no right to touch her or our permission to bring her home!”  Royce said angrily, Amar stood sadly to the side.  “I understand your anger, but I understood clearly last year that your daughter was not to see my son.  Was that your understanding?”  “Of course and they haven’t seen each other.”  “Ah Mr. Harrington but you are wrong they have been sneaking around at school,” Joy’s mouth dropped but Royce’s and Jameson’s did not, that still didn’t give him the right to take her like he did.  “Is this true Lindsey?  Tell me now so we can straighten this out,” Joy asked.  “Not like he thinks mommy, Amar is my friend.  We talk but we’re around everybody, he is my friend,” she said looking at Joy with sad eyes and now Joy was even madder and so was Royce and Jameson, but Amar perked up, was she still his friend?  
 
   Mr. Abdullah met angry eyes. “What gives you the right to touch my daughter?” Royce asked angrily.  “Your daughter as you say let my son kiss her in a public place.  Ahh so you see it is not as innocent as she makes it seem.”  Joy looked down at Lindsey whose tears flowed hard and hot from her face, “Is what he says the truth?”  She asked softly, “Yes mommy but…,” 
 
   “It was a kiss on the cheek ma’am, I only wanted to say goodbye, don’t blame her,” Amar spoke up.  “That was enough for me to know more is going on,” Mr. Abdullah said, “I do not wish to go over this again, they are not to see each other, even as friends in school.  I have plans for my son to marry an Arab girl, so this must stop and I am here to see you as her parents to make sure she obeys and I will make sure my son is in compliance as well.”  “Oh she will not see him, we will make sure of that,” Royce said up in his face, “But don’t you ever put your hands on our daughter again let’s get that clear right now!  Do we have an understanding?”  
 
   “Of course as long as she stays away from my son I have no reason to touch the girl,” and Royce narrowed his eyes at him, he had a way of making Lindsey seem unimportant and he didn’t like it.  “If we are clear, Amar let’s go,” Amar looked so sadly at Lindsey in Joy’s arms, her sobs heartbreaking, and Joy said, “Amar would you like to say goodbye to Lindsey,” and Mr. Abdullah started to protest.  Royce and Jameson made a move towards him.  “If this is to be the end of their friendship let them say goodbye Mr. Abdullah,” Joy said.  She could tell Amar needed it and it might help Lindsey see the anguish and sadness in his eyes as she had.  
 
   Amar walked to Lindsey who hadn’t turned to look at him.  “Lindsey look at him, he is your friend,” Joy said.  She wanted Lindsey to see his pain.  Lindsey wiped her eyes and turned to Amar.  Amar took her hand, “I’m sorry Lindsey I never meant to harm you, you are my friend and I will always remember you,” and then he looked at Joy, “I’m sorry if this is disrespectful Mrs. Harrington but if I am not to see her again,” he took Lindsey in his arms and hugged her tight, “I will miss you my friend.  I will miss you,” he said hugging her and Lindsey’s arms went around him.
 
   He released her to look in her eyes, her sad eyes, and then he kissed her full on the lips, her cheeks, then back to her lips and his father was about to have a fit, but he stayed put and Royce showed his surprise as he looked on and so did Joy, and Lindsey smiled, “Amar,” she said shyly, “I’m sorry Lindsey but if this is the last time I will see you I want to give you a real kiss goodbye,” and Joy cleared her throat, “Oh sorry Mrs. Harrington, but I will miss her, miss her very much,” he said sadly and Joy nodded but she wasn’t sure about the blatant kissing in her presence.  She was thankful there was no tongue but it was soft and sensual nonetheless. “Good bye Lindsey,” he said a little happier but still sad. “Good bye Amar,” and Jameson saw them out.
 
   Jameson saw Naledi in the kitchen with her mother, no doubt they heard what was going on and he felt himself rise.  He wished he could see her tonight so he could release the pent up energy he had, after taking Naledi home last night he put in his headphones and in the wee hours of the morning he heard them.  She had been so hot for him, “Oh Royce do it to me baby, do it to me,” she panted, “Do it so good baby,” and apparently he did because she cried out in ecstasy, and they didn’t let up, he kept after her doing things that had her moaning and crying out and then he heard him say, “You know what I want baby, you know what I want, fuck me, fuck me baby,” and she did and he heard him crying out and he was so hard, and his balls had been hurting all day, but it was Conrad’s night off so he’d  have to wait. 
 
    Joy lay on the bed with Lindsey.  Lindsey lay in her mother’s arms and let her soothe her.  Joy was thinking it was racism, plain and clear, her baby was a beautiful brown skinned girl and she was sure if she had been white with the same qualities Lindsey possessed, her good nature, her beauty, her talents Mr. Abdullah would have no problem accepting her.  Lindsey lay there and thought of Amar.  She would miss him, he was the best friend she’d ever had and she was crazy about him.  His dimpled smile drew her like a magnet, his thick dark hair and smooth olive skin made her want to touch him, and his eyes, dark but full of charm always seemed to be looking for something and he had a smile and twinkle when he looked at her.  His eyes and dimpled smile came alive and made her feel like the luckiest girl in the world to have someone smile and look at her like that, it might be hard but she never again wanted to be scared and humiliated like she was today.  She didn’t like being scared, her heart beat like a rabbit and she thought she was about to pee on herself, and this wasn’t the first time she’d been scared to almost peeing on herself.  
 
   The first was when she’d been awakened by a loud BOOM!  She had moved upstairs to Karen’s room when Karen stopped coming over.  But she thought one of the boys had fallen out of bed so she jumped out of the bed and hurried to the stairs and stopped at the top frozen in her tracks she was so scared.  The house was dark but she saw a man with a gun and then she heard shouting and gun shots and her bladder nearly burst and her legs were rooted to the floor and she couldn’t move and after a long moment she saw her mother walking fast to get to the boys.  That was the night her voice froze in her throat, she couldn’t scream or cry out and she’d never been able to sing since.  And the second time was just before they came here and a helicopter was shooting at her mother from the sky and now Mr. Abdullah scared her just the same that she almost peed herself.
 
   When Mr. Abdullah and Amar got in the car and before they were out the driveway he slapped Amar so hard his head spun, “You will never shame me like that ever again or I will send you back to Arabia and have your uncles deal with you in the Arab way and I don’t care what you tell them about me, you understand,” Amar nodded, his face stinging, and his eyes holding in his tears.  He knew his father was serious and he knew his uncles if his father said, “Show him no mercy,” they could punish him until they killed him and no one would bat an eye if what they said he did went against the family, their honor, or Allah the authorities would look the other way, even after what he knew about his father.  
 
   He’d seen them accidentally really.  It was right after the meeting with Lindsey’s parents.  He was so upset those weeks, having the chaperone and not being able to talk to any of his friends especially Lindsey and quite a few nights he couldn’t sleep and he’d sneak out and walk the garden.  The last place he’d been happy with Lindsey and he’d walk and pace, thinking of the horrible turn of events and one night he walked by his father’s window and he heard noises.  His mother and father did not share a bedroom he knew that, but he heard unfamiliar noises and he wanted to see what it was so he walked as close as he could to his father’s window.  The window was open to let in the night breeze and the curtains although closed were billowing in and out with the breeze and he peeped in and waited for the curtain to flow back with the breeze and when it did he saw his father in his bed naked on his knees and Khan naked with his rear up and his father going back and forth inside him both moaning out their pleasure.  He knew Khan had worked for his father for many years and he wondered how long had it had been going on?  
 
   The next day he confronted his father in his home office.  He couldn’t hold it in, what his father was doing was wrong, went against Allah and his mother, “I know what you and Khan do at night,” he told his father shame faced and scared, and his father looked at him. “Sit down Amar,” and he plopped down across from his father. “Look I will not say that I am right in this, all I will say is that as a man I have desires and needs, and sometimes a wife cannot fulfill all of them and Khan helps with that.” 
 
   He understood that.  His father needed more wives and if he were in Arabia he could have more wives and wouldn’t have to substitute a man’s rear for a woman but he knew his uncles wouldn’t like it even if they knew why his father was doing it, and that was why it was so easy for him to bend the rules with Lindsey, see her but not date her.  His father was bending the rules with Khan so he would see Lindsey at school and not date her, simple; they weren’t dating so it was alright in his mind.
 
   That night after he snatched Lindsey down the steps Sayeed Abdullah called his brothers, “Find out what you can about a Royce Harrington, he looks like a commoner, rugged… he’s from Spain, but he lives like he has money…I want to know the source,” and he was thinking he’s into something illegal.  He’d seen the two men around him and the way they looked at him, like they wouldn’t hesitate to put a bullet between his eyes.  What was he into?  “Yes, we will find out and get back to you my brother,” his brother Pherkad said.  
 
   That Monday when Amar went to school he sat with his group and had every intention of not being friends with Lindsey and Lindsey was the same and their friends were sad for them, and it was a few days into not talking to Lindsey, Amar found himself sitting next to her and then he found himself talking to her, and before long their friends saw them as they always did, together, him crossways on the bench, her sitting close to him.  
 
   It took a few weeks but Sayeed Abdullah got his information, “Brother you need to sit down for this one,” Pherkad said. “Tell me what is he into, nothing you say can shock me,” he told his brother.  “Well this might.”  “He is hiding and he is not from Spain.  He is an American and his father is looking for him.” “Oh my, now that does shock me, why is he hiding from his father?”  “I don’t know but money is out there on this one, his father is a very wealthy man, we could make something from this.” “Oh, how wealthy?”  “Let’s say seven hundred and fifty million.” “Whew!  I knew he smelt of money, so how much you think the father is willing to pay for his whereabouts?”  “I don’t know but the word is out in Europe that people are looking for him, and his brother gave him the number and he dialed immediately. 
 
   The next day three rough looking men and a man named Gibeau were in his office and he worked his charm to find out what was going on and Gibeau said, “He wants his son found, the old man will pay for the location,” but he saw the look of the other men, and when Gibeau excused himself to call the father he asked, “So what’s this really all about?”  And one shrugged and said, “The wife crossed him in some way, that’s all we know,” and he saw his opportunity, “So what does he want done with her?”  And the same one raised his hand against his throat and went from one side to the other and Sayeed said, “I will add to his payment if you include the girl…,” and a deal was struck.  Gibeau walked back in and when they were gone Sayeed called his brother, “Send Farouq.”
 
   Farouq had killed numerous people for the Abdullah family, “It is a family and the woman stole something very important from the father.  All must be eliminated, the son is to remain, but if the son gets in the way,” Sayeed shrugged, “Then so be it.” Sayeed didn’t think Mr. Harrington would stand around and let his wife be slaughtered, he would, his wife had served her purpose.  She’d given him three sons and a daughter he had no use of her now.   He’d done his duty, married and produced his heirs, just as Amar will do, but he wouldn’t stand around if it were Khan or his children, especially not Amar.  He was his oldest and he had high hopes for him, it was for him he was doing this.
 
   “But before you leave that house, the woman and all the children must be no more, understood,”  Sayeed said. “What she took must be very important?”  “Yes, the father has been searching for them a long time, it must be done, his honor is at stake,” he told Farouq.  “And the others, must I work with amateurs?”  Sayeed shrugged again, “Do what you must, the job is yours my friend.  The agreement is whoever does the job gets the money, if four go in and three come out three split the money, if four go in and one comes out he gets the money, understood.”
 
   Gibeau went to his hotel to wait, tomorrow this case would be over and once Walker's men brought him Royce he was taking him home.  
 
   After Farouq and Walker’s men left town they went off road and drove their jeep across uneven and rough terrain following a map that showed the location of the house.  The jeep bounced and made its way until it was about a half mile behind the house and in a good place to be unseen.   They hid the jeep in the brush and started walking.  
 
   In the half hour it took to get to the white wall only Farouq remained, amateurs!  He flexed his fingers and sheathed his knife; they’d been a good warm up for what he had to do tonight.  “I’m sorry but you will have to die if you get in my way,” he said thinking of Royce.  He had no time to be distracted by him, if he stayed down once he was out then good, but if he made too much noise then he was done for, and the old man better pay up.  The woman who stole from him would be gone and that’s what he wanted.  
 
   Royce had woken up like he always did.  His nightmares were fewer now and tonight he didn’t take his gun, but he still woke up around the same time and walked to the back window.  He stood there scanning the wall, looking for anything and nothing and then he saw it in the far corner of the wall, almost in shadow, a black figure ease itself over and down.  His heart raced and he ran to his room, tore open the nightstand drawer snatched out his gun and ran out the room.
 
   Jameson was on duty tonight, Conrad was in Cape Town partying and getting laid he was sure of it.  He’d walked the perimeter and now he was checking the cameras and then he saw it, at the far corner of the wall, a black figure eased its way over and crept down.  “Fuck!” It’s either a burglar or they made us and he hoped it was a burglar, just an ordinary burglary.  As he loaded up he watched the figure on the screen then he crept to the pool bath door and eased out.  The figure crept low over the lawn and was almost at the house.  Jameson peered around the corner; the figure was creeping quietly towards the Harrington’s glass door.
 
   Royce had come out and went back to the window, his gun cocked and ready, he watched for the figure, his heart beating wildly, but he was ready, ready to fire on whoever it was.
 
   Joy was asleep and she’d heard Royce, he was loud for a moment and she woke in time to see him running out the room.  She saw the contents of the drawer on the floor and she looked for her robe and then she heard two muffled sounds outside the glass door, her heart lurched.  She walked quickly out the room, scared and shaking.
 
   Jameson waited until the figure was at the door and when the figure rose up he stepped out and “BAM! BAM!,” his shots barely audible.  He didn’t want to kill him, just wound him badly.  The figure went down and he crept to the figure and placed his gun at the downed man’s head, “Don’t fucking move.”  He held the gun to his head and searched him, the figure moaned out a bit but he found knives galore and a gun; he tossed them and grabbed the figure.
 
   Royce was by the window, looking intensely to see where the figure would appear.  Then he saw a dark figure dragging another and he knew the one dragging was Jameson.
 
   Jameson dragged the figure to the garage, the guy was silent but he could tell he was in pain, because he moaned a few times.  He took him to a place he had set up just in case this happened and he tied the figure to a chair and he saw he was bleeding badly, this is going to be hell to clean up.  He placed a towel on his wounds, and just then Royce walked in.
 
   Royce eased out the back door trying not to wake Joy or the kids and followed Jameson to the garage.  Jameson scanned the cameras to make sure the figure was alone then he called Conrad, “Get here now, we’ve got a situation!” He commanded.  Royce came in and stood off to the side his gun in his hand and watched and waited.  This is what he paid Jameson to do and he was going to let him do his job.  Jameson was all about business he could see that, he didn’t want to stop him by asking a dozen questions, after he called Conrad and scanned the cameras he walked over to the figure.  He was dressed in all black like a ninja, even his face was covered and Jameson took off his mask, and Royce looked at him, he was awake and he was just a kid, he was young. “Who are you?” Jameson asked him, “And what do you want here?”  And he was hoping he’d say he was a burglar, but from the weapons he took off him he knew that was not the case, his heart sunk, they’d been made.  
 
   Farouq laughed, “You don’t know why I’m here, then why are you here?  You are here for me aren’t you?,” he laughed again.  “Stop fucking around, you’re done for.  You know that and so do I so what are you doing here?”  Jameson asked tougher now. “Someone with big money wants someone in this house to disappear,” he looked at Royce who was standing there quiet, “Something was stolen from a very rich American and I’m here to get it back or make them pay.”
 
   Just then Joy walked in; she went and stood by Royce.  “Baby what are you doing here?  You shouldn’t see this,” Royce said and put his arm around her and Farouq looked at them.  She was the one he was to kill and he looked at her.  What did she take?  He saw the man with his arm around her and he saw her watching him and he saw her eyes.  He looked for something in them that said she was an amoral person, a person who stole from a rich American and deserved to die for what she’d taken.  He looked and looked hard and all he saw was a very beautiful woman with soft dark eyes, there was nothing dangerous about her, she was soft, vulnerable.  He looked from her to the man and back to her again, “It’s you she took isn’t it?  It’s you she stole?  It’s about love isn’t it?”  He questioned looking at Royce.  
 
   Royce didn’t reply. “You’re the rich American’s son, fuck!  These things are usually for love or money.  I didn’t figure this for love, Americans don’t kill for love.  They kill for greed, for money.  Fuck!  I thought you stole his money,” he said looking at Joy.  He couldn’t believe he was going to kill her for love and he could see it, could see it in the way she leaned against the man, saw it in her fear as she looked at him.  She was no thief, she was just a woman in love with a man and to him that’s no reason to die, “I guess you did take something more valuable than money didn’t you, you stole his heart,” he said looking deeply at her. 
 
   “Who hired you?”  Jameson interrupted, “Abdullah, Sayeed Abdullah,” and he saw the shock on all their faces, “He found out some rich American was looking for his son and wanted his wife killed because she took something from him, something that cost him his honor or something like that,” Farouq said and he couldn’t take his eyes off Joy, and he knew this woman couldn’t hurt a fly.  She was soft with a caring heart; he could see that because he could see she felt sorry for him.  Who feels sorry for someone who was about to kill them?  “Sayeed hired me to do this job, the woman, two little boys and a girl named Lindsey,” and he saw the horror on the man and woman’s faces, he was telling it all; he was about to do a grave injustice for money.  
 
   They were just an ordinary family, not some malicious thief who deserved to die like he thought, “Three others were with me, they came from the rich American and are on the other side of the wall in a the field.  I thought you should know they will certainly be found tomorrow,” Farouq said, and he kept looking at them, at Royce and Joy.   “Is there anything you want to know?” Jameson asked them. “What was your fee?”  Royce asked, for Tammy the price had been one hundred thousand and she found someone willing.  Farouq didn’t bat an eye, “It was not my fee the rich man was offering two million American,” and he saw Royce wince and tear up. “Why Lindsey, why did he say her?” Joy wanted to know, was there something going on she didn’t know about?  Farouq shrugged, “I don’t know he just said the girl must be included, the girl must go is all he said,” and he saw her eyes water and fill with tears.
 
    “Mr. and Mrs. Harrington you must go now,” Jameson said, Conrad had walked in.  Royce led Joy away his arm still around her.  They left and before they reached the house Jameson placed his gun to Farouq’s heart and pulled the trigger, “I’ll clean up here, he says there are three more dead outside the wall, take care of them,” and Conrad left. 
 
   Joy and Royce walked slowly to their room and sat on the bed.  Joy took his gun and placed it on the nightstand, and sat down next to him and they sat there and sat there, and Joy asked, “What did he mean Royce?  You’re the rich American’s son?” And now for Royce there was no doubt, the hit man said it, his father was behind this.
 
   Sayeed was happy tomorrow would be a new day and everyone in the Harrington family would be dead, I’ll have to pretend to be shocked for Amar.   He was in bed riding Khan a smile on his face.  Khan had been his lover for seven years.  He’d always preferred men, but he was also expected to live up to his duty, so he’d done that too.  He’d obeyed the laws of his family and of his country, but he was rich enough to still get what he wanted, so he hired men just like him and had a relationship with them until he replaced them for one reason or another.
 
   Joy and Royce sat there a long time and then she moved towards him and lay against him.  Royce was thinking, is that what this is all about, Joy taking him from his family?  His face was in his hands, the hit man said, she took something from a rich American, was it him his father was upset about, was he the thing she took of value, like a family heirloom that the family wanted back.  He wondered, if that were the case he might have to leave her, turn himself over to his father and free Joy if that meant this would be over and she’d live, she had to live, or he’d die if she didn’t.  Was that it, was he the reason this was happening?
 
   He couldn’t answer Joy, he’d never told her Jameson thought it was his father and he couldn’t now.   Then they were startled out of their stupor by a knock on the door, “We’ve been made, we’ve got to get out of here start packing,” Jameson said.
 
   By the time Naledi and her mother arrived they were packed and ready to go.  Naledi and Penny were frantic, “We must go, but I beg you please do not contact Mrs. DuShane.  We are paid up for the next two weeks, call her when that time is up,” Jameson told them, “I have called the carpenters to come take down this wall.  They will be here tomorrow.  This is for them,” he said handing Penny an envelope, “Make sure they do a good job.”  She nodded but he could tell they were shocked.  “I’m sorry but it must be this way,” and they just looked at him, questions and wonder on their worried faces, but they figured whatever illegal thing they’d been up to had come calling. 
 
   “Naledi may I speak with you,” she nodded and he took her to his room and passionately kissed her and he knew he would miss her, “You must leave here, go to the city, go to school, you must find a better life,” he handed her a little jewelry box.  “Here take this, use it to find your way,” she opened it, it was money.  She’d never seen so much, “Take it, use it to go to school Naledi.”  She smiled, “I will Mr. Jamson, I will,” and she hugged him and kissed him this time, and placed the little box in a fold in her dress.
 
   They were ready to go.  Royce pulled Jameson aside, “I need to do something before we leave.  I can’t go without seeing Sayeed Abdullah, are you with me?”  Jameson saw the conviction in his eyes, “I’m with you and couldn’t agree more.”  Royce had run from his father for reasons he didn’t understand but what this man had done.  He’d joined in for his own personal reasons and added Lindsey in the mix for what, because his son liked her?  He was deathly calm as he spoke to Jameson and he knew he was going to kick the shit out of Sayeed Abdullah make him pay for threatening his family.
 
   “Mrs. Harrington take the kids to the airport we will meet you there,” Jameson said, “I’ve one more thing to do and I need Mr. Harrington with me.”  Joy nodded, she knew now was not the time to question.  Jameson always got them out and got them out safely, “Okay, but the orphanage will get the van as we agreed,” she said, “Yes ma’am.”  Jameson donned a dark brown wig and a mustache and they headed out.
 
   Jameson pulled into the parking garage and found Sayeed’s limo waiting for him.  They saw Khan sitting behind the wheel and Jameson parked close by and walked over to the car.  Khan rolled down the window, “You got a light,” he asked taking out a cigarette, “No I do not smo…,” Jameson cold cocked him so hard he knocked him out.  Royce tied him up like a steer, hands to feet and duct taped his mouth and eyes and they tossed him in the trunk of the sedan.  Jameson sat at the wheel, his head down with Khan’s chauffeur’s cap and Royce was in the back of the limo.  He saw Sayeed dressed in his Arab attire making his way without a care a little smile on his face.  Jameson opened the door for him, he never noticed it wasn’t Khan.
 
   Then Jameson pushed him head first into the limo and went in fast behind him closing the door and started pistol whipping him.  Sayeed tried to scream but Royce punched him hard in his fat gut.  They were on him, punching and beating him until he was bloody and bleeding, and when they stopped their assault he was cooperative when he saw the gun Jameson pointed at him, “You son of a bitch fucked with the wrong man when you fucked with my family!”  Royce said with such venom.  
 
   At first Sayeed didn’t know what was going on he didn’t recognize the man with the salt and pepper slicked back oiled hair and the cold glacial hatred in his blue eyes, and then Royce saw Sayeed eyes widen when he recognized him.  Jameson made him cover the bottom half of his face with a black scarf, and now he tore it off, “Who the fuck gave you the right to send someone after my family you piece of shit!”  Royce said and punched him in the face.  Sayeed smiled a bloody smile, “Ask your father he’s the one wanted your family dead,” Sayeed said smiling his red smile, “Color matters in this world didn’t you know that Mr. Harrington?  You should have thought about that before you married her, you made the wrong choice not me,” and Royce went after him again.  Jameson gave Royce a look that said it’s time to finish this.  Once he’d made Royce he knew what he had to do, his gun against Sayeed’s heart, “This is for Lindsey asshole,” he pulled the trigger. Sayeed jerked and his life was gone.  They looked around, made sure it was safe and climbed out and opened the trunk of the sedan and took out Khan’s tied up body and tossed him in the back of the limo with his dead boss and closed the door and hopped back in the sedan and drove off.
 
   They arrived at the airport and parked the car next to the van and after leaving the keys under the mat they walked in and met Joy at the terminal.  Royce sat down close by the boys as he knew he should, and Jameson sat alone, no one would ever know they’d just killed a man.
 
   Once they boarded the plane for Jameson it was the first time they actually played their roles.  He’d spaced them around the plane, Royce, Justin and Christopher in three seats on one side of the plane.  Joy, Lindsey and Autumn in three seats on the other side and they were separated by the rows of seven seats in the middle and he was in the back.  Deon was at Oxford and Conrad would come later after tying up loose ends.  Lindsey was the only one visibly upset, she kept wiping silent tears and he would find out later it was because she didn’t get a chance to say good bye to Amar.
 
   The plane took off heading for England and from there they would fly to a small village outside Bologna, Italy where he knew of a beautiful villa they would be safe in.
 
   He thought of Naledi on the flight over and hoped she would do what he asked and leave and live her life.  She deserved that and he wouldn’t know that a month after he left Naledi would discover she was pregnant with his child.  It seemed the weight he had her put on was what she needed, and she was so happy she was having a child and knew she couldn’t raise her child in the village.  She was unmarried and the child and she would be shunned.  She happily moved to Johannesburg, told people her husband died, and made a promise to her child, “I will send you to school just like your father wanted,” and she gave birth to a beautiful baby boy and named him Jamson.
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 16,  VALLEY AT THE FOOT OF THE MOUNTAINS
 
    
 
    
 
   They arrived dog tired and after driving hours from the airport in Florence to a small village called Valle ai Piedi Delle Montagne or Valley at the Foot of the Mountains that’s when Joy found out Jameson spoke Italian.  She marveled at the car dealership as he bought the cars, the man never ceased to amaze her and he still called her ma’am.  “So Jameson I didn’t know you spoke Italian,” she said when they were finally at the villa, “Yes ma’am,” and she knew that was all she’d get from him.  For a man who spoke many languages he was a man of few words.
 
   Jameson drove through an archway onto a cobblestone courtyard and before them stood an old world very beautiful light tangerine colored villa.  The villa was off the main road and set off to itself, it had been built some three hundred years ago and since that time it had seen many lives.  It was a home for a rich Italian monarch, a school, a hospital, a hideout for a rich opera singer and his mistress and now it was a home again and in time running water and electricity had been added but those were old too and after admiring it for a moment wearily they unloaded and headed inside.  The lights flickered, sputtered and sprung to life when Joy turned the switch and like all the places Jameson found this was spacious and well maintained.  The décor was painted frescos on the wall, plastered walls in unique textures and painted beautiful colors in gold and tangerine, the ceilings high, the floors of marble. 
 
   “Oh my god, oh my god,” she gave a little clap and they all looked at her, “A real brick oven,” she said smiling, “You know how long I’ve wanted to cook in one of those,” and all of them just looked at her like, really you’re excited about a brick oven.  It was Royce who played along even as he smiled at her, “No babe how long?”  She laughed, “You don’t really care, none of you do,” they laughed at that.  “Okay let’s check out our new home and find our bedrooms,” and they walked the house.  
 
   This house was “L” shaped and wide, Royce loved it had a wall around it and he knew that’s probably why Jameson picked it.  After they walked down the opulent marble foyer two steps led down into a massive family room with large windows and a backdoor opened to a courtyard with a little iron gate that led to the fields behind.  The kitchen was off the formal dining room and there were two winding stairways.  They took one and went upstairs and this is where all the bedrooms were.  They opened door after door and it was a bedroom, at least ten of them in varying sizes, some small, some larger.  There were three bathrooms but none in the rooms so that meant sharing for the kids.  The master suite was huge with its own private bath and balcony and Joy marveled at the large oval copper tub.  They took the other staircase down the hall and found a library, an office, a large bathroom with a bathtub an open shower which seemed odd to them off by itself like that.  Then they turned down another hall, the bottom of the “L," and at the end of the hall was a door that led outside and across the cobblestone driveway was a garage and next to that a stable and Royce’s eyes lit up, and Joy hoped he’d fill it with horses.  
 
   Now that they’d walked the house Jameson thought this might be a problem, all the bedrooms were upstairs and he didn’t want to be that close to the family.  He had things he needed kept private, yeah like listening to them fuck came to mind, he smirked at himself and pursed his lips.  The place was just like he remembered, still beautiful but he would have to find a place to set up without worrying if someone could just walk in on him, but for tonight he needed to sleep.  
 
   Even though he was tired he walked the perimeter; the mountains loomed darkly behind him as he shined his flashlight and walked, man its dark as hell out here, it was dark in South Africa too, but inside the compound it was well lit, but here it was dark inside an outside the walls.  There were two lights by the archway and a small porch light and nothing else, I’ll have to do something about that, he thought.
 
   The next day they woke to a glorious day eager to check out their surroundings and found themselves right smack dab inside a picture.  They couldn’t believe how beautiful it was, blue mountains right outside their window, and fields and fields of yellow, red, blue and purple wildflowers spread for miles behind them, and down below was a little picturesque village.   
 
   The village was old and nestled at the base of the Appennino Mountains and had sprung up around a convent called Sisters of Holy Mercy.  The sisters were great healers a few hundred years ago so the people came for their wondrous healing power and a village was born.  It was old too, cobblestone streets, old and inlaid with little tufts of grass growing through, a huge old fountain of a winged angel, beautiful in its mild decay was in the center square.  All the buildings showed mild decay and their longevity too, some were so old you could see repairs of old and new.  The view was spectacular.  It was like they were up high in a beautiful fertile valley; the mountains behind and when you looked down you saw all of Italy.  You could see miles and miles of green rolling hills and winding roads and it was breathtaking.  
 
   Valle ai Piedi Delle Montagne was inland, far from a beach, but there was a lake back off in the mountains that provided the fresh stream of water the villagers lived off of.  Like Spain the residents walked, rode vespers or bikes.  There were a few cars and trucks owned by those who had to transport up and down the mountain. 
 
   Oh this is nice, Joy thought and  heard bells towing, and saw wispy smoke from chimneys and knew people were up and going about their daily lives.  She dressed quickly and went downstairs and into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator, and to her surprise it was stocked.  She saw eggs, a slab of bacon, a pitcher of milk and another that looked like lemonade, there were fresh greens, peppers, tomatoes, cheese, and fruit.  Oh wow, that’s nice, and she opened the pantry and found it full too and she wanted to cry; there were bags of rice, sugar, flour, a large canister of coffee, a huge bottle of olive oil and she did wipe a tear, who did this?
 
   Royce and Jameson came down together.  “What’s the matter?”  Royce asked concerned when he saw her so emotional. “Oh baby look, somebody stocked the kitchen for us, I thought I was going to have to do this, but look,” she said with tears in her eyes, showing him the full pantry. “Oh that’s nice,” Royce said. “It’s so thoughtful,” and Jameson said, “I thought it was needed, ma’am, so I instructed the landlord on what to do, I just didn’t want it to be like South Africa and we woke up famished,” and she could see he was uncomfortable.  
 
   “Oh Jameson,” she went to him and hugged him tight, “You’re the best, I don’t know how you do it, but you take such good care of us,” and he blushed from ear to ear, but Royce could see his discomfort and smiled and pat him on the back.  Joy released him and kissed his cheek and caressed his face but she knew he was at his limit of being praised and didn’t like too much affection, “I’ll leave you alone now,” she said and walked away, “But I really appreciate what you do and have done for us.” 
 
   Thanks ma’am, I’ll check the grounds,” and Joy smiled knowing he couldn’t wait to get out of there, Royce smiled too. “I hope I didn’t scare him,” Jameson heard her say as he walked off, and Royce laughed, “You probably did.” 
 
   Jameson smiled too, yes you do scare me, scare me into thinking I’ll give myself away that’s all.  I only did it for her, I didn’t want her like last time having to deal with hungry kids and not knowing her surroundings.
 
   Joy went to fixing breakfast, and she marveled at how he got everything right, she took out the coffee and found the coffee maker and ground some coffee, something she’d been doing since Spain, and brewed a pot.  “Ummm that smells good babe,” Royce loved the smell of fresh coffee, “I’ll go outside and check the place out in the light of day,” he went straight to the stables, and even though Joy was in this beautiful place and felt safe, as she made breakfast thoughts of what happened in South Africa plagued her.
 
   Later that night she went to Royce, “What did he mean Royce that you’re the rich American’s son and I stole you.   I don’t understand?”  And Royce looked at her.  How was he going to tell her his father was behind this?  He dreaded having to say those words out loud; the pain of the truth unbearable his insides shook and quivered and he began to cry.  He was scared too, scared of what she would do when she found out.  She might leave him and his heart and soul couldn’t bear it, he would die if that happened.  He did the only thing he knew would save him he reached for his salvation and took her in his arms and cried and poured his love out to her, “Baby I love you, I love you so much.  Please don’t forget that.  Please understand that, remember that, hear that, think of that,” and Joy began to cry and soothe him her heart breaking at his pain, “Baby don’t cry, please don’t cry.  I love you too baby, talk to me, what’s this all about?”  
 
   He held her with everything in him and said the words, “It’s my father baby, my father is behind this,” and Royce saw the shock register full on her face.  “What Royce?”   Joy stood up and stared at him in disbelief, “Are you sure Royce?  Your father! This is crazy, just crazy!”  She burst into tears, “But why?  I don’t even know him Royce!  I never even met him!”  She cried and sobbed and Royce went to her and took her in his arms and held on tight and they cried together.  
 
   Royce was barely hanging on himself finally realizing the truth, but Joy needed him.  She cried off and on all day and at night she clung to him and often lamented, “I don’t understand baby, I don’t know him,” and Royce knew that was his fault, he should have taken her to meet his family, but he thought his father would embarrass him and offend Joy by calling her a negra and he didn’t want her to know that’s where he came from, and then she’d know he use to think that way too.  This was tearing him apart and there was no more denial.  Finding out it was his father hurt him to the deepest part of his soul so he went to the only thing he knew to assuage that ache, horses.  
 
   “I want to buy horses,” he told Jameson. “Okay sir, but please as you did in Espana go under a different name, I still don’t know how far the search will reach.  Let’s not give them anything,” he emphasized.  “Si comprisco, I understand,” and he chose the name Roberto Fennini and Jameson went by Jarrett Unger and they went out to find horses.  
 
   While Royce was out looking for horses Joy couldn’t stop crying, this was all her fault she knew and she had to get out the villa, so she walked.  The bells she heard were from a large convent on the other side of town.  The town thrived around a small tourism trade, it was mostly rustic people, people who lived off the land and worked at the convent or at a business that helped the town function, like restaurants and cafés, small hotels for travelers who still came to see the sisters for their healing and prayers and candle makers who made the altar candles, spas, stores that carried all things of the modern world, like toilet paper and toothpaste.  Italy was known for fashion and the village kept up with a few boutiques and it did have a young population who wanted to be fashionable.  There was an open market where the people sold fresh produce, meats, fish from the mountain lake, and knick knacks like rosaries, little figurines of saints and mementos of the village.  
 
   She walked down to the market square to browse, but her thoughts tormented her.  She didn’t understand why his father would do this, she knew why Tammy hated her she thought she’d stolen her husband.  It was her who only went to Royce at The Club, it was her who didn’t wear a condom, it was her who had his child, it was her who kept butting in their lives, she didn’t do it on purpose.  If Tammy could have only understood that, understood that Royce needed her help.  She thought about him throwing away all the baby’s milk, and Justin crying uncontrollably and he came to her and she held him in her arms he was so upset, I was only helping, he needed me.  I’m Justin’s mother too, I couldn’t just hand him over to his father and say, 'Here, good luck.' Why couldn’t she and Michael understand Royce needed her help?  If Tammy had understood and loved him for trying he wouldn’t have left her, that’s all she did.  
 
   She loved him for trying, he was trying so hard and messing up so badly, but she loved him for it, if only Michael and Tammy understood it was just her way of helping that’s all.  She didn’t know any other way to help, if they’d just understood that none of this would be happening.  She made her way to the scenic look out with her thoughts.  Royce would still be married to Tammy and she’d still be with Michael, but you wouldn’t know how good it feels to be loved so well and to love so deep and admit it, you loved spending time with him.  He was so easy and comforting, he didn’t demand anything of you except yourself and you loved it.  She cried knowing she did take what she needed from him too.  He made her feel good. She stood at the look out and stared at the beauty of Italy.  She knew Royce loved her in ways Michael never could and she loved him with every part of her soul.  She would have denied herself that if she’d stayed with Michael, but we wouldn’t be going through this and his father wouldn’t be trying to kill me either.  I didn’t mean to come between a man and his wife, I didn’t!  And what could Tammy have said to convince his father to keep this up, to finish this?  She wondered in disbelief.  Royce wouldn’t even let her meet his parents, he kept putting it off, and she didn’t press it because she remembered what her mother said, “When you marry, you marry into the family too and they have to accept you,” and she was worried they wouldn’t accept her and Royce not taking her proved that so she didn’t ask and she thought she had time, and now she knew she was right, they don’t accept me, and her tears flowed, they hate me! 
 
   At night she poured out her worries to Royce, “Oh Royce this is my fault I didn’t mean to hurt you and come between you and Tammy.  I mean if I hadn’t only gone to you at The Club, if I had chosen others, if I had been smarter and wore a condom, if I had just thought things through you’d still be happily married and so would I.  We wouldn’t be running for our lives like this,” she said crying.  Royce held her, “Oh baby, baby none of that is your fault,” and he looked at her, “Remember I was there too.  I made those same decisions and I will not let you think the foolishness of Tammy or my father is our fault.  We are not responsible for their actions.  They’re doing this crazy shit and we can’t control them no more than we can control the weather…Oh baby don’t let them get to you…I know we’re the ones having to pull up stakes and run but as long as I have you and those kids by my side I can handle anything baby.  I’m willing to go through anything for that,” he said holding her.  
 
   She sniffed and cried, “But I never even met him, you wouldn’t let me Royce, why would you do that?”  She asked still crying.  
 
   Joy wanted an answer to that, and Royce had to think for a moment, it was simple and also complicated, at first he wanted to take her, but he didn’t think it would go well.  He knew his father’s feelings on this, so he put it off, and then time went on and she didn’t push it he let things be, it wasn’t all racial.  Some of it was but he knew his father thought he shouldn’t have married  his mistress.  He’d said it on more than one occasion, “Okay so you  got a woman on the side, a lot of men do that, but you don’t throw away the family for it, the family comes first always,” he remembered his father saying.  
 
   “Well…I knew they didn’t approve,” he said and Joy looked up at him, “Why because I’m black?”  She came back at him, “No…because…,” she waited, “Because they think I threw away my family for my…mistress,” he said and even in the dark he saw her mouth drop.  She pulled away from him, “What! Royce is that what they think?”  “Yes Joy and I didn’t want you to hear that from them or to feel that.” “Oh my god Royce!  Is that why your father hates me… he thinks I was your mistress!”  And Joy ran into their bathroom and slammed the door and he could do nothing to coax her out.  He heard her crying and all he could do was sit there and wait.
 
   And because of this emotional roller coaster he needed horses or he would go insane.  This time he didn’t have to travel far.  There quaint little village was up in the mountains but down the mountains about an hour and a half away was Bologna, a very large populous metropolitan city.  He met Rocco, a man selling ex race horses; he missed Whirlwind and wanted something fast.  Rocco told him all about Italy’s long race tradition with tracks all over the country and horses either raced with a chariot or galloped and he was fascinated.  “These horses are thoroughbreds, very good quality signore.  They do not run in the Palio di Siena if that’s what you had in mind, no pure bred horses allowed signore,”  Rocco said.  “Palio de Siena, I don’t understand, non comprisco?”  “Si, signore it is a big race twice a year, a race for honor of your contrade.  It is fun but fast and dangerous,” Rocco said.  Royce didn’t understand but he bought two beautiful chestnuts, one for him and one Joy, he named his No Mercy and Joy’s was Windstar.  And the next week in Bologna he found horses for the children and a pony for Autumn she named Daisy Star Shine and the stable was full.
 
   Jameson watched them, she was crying all the time and Royce just looked sad and he didn’t understand it.  This one had gone down ideal, they didn’t have to shoot it out like the last two times.  Conrad had come in, Deon was safe at Oxford and Gibeau was in Africa so he hurriedly bought surveillance equipment and bugs and because Joy wanted to see a city with canals for streets he sent them to Venice and set up in the garage to hear what was going on.
 
   Then he listened.  “Oh Royce I didn’t mean to hurt anyone!  I wish I could speak to Tammy and your father and make them understand that!”  She cried and his heart broke and went out to her and he heard Royce soothing her.  “And to think I was your mistress!  Oh my god!”  She bemoaned and Jameson knew that was true, but that didn’t warrant this.
 
   After listening to her worries and blaming herself he couldn’t help it he watched her all the time.  Even with her sadness she was blossoming into a beautiful mature woman.  In South Africa she wore nothing but cowboy boots and jeans, she looked like Royce half the time, her hair pulled back in a ponytail and little or no makeup, but here she changed.  She started wearing her hair out.  She brushed it and let it flow wavy down her back and she started wearing cute comfortable modern dresses.  She went to Issa’s salon and had her nails polished and her eyebrows arched, and she wore a little makeup every day and everyday he saw her take her basket and walk down in the village.  She’d stop and talk to the villagers at the market, “Buongiorno bella Joy,” they all said and she’d smile a sad smile and stop for a moment to small talk.  Then she’d go to the stone wall that looked over the edge of the high cliff and she’d stand there looking out at the beautiful expanse and shade her eyes and just stand there her expression sad, serene and beautiful.
 
   Since Mr. Harrington had the horses to occupy him he was her shadow now and followed her everywhere.  After weeks of her tears he went to her as she stood looking out wiping tears, “Are you troubled ma’am?”  “Oh Jameson I don’t understand this…but I did this, I’ve done something I shouldn’t have to cause this,” she wiped tears.  He took her in his arms and held and soothed her, and he couldn’t help it he smelled her hair and loved her body pressed to his, but she was so sad and that broke his heart; he’d heard her at night crying and questioning.  “Ma’am I can’t believe whatever you did is as bad as this?”  “I’m too ashamed to say…”
 
   He held her and looked into her dark soft eyes, “Did you order the assassination of a woman and her children?”  She cried and shook her head, “Well then what he’s doing is far worse and I don’t care what you did it doesn’t warrant this,” he held her tighter and Jameson stayed that way holding her until her tears subsided.
 
   And as with the changes of the seasons she changed too, the air turned fall crisp and the fields behind the villa turned into a sea of green, tall green grass the horses loved to graze, run and frolic in and Royce and Autumn seemed to love it out there too and she let go of her sadness.  Now she stayed in the kitchen.  She loved the brick oven and made the best pizza and fresh pasta Jameson had ever had.  With her housekeeper Natalia's help she was always learning and preparing something new and she began to smile again.   Jameson would stare at her, he had to often force himself to turn away, but most of the time he couldn’t.  Her inner and outer beauty seemed so well meshed now.  She seemed to have accepted her fate and loved life.  She was soft, serene and beautiful and as different as a caterpillar to a butterfly from the woman he heard fucking her brains out every night.
 
   Every night he heard her go to Royce and he to her and they seemed to need each other with a ferociousness and Jameson heard their deep cries and ravenous lovemaking and he was nearly losing his mind and this time he found Issa.  She was older, a divorcee and in her forties closer to his age and he liked that, no more young girls like Lita and Naledi.  She ran the spa Joy went to.  He’d go to her most nights so ravenous and do things to her with such passion and heat that he blew her mind that she often said, “What’s gotten into you?”  
 
   Fall crisp air and green flowing grass turned into golden fields and now a cold nip was in the air and Joy had a nip too.  Jameson often heard her angry outburst.  Joy was furious at Royce’s father, how dare he do this to them!  How dare he come after them like they were things to be disposed of.  “What the hell is wrong with your father?”  She demanded of Royce, “What kind of cold callous person is he Royce to do something so vile and evil,” her anger flashing.  Royce went to her.  “I know baby this is stupid as hell that he would do this to me, to us.  My father is…my father is…He’s not cold Joy, but he is demanding, strict and he has expectations of…his family…We had to live up to high expectations.”  “Well hell Royce I had to live up to high expectations but my parents aren’t trying to kill us!”  She said indignantly and Royce knew she was right and he was angry too. 
 
   Joy was on a rampage and his fear went up and he worried himself ragged that she might leave him, and he almost laughed at the insanity of his thoughts, that he was more afraid of her leaving than any assassin his father sent after them.  But he also loved her anger, she had a right to be angry, he was angry too, angry that his father would do this.  And because of Joy’s anger and the passion it brought out in her and him he needed more and he went to Jameson again.
 
   “I want to buy a racehorse and I think I can do a pretty good job of training a winner.”   After Rocco filled his head with the races the past year they’d all gone to see where No Mercy and Windstar use to race and they had to see a Palio di Siena or II Palio, the race was intense and all about pride, the jockeys rode bareback and represented a contrade or a district and had strange names they didn’t understand like Chiocciota - snail, Lupa-she wolf, Tartuca-tortoise, Oca-goose, or Valdimontone- Valley of the Ram, but Royce didn’t want to participate in that race he wanted thoroughbreds like No Mercy and Windstar.  So the next couple of weeks Jameson drove him all over Italy until in the southern tip in the Apulia Region he found the perfect colt he could train. 
 
   Against Jameson’s wishes Royce named him Joy’s Fury, “You don’t want to do anything that will connect you to…” “I’ve done what you asked I go by Roberto Fennini here, no one knows me okay!  And I want to name him after Joy,” he wanted to name him after her beautiful righteous anger, he loved her anger, it was well deserved and well placed, right at his father.  And he loved the passion it brought out in her, in him, it made him feel alive, it was the fuel he needed and seeing a horse barreling around a track his nostrils flared, his muscles straining, the thunder of his hooves released his anger.  No Mercy taught him that, he’d released his anger more times than not on the back of that horse.  And Jameson gave in.  
 
   When the golden fields turned into a blanket of white and back again they’d been here two years and both seemed to let go of their worries and concerns and settled into life in Italy.  It was just past the New Year and the mountains had been blanketed in white for weeks and they’d just celebrated Epiphany where Le Bifana brought gifts for the children.  Jameson loved this time of year, the village and the mountainside covered in white, it was a postcard.  A quaint little village with snow on the roofs and smoke coming from chimneys.   He donned his jacket and was doing his usual surveillance.  He liked to walk through the village, keeping his ears open and in the process check on the children.   He never forgot why they were here and they weren’t confined in the middle of nowhere like in Cape Town.  The village had a nice population of young folks so the three older children were always out and about and checking on them became a necessity.  He walked through the main square past Issa’s salon, he glanced at it, but he knew he couldn’t see inside.  
 
   He decided to check on Lindsey first.  When they first arrived she was sixteen and growing into a beautiful young lady and now she was eighteen and like her mother in so many ways, but like all the teenage girls in the village after school they came home and took off their school uniform and changed into trendy stylish clothes and Lindsey fell right in.  She straightened her thick curly hair and wore short skirts and tights on her long legs, her thick dark hair gorgeous flowing from under a cap or bandana.  He saw the Italian boys looking at her and making plays for her trying to get her to notice them and he saw her ignore them and he’d purse his lips.  He was glad they’d done what they did to Sayeed but he’d done a number on her self esteem.  Lindsey was beautiful, stunning actually to all who looked at her, but she couldn’t see it.  
 
   Lindsey hadn’t forgotten about Mr. Abdullah.  She knew from the moment he said she wasn’t worthy of Amar she knew it was because she was too dark.  She’d heard it in the way he said it and she heard it when they moved here and people found out she and Justin were sister and brother, “How come she’s so dark?”  So she knew her dark skin was the problem and the boys acting like they liked her didn’t change anything.  She knew they were pretending to like her, she was the darkest one in the village, but Amar.  
 
   Amar was the one who didn’t care about her dark skin.  He’d defied his father after that meeting and he defied his father after he snatched her down off the school steps.  She saw the way his father looked at her, like she was a bug to be squashed and she was so scared, but Amar he kissed her so sweet that day, even in front of her parents and his father.  And then without missing a beat he came to her and before long they were right back the way they’d always been, up close and personal, her smiling and looking at him with his dimpled smile, and his eyes always smiling and showing exactly how he felt about her.  He liked her, he really liked her for who she was, dark skin and all, and while they sat as one the conversation always turned too, “When we get to Cambridge.”  
 
   Even though her mother and Mr. Royce tried to shield them from knowing she knew.  Men with guns were after them and that’s why they moved so much.   She knew from what she heard at school about a trial and a hit man, she knew the night she saw Jameson and heard gunfire in her house and she knew when she saw a gunman firing from a helicopter.  So she thought it would be better if she and Deon were together.  “I’ll apply to Oxford and Cambridge but I want Cambridge, it’s not as stuffy I think,” and Amar said without blinking an eye, “Well then I’ll go to Cambridge too,” and before long it was, “When we get to Cambridge….”   That was the plan, finish school and then go to Cambridge together.  But she’d left without saying goodbye, and she hadn’t spoken to him in two years and she didn’t know if he remembered their plans or if he remembered her or if he still wanted to be with her.  She didn’t know and even as she held on and was planning to attend Cambridge she felt in her heart Amar had forgotten her.
 
   Royce was excited; he’d entered Joy’s Fury in his first race.  “He’s ready baby, Gustave says he has the time to quality and I think he’s ready to race.”  “Well that’s what you’ve been training him for, so go for it baby,” she rested her head against his shoulder, “I mean he’s been racing against No Mercy and Windstar,” and Royce chuckled.  Even though No Mercy and Windstar were retired they sure didn’t act like it.  They pushed Joy’s Fury hard around the track and true to his name with no mercy.
 
   Royce watched as the horses were lined up in the gates, he’d already placed his bet on Joy’s Fury.  The gun went off and the gates opened and he felt like he was in the rodeo again, the heart pounding excitement of man and beast on a thrill ride of their lives.  He watched as the horses took off.  Joy’s Fury was in the middle, and then other horses passed him, and others and he finished dead last and Royce couldn’t believe it and went home and started training again and Lindsey was accepted to Cambridge.  
 
   Lindsey was happy just to be going to university so she could stop running, and afraid she’d be disappointed she didn’t want to think of Amar but in her excitement her happiness showed, she smiled bright that first day.  She dressed the way she was accustomed, heavy boots, black tights, her hair straight and flowing free, and that god awful red lipstick her mother hated.  The first day was beautiful, the sun was bright in the sky and she’d been to two classes already and she was in the Great Court in the midst of her fellow students all going about their business and she loved it, she walked amongst them happy.
 
   “Lindsey!  Lindsey!”  She heard someone shouting her name and looked back and saw Fabio coming from a building running towards her.  She’d met him on the plane and they’d talked nonstop.  She stopped to wait which was a mistake because there was a throng of people behind her and someone bumped her hard spilling her backpack to the ground.  
 
   Amar had been waiting for two years.  He’d lived the life his uncles wanted, he prayed five times a day, celebrated Ramadan with passion and fasted and prayed with the strict Muslim doctrine.  He took an interest in the family business and graduated with top honors, and he only asked one thing, “I want to go to university.”  His father was dead and no one knew why and he thought it was a bad business deal, at first his uncles had been relentless in their pursuit to find who did it.  They were angry and determined, but as time went by and nothing surfaced they calmed down, but his father’s death was not the thing that consumed him.  Only one thing consumed him, one thing had burned in his soul for two years.  He had to find her, he had to find Lindsey.
 
    Lindsey squatted to pick up her things as many pairs of feet walked around her and someone stopped in front of her, she saw black men’s shoes and khaki pants.  
 
   “Lindsey?,” a male voice said softly and unsure.  She looked up and at first he didn’t recognize her, her hair was straight, her lips painted red and then he saw her eyes.  Lindsey’s soft dark eyes and his eyes brightened, he smiled and Lindsey saw his dimple, “Amar!”  She hadn’t recognized him so quickly either.  He was a man now, he’d grown tall and had lost that little boy look, but that dimple and his eyes, “Lindsey!”  And she was up in his arms, and he held her tight, so tight, “Oh Lindsey, Oh Lindsey, I found you, I found you,” they stood there holding on tight and Fabio ran up.
 
    “Lindsey!”  He said out of breath and they released just enough. “Oh Fabio this is Amar the one I was telling you about,” and Amar loved that she’d thought about him. “Oh ciao,” Fabio said and Amar saw the look of disappointment and Amar held Lindsey a little closer.  He could see Fabio liked her and he wanted to show him she was his and then his heart beat faster, maybe she wasn’t, maybe he was her boyfriend?
 
    “Can we talk Lindsey?  We really need to talk,” she looked into his eyes.  “Sure, Fabio I haven’t seen him in a long time and I need to talk to him, I’ll call you later,” she touched Fabio’s hand and Amar saw Fabio brighten and he thought, oh no he is her boyfriend, and his heart was crushed.  Fabio walked away and as he looked back he saw Amar kissing Lindsey and he was disappointed again. “Oh Lindsey, I have missed you, missed you,” Amar couldn’t help it if she was going to tell him she had a boyfriend then he had to kiss her lips just once before she broke his heart to pieces.  She kissed him back, and he felt her lips smiling as he kissed her.  
 
   “Let’s go somewhere and talk,” he picked up her backpack, “Where can we go?”  “My housing unit is over there, we can go there, it will give us the privacy we need,” Amar took her hand and Lindsey let him.  Lindsey watched him as he led her away, he looked different he was so much taller and more filled out, but he was wearing the same school uniform she’d seen him in last, khaki pants and blue blazer.  She smiled, Amar was here, she held his hand and let him lead her to his room.
 
   “My roommate is an Aussie, I’m sure he won’t be back until later,” and Amar thought he’d probably be out trying to get a girl to shag since that was the first thing out of his mouth when they met.  Amar sat at his desk and Lindsey sat on his bed and he looked at her, stared at her.  He found Lindsey, this was Lindsey, but not the Lindsey he remembered, “You straightened your hair.” “Yeah, but the curls come back when I wash it, all I have to do is wet it and boom,” she said spreading her hand out from her head and smiling her Lindsey smile and he smiled back. “Yeah, can you do that Lindsey?  I’d love to see your curls, I love your curls.” 
 
   Lindsey looked at him, he was looking at her in that special Amar way, the way that made her heart melt, “Sure, the shower is the quickest.” “Okay you can use mine,” he wanted his Lindsey, the one with the ton of curls and not this red lipstick on her beautiful lips.  
 
   Lindsey was smiling, Amar was here, and she turned on the shower and let the warm water wash over her and down her body.  Amar sat waiting, and after too many long minutes he was growing impatient and he wanted to be near her, he’d waited so long to find her and she was taking too long.  He went into the bathroom and took off his clothes and stepped in the shower.  
 
   Lindsey yelped and covered her breast with one hand and with the other her crotch, “Amar!”  “You were taking too long,” he said smiling and he hadn’t thought about her being naked, he’d only thought about being near her.  He didn’t care that she saw him naked, after he’d seen his father going inside a man’s rear nothing could shock him more than that, and being naked in front of Lindsey wasn’t shocking to him, but he could see it was to her.
 
   Lindsey had never seen a naked man before; she’d only seen boy parts when she changed Justin and Christopher’s diapers.  She’d seen their little male organs and to her they were something to be avoided or you’d get peed on so she’d change them quickly before the water works but here was Amar standing there naked and she looked at him not knowing what to think.  
 
   Amar saw her looking, but to him he saw his Lindsey, her hair had curled up and the red lips were gone, “There you are my beautiful Lindsey, that’s the girl I know,” and he took her hand from her breast, “You’re beautiful you don’t have to hide from me, you’re beautiful,” he took her in his arms and Lindsey believed him.  He was the one person she believed and she let him kiss her and she felt his warm wet skin against hers and he kissed her wet beautiful lips, and he didn’t want to stop, and when they did he looked at her, her wet body.  
 
   Amar had never seen a naked girl either, and what he saw of Lindsey was beautiful, her breast upright and full with dark nipples, her tapered waist and those legs, long with beautiful calves, he marveled at her.  
 
   They talked and washed up, not because they thought they needed it, but because they were in the shower and that’s what you do.  He took the soap and washed her body, caressing her soapy breast in his hands and cupping her beautiful behind.  Lindsey washed his chest, and marveled at how he’d filled out, he was a man now, that was all she could think.  She leaned up and kissed him, something was stirring in her, stirring in her belly as she looked at him, and his eyes were soft and loving.  He turned off the shower and they dried off, she wrapped her hair in a towel and they ran to get warm under his cover laughing and giggling.
 
   “So cold, so cold,” they ran shivering their skin raised in goose bumps and pulled the cover up high. “I’ll warm you,” Amar said rubbing her arms and then he pulled her to him, “I’ll hold you, maybe that’ll be faster,” and he kissed her forehead and then he went further, kissing her cheeks and she put her arms around him.  He let the towel fall from her hair and her mass of curls fell free and he saw his Lindsey, “Oh Lindsey,” he went for her lips and kissed her.  Their naked bodies warming up and Amar felt a stirring in his groin, and Lindsey felt it in her belly and in her heart; she’d missed him so much.  Amar felt his heart warming, and the ice he’d had around it melting; he’d been holding everything in for so long.  
 
   He kissed her and she kissed him back.  He began to touch her and she him, he went down and took her nipple in his mouth and she moaned out and so did he, and before long his male part responded as it should and he knew what to do.  He lay on top of her and she knew too, she spread her legs, he felt for the thing he wanted and found the spot he knew he wanted and pushed, and pushed.  
 
   Lindsey held on and he broke through, “Amar!”  She cried out. “Did I hurt you Lindsey?”  He asked concerned, “No Amar, I want you too,” she said looking at him ready and wanting to be loved, and he pushed and moved his hips and he made love to Lindsey.
 
   When they were spent he lay next to her and couldn’t stop kissing her, “I love you Lindsey, I love you, I came here to find you and I’m so happy I did,” he said holding her.  “I love you too Amar and I missed you so much,” and Lindsey knew she hadn’t realized how much she missed Amar until she saw him standing there, and her soul soared at the sight of him and they lay there and talked.  He held her soft hair in his hands, “I love your hair like this,” and they told each other of their lives, and when he said his father was killed, “Oh no Amar, when?”  “That’s why I left.” “Oh my god Amar I didn’t know,” “I know, I didn’t get a chance to say good bye to you,” and he knew that had been the most painful thing he’d endured, not letting her know what happened to him. 
 
   “I know I didn’t get to say goodbye to you either, we moved to Italy,” and neither knew they’d left South Africa the same day. “Is that where you met Fabio?”  He asked, after what they’d done he hoped she’d break up with Fabio now, after all she let him have her first that says a lot. “No, I met him on the plane.  We thought it’d be nice to know someone on campus.” “So he’s not your boyfriend?”  “No, I don’t have a boyfriend,” she looked down, “Do you have a girlfriend?”  She asked shyly.  They had come here to talk and now they’d done something else and she realized she didn’t know anything about Amar.  “I hope I do now, I hope you’ll be my girlfriend,” and he saw the brightest smile on her face and he pulled her to him and kissed her, kissed her deeply and before they knew it they were doing it again. 
 
   “Oh Lindsey I will never get tired of doing that,” he said holding her afterwards, she giggled and just then they heard a key in the door.  “Wait a minute Steven!”  Amar shouted but his roommate was already opening the door. “Oh my god,” Lindsey said and pulled the cover up.  Steven saw them and froze, “You got a girl already mate?  Well done, well done,” and Lindsey was mortified. “Can you excuse yourself and wait outside for a moment?” Amar asked. “Oh yeah, sorry mate.” “Let’s get dressed and get out of here!” Amar said happily.
 
    His roommate was standing outside waiting when they left and he looked long at Lindsey and she covered her face, “Wow mate, you did good she’s pretty,” and he gave Amar the thumbs up.  “I know, thanks,” Amar said and took Lindsey’s hand from her face, “Don’t be ashamed of our love Lindsey, I’m not,” he said holding her.  His father had tried to make him ashamed of loving her, saying she wasn’t good enough and that didn’t stop him from feeling the way he did and he never wanted to deny he loved her again. 
 
   That night Lindsey called her mother, “Mom, he’s here!  Amar is here!”   “Oh my god Lindsey that’s wonderful!  How did you find him?”  “Can you believe it we were just walking on campus and he was there, just there!  Oh mom it was so beautiful, he’s so handsome, he’s grown up and he looks so good,” and Joy could hear her excitement.  Royce listened to Joy’s end of the conversation and so did Jameson, “Oh no, what happened?”  Royce heard Joy exclaim, her hand over her heart, and after they hung up.
 
   “Don’t tell me is she with someone already?” Joy looked to be in shock, “Amar,” and Royce’s mouth dropped too, “You mean he’s at Cambridge?”  “Yes, he’s there and Lindsey is beside herself,” and Joy pretended to swoon, “He’s so beautiful, so handsome,” she said swaying back and forth her hand on her forehead.   Royce chuckled.  “And oh get this, Amar’s father was  killed,” and Royce had to act shocked, “No! Really!  What happened?”  “Amar thinks it was a bad business deal or something but they never found out, but he moved to Saudi Arabia right after it happened.”
 
   Jameson listened and on the one hand he was happy, happy for Lindsey, and now he knew all this time he’d been worried about her she’d been in love, and on the other she was like a daughter and now he was worried all over again.
 
   Royce had been entering Joy’s Fury in races and he lost race after race until he figured out he needed to let him win against No Mercy and Windstar, those two horses were true race horses they wanted to win and right after Lindsey settled into college life he won his first race at Capannelle in Rome and because of the odds he won a big purse.  “Wow!  Wow! He won!  He won!”  Royce yelled excitedly over the phone to Joy.  “Oh my god Royce, he won!”   Either Jameson or Conrad would attend the races with him and it turned out to be something they both enjoyed.  Conrad always came back excited and put in his own bets and Jameson often reminded him, “You do remember why you’re there, to protect Mr. Harrington,” and Conrad would look sheepish, and Jameson understood, they knew Gibeau was still searching, he was scouring the continent of Africa, the last they heard he was in Tanzania.  
 
   Two weeks later Joy’s Fury won by two lengths at Agnano and he kept winning all over Italy, at La Torricella in Capalbio, Cascine in Firenze, Maia Bassa in Merano, San Rossore in Pisa, Dei Fiori in Villanova D’Albenga, Siro in Milan and Royce was making big money and pretty soon a man by the name of Benito Ignazio came calling.  “Ah Signore Fennini, I am pleased to meet you,” and Royce was nervous.  This man showed up unannounced in a very expensive car with a driver, and the last rich man he met with a driver he killed on his way to the airport, so this could be anything.
 
   “Signore Fennini I would like to make a proposition with you, can we talk business?”  “That depends, what business are we talking about?”  And Jameson stood off to the side watching, “Horse business, I would like to buy Joy’s Fury and offer you a job signore,” and Royce’s eyebrows went up, “Si signore…You see I need a man to train my horses or find good horses and I spoke with your jockey, a Signore Gustave and he advised me that Joy’s Fury is all your doing, all your investment, the finding, the training, so I know you have a good eye signore.”  “I’m flattered Signore Ignazio, but I must decline, I work alone…How can I say this is a pleasure for me.  I love what I do, I hope you can understand that,” Royce said as politely as possible.   Signore Ignazio nodded and said, “I am a very persuasive man Signore Fennini, we will talk again.” Royce smiled and escorted him to the door thinking, I’ve said my piece now go.
 
   True to his word Benito Ignazio did come after Royce, the next week a case of very expensive wine was delivered with a note, “From my vineyard, I will invite you up next time, but for now enjoy the fruits of my labor,” and Royce laughed, but they enjoyed the wine and Jameson worried.  It was summer now and beautiful outside, the field of wildflowers was turning into grass and Joy’s Fury’s track wound visibly around it.  The horse was a winner but when he was at home he was just a horse, he loved to frolic and roll around in the field with the other horses.  Jameson laughed at him many a day when he looked out over the field.  Royce and Autumn were always out there, she loved to race Daisy Star Shine and he’d see her galloping around Joy’s Fury track. 
 
   But Benito Ignazio was relentless in his pursuit, he wanted Royce and Royce refused him time and time again, and he tried everything and Royce still refused and he was furious and did some snooping around and he found three Roberto Fennini’s in Italy and none of them were the dark haired blued eyed man he’d come to know, but he did stumble on some other information and made a call to a man named Gibeau, and after mentioning the name of a horse.
 
   It had rained three days straight and Royce was stuck inside and couldn’t train Joy’s Fury and he looked outside and a man was standing at the door.  He rang the bell and Natalia answered, “I have a letter here for Mr. Roberto Fennini and I’m instructed to wait for a reply.”   Royce came to the door and the man handed him the letter, “Are you Roberto Fennini?”  Royce looked at him, he was an ordinary man dressed in a courier’s uniform, and the van he drove had the courier service painted in bold graphics and the letter he was holding looked official.  He didn’t answer, “I’m instructed to wait for a reply,” the man said.  “Wait here,” he closed the door.  He opened the letter and read it and his heart nearly burst at the shock, “Jameson!  Joy!  Joy! Jameson!  Joy!”  He yelled and he had to steady himself on the sofa, “Oh god no!”  Jameson and Joy came running in at his cries and he handed the letter to Joy, 
 
   Royce son,
 
   I want to tell you how sorry I am for everything I’ve done the past years.  Please forgive me, please come home.  I love you son, I love you.  I’m not well and I want to see you and your family and make my apologies to you, to all of you.  I’m sorry for any pain I’ve caused you and your family, I realize that now.  I have been a fool, please forgive me and come home son, come home.
 
   Your father,
 
   Walker,
 
   Joy covered her mouth in stunned disbelief and handed the letter to Jameson. “Fuck!”  Jameson said as he read it, “He made us, he made us!”  Royce was beside himself and Joy went to him. “The man outside is waiting for a reply.  I don’t know what to do, is it real or…, I don’t know what to think,” he was scared and hopeful, if it was real this was over, if not his father was being cruel, and if his father was being cruel he would never recover. 
 
   Jameson went to the door his gun at the small of his back and opened the door.  He was the only protection at the house.  Conrad was in the village.  After they’d discovered Justin kissing in abandoned houses he’d made Conrad tail him, he couldn’t wait for him.  He saw the man waiting and the courier truck, the guy was playing it cool that’s for sure.  “What form of reply is requested?”  He was waiting for the gun to appear, but the man said, “Written signore,” and Jameson closed the door, and seeing that Royce was visibly upset he found a pen and paper, “We will reply Mr. Harrington, we don’t know what this is, but we will play this game if it is a game,” and Royce looked at him and Jameson could see the torment, “Can you write sir?” Royce nodded, he handed him the pen and paper. “Tell him you are sorry all this happened and you are glad it’s over and you will return home as soon as you can.” 
 
   Royce wrote that and signed it and Jameson put the letter in an envelope and handed it to the courier, who walked briskly to his truck and drove away and when he was out the arched entry. “Let’s get moving!  They made us!  We don’t know whose coming next!”  By nightfall they were gone.
 
   Jameson used the old passports and it was much easier and because Royce was so shaken he seated them together.  This time Royce was the one laying his head on Joy and she stroked and soothed him the whole flight and Jameson pursed his lips.  He’d left Conrad as he promised to sell the horses and Mr. Harrington did come out of his sadness to tell him what price he should get as he rubbed and hugged each horse, “And give Joy’s Fury to Gustave, he’ll take care of him.”  This time it was the five of them, Royce, Joy, Justin, Christopher and Autumn.   Justin sat there with his soccer ball and to Jameson it seemed not fazed by any of this and Jameson’s heart went out to him, he’s use to it, he’s use to packing up at the spur of the moment and leaving your old life behind, and his heart ached, no child should live like this, and he pursed his lips.  They arrived at Orly Airport in northern France and drove to Chatillon another little village Jameson knew of.
 
   They’d only lived in France a few months and hardly had time to adapt to French country life when Jameson got an urgent call from Reggie and Royce had a message in the memo section that made his blood drain.  He came home from the bank frantic and went straight to Jameson.  
 
   Bobby's message read, “Big Chief, big bird in clouds in the sky…,” and he knew what it was referring too.  
 
   When they were at Tech they’d had to take a literature class and had studied a poetry section and had to read a poem by an unknown Native American author and it had been an epic poem, long and laborious to read.  It was about a battle they’d lost to the American Army in 1806 and in one verse it said, “Big Chief, big bird in clouds in the sky, he is free to soar among the mountains, the shores and cry.  Above his homeland for it is no more…,” and Bobby who hated flowery language was frustrated and said, “It took me ten minutes to read that poem, ten minutes of my life I can’t get back.  Ten minutes to tell me they lost the battle and his father is dead.  It would have saved me nine minutes and fifty-nine point nine-nine seconds if he’d just said, we lost, my father died,” and at the time he’d cracked up.  He wasn’t into flowery language either; he was a straight to the point kind of guy, but now he read the memo and he knew his father was dead.
 
   He went to Jameson, “Hey I need you to check something out and make sure it is accurate, and Jameson said, “Sir I will do that, but first let me tell you the news I have.  My partner in Texas just called and said your father has passed,” and Royce crumpled in the chair, “Is this over Jameson?  How do we know, how can we be sure?”  Jameson went to him and pat him on the shoulder, “I will verify and re-verify before we make a move sir,” and he saw the relief and also saw the strain.
 
   Royce went straight to Joy and grabbed her and scooped her up in his arms.  He led her to their room and took her in his arms again the emotion of how he felt hitting him and his eyes filled with tears, “My father is dead Joy, my father is dead,” and Joy didn’t know if his emotion was sadness or happiness, “Oh Royce, oh Royce baby, what do we do?  What does it mean?”  And he didn’t release her, he held on tight, his arms around her, “I don’t know, I have Jameson checking it out.  He didn’t realize freedom was such a powerful thing, it felt like a weight had been lifted and now he knew why those who didn’t have it fought so hard for it.  He felt free, Joy was free, Joy was safe, at least he hoped that’s what Jameson would find out.  He hoped his father hadn’t died and left this in place until it was done.
 
   Jameson had Reggie check on his end, “Make sure this is over, we cannot reappear and find ourselves in the midst of gunfire,” he told him.  Conrad was in England, he’d sent him to check on Lindsey after he overheard her telling her mother she’d moved off campus.  He called him, “Conrad, is everything alright with Lindsey?” “Yes, perfect sir, very nice place, nice part of town.  She’s living with Amar and I feel good about that, she’s not alone sir.” “Good, I need you to stay out, put your ear to the ground all over Europe if you have too.  Walker Sr. has died and we need to make sure the hit died with him.”  
 
   And after a couple of months of checking and rechecking and Gibeau had flown back to America it appeared the case had gone cold, no one was looking for them.  It seemed when Walker Sr. died so did the well, and Jameson went to Royce, “It’s clear, everywhere is cold, all movement has ceased,” and he saw Royce breathe a sigh of relief, “I want to go home Jameson, can you set that up?”
 
   And using their fake passports for the last time Royce, Joy, Justin, Christopher and Autumn were stepping foot in the United States for the first time in nearly ten years.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 17,  HOME!
 
    
 
    
 
   It was 2013, and they’d been on the run for ten years and were heading home.  They knew America had changed, there was an African American president in office for his second term.  They’d known that, like the rest of the world in 2008 they’d waited for the election results with bated breath wondering what the American people would decide, but since they lived in another country with its own politics and issues the focus on American politics was short.  They were in South Africa then and once it was done they moved on like the rest of the country.
 
   Joy called her mother just before they left DeGaulle Airport in Paris, “Momma I’m coming home,” her mother burst into tears, “Joy! Oh Joy!  You’re safe!  You’re alive and safe!”  She cried too, “Yes momma, we’ll be there tomorrow.  I just wanted to make sure you and daddy were home,” she said wiping tears, “We’re home baby, we’re home and we can’t wait to see you,” her mother said. “Let me talk to her,” she heard her father say happily, “Joy honey,” “Yes daddy,” “Oh my word, oh my word!  Joy it’s so good to hear your voice, so good, your momma say you’re coming home?”  “Yes daddy, we’ll be there tomorrow.” “Oh baby that’s so wonderful,” and she could tell he was crying and she cried more, “Don’t cry daddy, you’re making me cry, we’ll see you soon okay,” and they hung up, and Royce called no one.  
 
   Even though Jameson said it was safe he wanted to get home first and get a feel for himself and he still felt protective and he hated he had to check his gun in his suitcase.  His body felt empty without it, every since South Africa he’d worn one and now it was locked in his suitcase under the plane.  Jameson didn’t care if they acted as if knew each other on this flight, even he could see they were a family, so he changed their passports.   They were all Henry’s on this flight and he booked them together in one row.  He even sat in the same row since this was going to be the last time he’d see them.  Once they hit Philadelphia he was heading on to Dallas.  The case was over and he knew he was going to miss them, miss them a lot.  
 
   At the airport they said goodbye to Jameson.  He stood looking at them, his eyes went from one to the other and back again, “I will miss you all.” “And we’ll miss you, you were part of our family,” Joy said smiling and tearful.  He hugged Autumn, hugged her a long time, “I was there when you were born,” he told her touching the tip of her nose, “I was never so happy to see your father and the midwife come in to help your mother,” and they all laughed, “You are a sweet precious little girl and I will miss you,” he hugged her again.  Then he went to Christopher, “You have eyes like your mother and a good heart like her too.  Always stay that way and I will always remember the little boy you were,” he hugged him tight, tight, tight.  He then went to Justin and tapped his nose, “You are a lady killer,” and they laughed again, “Be safe.  And I will miss you, keep playing soccer you’re very good, and watch out for the girls,” he said hugging him tight, tight, “Both of you,” he said looking at Christopher, “Don’t think I didn’t see what was happening in France,” and Christopher blushed red, and Royce and Joy mouths opened.  
 
   He turned to Joy and pulled her in his arms holding her tight with his full body pressed against hers, “You are a beautiful, spectacular, extraordinary, wonderful woman and you held us all together.  Your strength was our glue and I will miss you, miss you more than you know,” and he hugged her to him, “I care deeply, deeply for you and your family, please have a happy life.  That is very important to me after all we went through that you have a happy life,” and Joy was struck by his words.  She had no idea he felt so much for them. 
 
   “I will miss you too Jameson, more than you know too, and you too be happy.  You saved us and your work here is done, you did what you promised,” and she knew she would miss him terribly.  He was the presence in her life that kept her safe, she knew that.  Jameson was the watcher over them and she knew she would feel his absence.  He released her and gave her one last look and turned to Royce.  
 
   They grabbed hands in an exuberant brotherly fashion and then hugged, happily hugged, patting each other on the back and smiling jovially.  “And you!  You were the younger brother I never had and you made me want to pull my hair out a lot!”  They all laughed, “You scolded me, you praised me and held me accountable and I love you with all my heart and I’m going to miss you,” and they both had to wipe tears, “I’m glad it’s over, your family deserves that,” he whispered in Royce’s ear, and when they released, “Call me, call the office when you get new cell phones,” he said and gave them his card.  It was the same card Royce had in his rolodex so many years ago.  “Call me with your new numbers,” he reminded them.  “We will,” and he headed down the terminal to catch his flight and Joy and Royce thought that was the most they’d ever heard him speak at one time.
 
   They claimed their luggage and went outside and looked to the left a ways and saw her father’s RV waiting with its caution blinkers on.  “Oh no he didn’t bring that,” Joy said chuckling. “Oh yes he did,” Royce laughed, and the door opened and her mother came running out. “Joy!  Oh my god!”  They headed to meet her. “That’s your grandma kids, none of them, not even Justin remembered her, but her mother ran up to them yelling her excitement and hugged Joy so hard, “Oh Joy I’m so glad this day has finally come!”  “Me too momma,” and everyone was all smiles, and when she released Joy and looked at the family. “Oh my god,” she cried, “Oh Joy they’re all so grown up and beautiful,” she looked from one to the other, “Justin, I can’t believe how big you are, you’re as tall as your daddy now,” she said looking at him with awe, "And Christopher you were just a baby last time I saw you, look at you now,” her mother was so overcome, “And Joy you have a little one. Who is this precious little girl?” “This is Autumn momma."  “Oh my god Joy,” her mother was crying, and she looked at Royce, “Oh Royce, thank god for you Royce,” then she went around and hugged them all, “I know you don’t know grandma, but that’s okay we’ll get to know each other now,” she said hugging and kissing them.  Her father popped his head out, “Ernestine let them get in the RV, I’m already double parked too long!”  “Come on ya’ll, come on,” her mother hooked her arm in Justin’s and Christopher’s and led them to the waiting RV.
 
   And when they got to her parent’s house Joy finally felt like she was home.  Royce wasn’t so comfortable just yet and he couldn’t wait to put on his gun and holster under his shirt and Joy shook her head, “Royce it's done baby.”  “I know but I want to be aware, that’s all and be prepared if something pops up,” she shook her head, “Well I’m not going to stress out about that anymore, Jameson wouldn’t have left otherwise.”  “I know,” but he wanted to say, Jameson is only human he makes mistakes too, and the image of her with bullets bouncing at her feet appeared.  He hadn’t thought of that often, but when he did it sent shivers down his spine.  
 
   Joy dressed in comfortable clothes and went downstairs to see her mother and father.  She’d placed the kids in her sister’s old rooms, she and Royce had hers, Justin and Christopher had Sylvie’s and Autumn had Lanie’s where they must have dropped their suitcases and left  because she could hear them downstairs talking to their grandmother, “Tell me what’s been going on.  I can hear the accents you all have, it sounds beautiful”, she heard her mother saying when she walked into the kitchen, “Hey baby girl,” her mother said when she saw her, “I’m going to make a big dinner for you all and love on all of you I’m so happy to see you.” Joy smiled and helped her mother in the kitchen.
 
   It was later after they’d run the kids off to bed that the grownups finally had a chance to talk.  They sat in the family room with glasses of iced tea, “Joy it was scary around here for a moment wasn’t it Cecil,” her father nodded and her mother told them about the visits from the private investigator and the beating her father took, “Oh my god daddy no!”  Joy said shocked and Royce was just as shocked and wide eyed.  “Oh yeah, but I was so glad I didn’t know anything, you were right not to tell us,” her father said.  “But were you hurt daddy?”  “My pride mostly,” he laughed, “But they did rough me up pretty good,” he said, “But I’m alright, you were safe and I’ll take it again.” Joy wiped a tear and went to him, “I’m sorry daddy”, she said hugging him. “It’s wasn’t no fault of yours baby girl, I didn’t blame you,” and Royce’s insides knotted, no it was my fault, my side of the family is responsible for this, he thought, and he was thankful her mother changed the subject.
 
   They’d already told them about their lives abroad at dinner and they’d marveled them with all the languages they could speak and the places they’d lived, but now they wanted to know what was happening here. “Lanie’s off and married in Texas.  Yep she married that man you all introduced her too, John, got three kids now,” and both Royce and Joy looked at each other in shock, “No!  When did that happen?”  “About nine or ten years now when he came to get her,” her mother chuckled, “Told her he wasn’t leaving until she married him,” Joy and Royce laughed and were shocked again, “So she married him and got three kids momma?  Now that is a shock!” 
 
   “What about Sylvie?”  “Oh Sylvie is doing great, still in Baltimore, still practicing.  She got three locations now though,” her mother said.  “I’ll call her tomorrow and let her know I’m here.” “Please do, she’s been worried sick about you, about all of you, constantly asking if we’d heard anything.” “Okay I’ll call her,” Joy had asked her mother not to let anyone know she was coming home, mainly for Royce’s sake he was still so nervous. “Let’s just get there first Joy.  We need to tell as few people as possible, just in case,” and Jameson agreed, but now she was ready to see her family, her mother and father had aged, she could see that and she was glad to be home before they were too old to enjoy her kids. 
 
   The next day Royce borrowed his father-in-law’s car, if he was going to feel comfortable he needed a few things.  His father-in-law wanted to go with him, but he’d declined, “I’ll be fine, just tell me where’s the nearest place I can get a cell phone.” “Well the best thing is to put the address in the GPS,” and his father-in-law brought in his GPS from the RV and showed him what he was talking about and then explained how he was to listen and follow along with this thing, and he didn’t know how he was going to drive, look at a little computerized map and follow along with the thing talking to him.  The world had changed and was in cyberspace and overdrive and they’d been left behind.
 
   Being on the run they couldn’t use the latest technology for fear of someone tracking them or getting wind of their whereabouts; they only used cell phones as a necessary means of communicating, not for idle chit-chat and he felt they were behind the times.  His father-in-law said, “Just go up South Twenty-second until you see Vine Street Expressway, make a right, and go to…, let’s see…, Eighth Street, or Chinatown, turn right and go to Market and it’s off Market and Ninth.  The Gallery, it’s a huge mall, I’m sure you’re find a phone store there.” 
 
   Once he pulled away from the quiet neighborhood and made a right on Vine Street Expressway and drove in the midst of traffic he felt as if he’d entered into another world.  It had only been ten years since they’d left, but it looked like there had been a fast food and retail explosion, he saw so many franchises.  He knew Americans liked big cars, but after ten years of seeing small compacts or vespers he felt like he was in the land of the dinosaurs.  Everything was huge, big and shiny, rims sparkling, music blasting and when he found the mall he felt like he’d been living in an ancient world and now had time traveled to the modern world.  
 
   They’d grown accustomed to a slower pace and here everyone seemed in a hurry, moving fast and he’d thought someone was speaking to him a hundred times, only to look at them and they were talking on their cell phones through a head piece in their ear.  People weren’t paying attention to anything going on around them they were so into their phones and he didn’t know what to make of that.  He had a cell phone, he’d carried one in his pocket for years, but he used it when he needed it, but now everyone had one and people were having everyday conversations like they were sitting at home and he couldn’t believe it, letting everyone in on your private conversation.  
 
   Finally he found the store and after the clerk went through everything a phone could do and had his mind reeling from the different cell phone options and what they could do and blue tooth and the iPhone and he thought his mind was going to explode, “You want the family plan that’ll be cheaper?”  He just wanted a phone to make calls, to check on Joy and to let Jameson know of their whereabouts.  He didn’t want internet access and what were all these apps he was talking about, he had no idea.  “And with the family plan you can add as many people as you want, you got kids?”  Kids! What do they need cell phones for?  And he would find out a few months later once the kids were in school he’d ask that question again when both Justin and Christopher came home from school saying they needed a cell phone and his first response would be, “For what?  What do kids need a cell phone for?”  
 
   “Look all I want is a phone to call my wife from time to time, okay.”  “Okay you want basic, we can do basic but I’m telling you, you’re missing out.”  “Okay, but right now give me basic,” he didn’t need touch screen and texting.  He got the cell phones and the salesperson told him the number was national and that it would work no matter where he lived and there would be no long distance fees.  “Okay, that’s the first thing you’ve said I liked,” and the guy laughed.  As he walked to the car he felt so disconnected from this world and wondered how people lived liked this?  They seemed so disengaged to the outside world while engaged to their small world.  He was use to small villages and the people in them and he’d never once walked passed a person and not acknowledged them.  They saw you, you made eye contact and you spoke, this was new to him.
 
   From the yellow pages he’d found a place that sold guns and he called on his new cell phone and got directions.  This was the real reason he didn’t want his father-in-law along, he didn’t want him to see him purchase guns.  He’d been so happy last night when they spoke alone, “You kept your promise you kept her safe and I appreciate that,” her father said teary eyed, and he didn’t want to give him pause if he saw him buying a gun because he knew his first question would be, “Is she really safe, what are you buying a gun for?”  He drove looking around at the newness against the old world charm of Philadelphia until he found the gun shop, and he bought a new gun, a gun he could register.  The one he had now he had no idea where Jameson got it or if it was legal and now he felt comfortable enough to let people know he was home.
 
   That Friday he caught an early flight to Texas.
 
   Joy called Michael he deserved to know about Deon and Lindsey.  “Michael, its Joy.” “Oh my god Joy, are you alright!  Is it safe?”  She could hear how anxious and concerned he was, “Yes, it’s over.” “Oh thank god, thank god!  It was rough around here for a minute and I prayed to god you were safe, prayed to god they didn’t get to you!”  He said and she knew he might have had visitors too.  “Did some men come after you?”, she asked.  “Yeah, they roughed me up a bit.  I hope they didn’t get to you all, please tell me they didn’t”, he said concerned. “They tried, but we managed to escape.”  “No, they found you?”  “Yeah, a few times, but each time we got away, it’s been a fight but we managed to get away,” and she could hear his relief but also his pain at the news, “Well how are you everything good?”, she asked. “Oh yeah, they might have roughed me up, but one good thing came out of it…that’s how I met my wife.  I’m married now, got two kids, can you believe it?”, he said happy.  “Oh Michael that’s wonderful, I’m so happy to hear that!” And she was happy for him, “I’ve got one more myself, I had a little girl, she’s seven now.”  “Oh Joy that’s good to hear.”  “I wanted to let you know about Deon and Lindsey and give you their numbers, I know they’ll be glad to hear from you,” and she heard him sob, “Yes Joy, how are my babies?”  
 
   Michael had missed his children more than he’d ever let on and after they’d beat him raw he worried and wondered and had no way of knowing if they’d been found and he only prayed they were safe and nothing had happened to them.   
 
   “They’re wonderful, smart like their father, both of them,” she said hearing the tears in his voice, “Like their mother too,” he tried to tease a little. “Both are in England, Deon went to Oxford, graduated a few months ago.  Now he’s living and working in London.  Lindsey is at Cambridge and doing wonderful, smart as a whip both of them.” “Oh Joy, Oxford and Cambridge, that is…unreal… Oxford and Cambridge, wow!”  He said and she gave him their numbers.  “I’m glad you’re happy Michael,” she said and they hung up and she had to cry, he’d been hurt behind this too.
 
   Still being cautious Royce dressed in a suit.  His suits fit him now that he was back to his old weight and he decided on his black suit with a white shirt and black thin tie and he shined his shoes to gleaming.  He had only planned to stay the weekend so he had a carryon bag with an extra set of clothes.  Now that he was home he had no idea what he was going to do with his life, he didn’t know if Bobby could use him at the office anymore since he seemed to have done wonderful without him, as he’d promised there was always money in the Cayman account and without it he didn’t know if they would have fared so well.  
 
   His plane landed and he took a taxi downtown to Harrington-Rhodes Inc. and when the taxi dropped him off he glanced up at the tall obsidian sleek glass building with modern architectural angles.  This had been his life for years, his life blood but not now.  He walked into the foyer of gleaming marble and headed to the fourteenth floor.   The company was large and used the entire floor and they often teased they could predict the weather better than the weather men with the wide panoramic views they had from north, south, east and west and often they spotted dark thunderous clouds heading their way.  He walked into the elevator and smiled.  Now he felt like he was home, this was so familiar, his steps were sure and on familiar territory.  His body seemed to remember what to do, everything seemed automatic, walk to the elevator, press fourteen, he barely had to look to know where fourteen was.  He waited while others got on and off on other floors, and then the doors opened to fourteen and he saw the gold letters in the Harrington-Rhodes script on the glass doors.  He walked calmly and casually in.  
 
   The receptionist desk was still there, but not the receptionist he remembered.  “Hello sir, may I help you,” she asked in her pleasant receptionist voice.  “No, I’m Royce Harrington, the Harrington of Harrington-Rhodes,” he said with a smile and he saw her mouth drop in surprise. “Don’t worry just do me a favor don’t let Mr. Rhodes know I’m here I’d like to surprise him,” she nodded and let him walk back through familiar territory.  He walked through the office and he saw the cubicles of desks with employees busy at work, the office hum all around, some looked at him as he passed and he didn’t recognize a one, but a few must have recognized him because he heard a few gasp as he walked by and then he heard the room start to buzz and he went straight to Bobby’s office.  
 
   His door was closed and he knocked and opened the door and Bobby showed his surprise and paused in his conversation, “I have to call you back something’s come up,” and before Royce could get to him Bobby was crying.  Royce put his garment bag down on a chair and Bobby came weeping to him, both of them emotional and embraced and let the tears flow and two grown men held each other and cried and cried.  They cried for a long time without saying a word before they were able to get a hold of themselves and talk. 
 
   “Oh god man, you’re home, you’re here,” Bobby said wiping his eyes.  “Yeah, so far the news is good, it’s over,” Royce didn’t know when he’d really believe that, but for now he wasn’t going to stop looking over his shoulder. “Oh man, I’m so glad you’re safe, so glad, so tell me what’s been going on, where were you, all of it,” Bobby said. 
 
   And they sat down and Royce told him of their life, told him of the attempts too and he saw Bobby look shocked, and from time to time Bobby would smile and say, “I don’t understand you, this accent you have it sure ain’t from Texas,” and they laughed and he had his secretary bring in some drinks, “It’s nice to see you Mr. Harrington,” she said with a tear in her eye.  Bobby still had the same secretary, “Thanks Gretchen, it’s good to be home,” she was smiling from ear to ear.  Royce noted she had gotten older and plumper and Bobby had gotten older too, the lines on his face showed and he knew he’d gotten older too, but he didn’t know to Bobby he was beautiful.  He didn’t see his age, to him he was that same eighteen year old boy who rescued him from the hallway, and he felt the same about him now, Royce was here to rescue him, “So what about you?  What’s been happening since I’ve been gone?”  Royce asked.
 
   And Bobby didn’t hold back on telling him what had been happening with him either.  This was Royce they’d been through too much and he’d risked his life to save him and he wasn’t going to pretend it had been easy, it hadn’t, it had been hard as hell, so he told him about the visits.  “Oh my god Bobby what did they do?”  “They beat the living shit out of me.  I was in the hospital for a week, my fingers were all busted up, my ribs, man I was in bad shape, it took a long time for me not to feel any pain man,” Bobby said.  “Oh man I’m sorry to hear that Bobby, real sorry.”  “Don’t, if I had to get the shit kicked out of me and you and Joy were safe Royce I’d do it again and again.”
 
   Royce smiled but he was hurt and Bobby told him about Gibeau’s visit.  “Then the visits stopped, but you kept me aware and I thank you Royce, those little messages let me know what I was here for, it kept me man,” he said and they wiped tears again.  “So it’s over?”  Bobby asked after they’d told each other everything. “That’s what I’m told, my father’s passing seemed to have ended everything.  I hate to say I’m glad he’s gone because I don’t have any answers as to why, but I’m glad if that means this is over.  Living in fear for your family is no way to live, even if you do it the best you can,” he said.  “I know man,” and Bobby pat him on the shoulder.  
 
    “So what’s going on around here?  Looks like you did wonderful without me so I don’t know if you want me back or not,” and Bobby looked hurt, “Royce I need you man, I’ve done the best I could in your absence,” and he didn’t want to say he sweated every decision.  That he longed to bounce things off Royce and he needed him in so many ways, ways he didn’t know until he was gone, and seeing him walk through the door was the happiest moment in his life, “I need you, the firm needs you.”
 
    “Well okay then,” his decision was made without hesitation he was coming back to Harrington-Rhodes. “Your office is still where you left it,” Bobby said, and he looked at him, “I couldn’t let anyone use it, I left it for you,” and they got up and walked next door, but it was at the end of the hall, the big office with the expansive views.  Bobby had a big office too, but Royce’s had been bigger and better and that’s because Bobby always felt it was Royce who led the company.  It was Royce who had the confidence that they could do this, it was Royce who met and shook hands with other heads of companies and acted as if it was no big deal as he smiled and worked deals, and had no problem saying what needed to be said.  It was Royce’s way, his personality that gave them their reputation of being a company to work with, everybody liked him and wanted to do business with him.  Royce made it look so easy, he’d run a meeting and get things done and everyone came out smiling, shaking hands and planning to meet at the golf course. 
 
   It was Royce the man he missed most these past ten years, meetings didn’t go as smoothly as they did when he was here.  Bobby knew he was a behind the scenes and by the book kind of guy, he didn’t know how to smooth things over and say things in ways that came across the way he wanted, so he offended sometimes unintentionally, and because Royce had built up such a good reputation over the years he’d been riding on that and had been successful for Royce but he couldn’t wait until the day Royce came back, and he prayed for his safety and safe return almost every day.  
 
   Royce walked into his office and it looked like he’d just left yesterday and not ten years.  It was clean and the only sign that no one had been there was his desk didn’t have the usual files and papers stacked on it.  He saw the pictures of his wedding day and he picked one up, look at us, damn look at how beautiful she is. 
 
    When they were on the run they hadn’t taken a single wedding photo with them, only essentials.  “How’s the house?”  Bobby saw him looking at the picture. “Still standing and waiting,” Bobby had held on to that thought, that one day Royce would be back.  “I’ll call Joy and let her know we’re moving back to Dallas,” and Bobby smiled big.
 
   Jameson was in Dallas too.  He went straight to his office Carl T. Jameson Investigations.  Reggie had kept it running and he was there when he walked in. “Oh my god Jameson!”  He said excited when he saw him, like Royce he didn’t want anyone to know he was coming back, it was just a precaution.  Reggie didn’t know if he could hug him or not.  Conrad had already come through, so he knew the case was over, and the only indication he’d given of Jameson’s return was, “He went with the Harrington’s, so I don’t know man, but he said come here and see where I can be of use,” and he’d kept the system Jameson had in place.  He liked using the white boards and he’d long ago taken down the white board with Harrington written on it, but he’d kept the file on his desk and added to it, and it was a reminder that the case was still open and it was thick, thicker than any file they’d ever had.  
 
   Jameson smiled, “Well I see everything is in one piece,” and they shook hands, “Okay fill me in,” he said and that was that.  Reggie jumped right in and went over each case and when he was done Jameson told him what he wanted done and what he was going to handle, and then he left and went to his ex-wife’s house.
 
   Jameson knocked on the door.  He had no hopes or illusions she’d want him or even want to see him, it had been years since he’d seen her and all he’d done was send little messages with his money, and even though he knew his son was long grown and gone he still sent her the same amount as if he was still obligated.  He knocked and she opened the door, and despite what she thought she’d say when he came back and she knew he’d come back.  Despite her wanting to give him a piece of her mind she looked at him, “Carl,” she wiped a tear and then she burst into sobs.  He walked in and closed the door, “Don’t baby, don’t, don’t cry,” he took those words from Royce and he took her in his arms, “I’m here baby, I’m here,” he soothed, “Shhh, shhh, it's okay, I’m home now, I’m home.”   He was kissing her now, kissing her face, her cheeks “Oh baby, don’t, don’t,” and she felt him getting closer to her lips and then he was there, “Oh,” she moaned as his lips touched hers.  It had been so long and he was here and it felt like yesterday he left and all the years washed away in his kiss, in his embrace.  Jameson held onto her and kissed her sweet lips.  “Nik, oh Nik, oh baby I missed you,” she didn’t care it had been ten years, she didn’t care he was here now and she let him take her to her bedroom and ease the pain between her legs that only he could.
 
   Royce put himself to work.  He had Bobby go over everything that was going on and he sat at his desk and went back to it.  Ms. Severs his secretary had retired and moved to Vegas Bobby told him.  He hardly knew anyone in the office, a few senior executives were still there and they were happy and exuberant as they shook his hand and welcomed him back, others had been promoted since he’d last been here but he was glad to be back.  That night he stayed at Bobby’s.  Sarah insisted on cooking for him and the fellas came over, Chris, Eric and Collin, and they must have cried a thousand tears and he told them a little of what happened, not as detailed as he’d been with Bobby but enough, and they cried and let him know that they’d missed and worried about him.  
 
   And finally he called his mother, he’d been worried about calling her.  He had no idea what she knew or didn’t know, if she was in on it or not, but he decided the only way to find out was to call, but he called Jameson first.  “Jameson, I’m about to call my mother, let me know if you hear anything afterwards.  I’m not sure man.”  “Will do Mr. Harrington,” and he could hear the smile on Jameson’s face.  He’d called him with his new cell phone number practically before he’d gotten out the store good, and now he dialed the number to the ranch.  The number they’d had since he could remember and the butler answered.  
 
   “I’d like to speak to Allison Harrington please.” “May I ask who’s calling sir?”  “Just tell her it’s a very dear friend,” and he could hear his mother, “What? Who would be calling me?”  “Hello, this is Allison Harrington.” “Mother,” and she broke down, “Royce, Royce darling is that you?”  “Yes mother it’s me.” “Oh my Royce!  How could you do that, how could you run off like that without telling us where you were?  How could you do that Royce?”  “It’s a long story mother, but I felt for the safety of my family and did what was right at the time,” and over the line he could hear his mother crying, “Are you home darling?  Are you safe now?”  “Yes mother, I’m home and I am safe.” “Well I need to see you, I haven’t seen you in so long, come home, come home Royce, can you come home?”  “Yes mother I can do that.”
 
   “Oh Royce I have news, it’s not good you’ve been gone so long I will share it with you when you get here, it’s not news I want to share over the phone.” “If it’s about father passing I’m aware of that, I spoke with Bobby.” “Oh Royce darling, yes your father is gone and I know he wouldn’t have wanted to miss this day,” she cried and Royce was thinking, no, he wanted it the other way around, he wanted this day to be about the death of my family. “When can you come home?”  “Well I’m in Dallas now I can fly up tomorrow and see you.” “Oh that will be wonderful, just wonderful, everyone will be so happy to see you!”  And he could hear the excitement, “Tommy is here, Karen is here with us, and oh Alice Ann, well it might be too much for her to get here from North Carolina on such short notice, but I’ll call Dillon, he’s out at Tech.  He’s staying and doing an internship this summer then he’s going for his masters in the fall.  Says he wants to major in Clinical Psychology, imagine that,” his mother was going on and on.
 
   “That’s wonderful mother I can’t wait to see all of you,” his mother paused, “And I need to tell you this so you won’t be surprised but Tammy is here with us.  She just got out a couple of months ago and she had nowhere else to go and Karen begged me to take her in, and she is the children’s mother after all,” Royce hadn’t thought about Tammy and he was glad to know she’d spent the full ten years in prison since he felt he’d spent the last ten years locked up too so to speak.  
 
   “Okay mother thanks for letting me know,” and Royce didn’t know how he felt about that or if he understood but he did tell Bobby when he got off the phone though, “Tammy is out of prison and staying with my mother,” and Bobby was shocked. “Well I made sure she stayed in there I tell you that,” he said angrily.  Bobby felt all this was because of Tammy a woman he should have never been with in the first place.  She never deserved Royce in his opinion and then he told Royce what he’d done.  
 
   “When I found out about her parole hearing I flew to Gatesville man and made sure she stayed locked up.”  Back then Bobby was so mad at her and still was for causing this, for causing Royce to have to run and hide and he was scared for him, so scared and he blamed Tammy and he told the parole board that.  “Her actions and what she started has caused Royce Harrington and his family to fear for their lives and they had to flee for their safety as they are uncertain who or what will be coming after them and they believe another threat is imminent.  She caused them to give up their life, their livelihood, and she should remain in prison for the maximum of her sentence,” he said angrily, and he saw Karen and Dillon.  Karen was crying and they were the only ones who’d shown up asking for their mother to be released.  
 
   Tammy had been miserable in prison and had regretted from the moment the doors clanged behind her what she’d done, but mostly that she’d been caught.  She wished with everything in her that her plan had worked and Joy and her evil spawn were no more, and then if it came out then so be it, but to be in prison for planning burned her to her core and her only solace was her children.  She called every chance she got until Walker Sr. found out and put a stop to that and put his foot down, “You will call them once a week or I will shut down all communication!  We can’t have you calling whenever you feel like it upsetting the children!”   He’d told her furious, “Wednesday between four and six!  That’s it!”  And he’d held her to that, she tried to break that a few times but the butler who was the only one who answered the phone wouldn’t accept her charges unless it was Wednesday between four and six.  
 
   Since no one would bring them to see her Tammy wouldn’t see her children for three years and for her it was three long tortuous years of once a week calling and no visits.  Karen was fourteen when she was sent to prison and it would take her getting her driver’s license and a car to end that drought and they finally came to visit her.  
 
   And after five years Tammy was ready, more than ready to come home.  She’d survived the best she could in prison; she’d pretended she liked being in a woman’s bed with her fingers between her legs and her tongue deep inside her; she’d pretended she would kick the shit out of anyone who crossed her when she was scared shitless.  She’d flirted and let a couple of guards know they could have her if it meant she could win favors and get a little bit of freedom, but none of them took the bait.  After five years she was tired of pretending she wanted to go home and it was Karen and Dillon who tried to free her, but it was Bobby who stopped it. 
 
   The parole board looked hard at Tammy after his statement and the head of the board asked, “Were you aware Mr. Harrington and his family had fled fearing for their safety?”  “Yes, but it had nothing to do with me, I didn’t do anything,” but she knew Royce was gone.  Karen had told her, “Daddy’s gone mom and no one knows where.  Grandma is really upset about it too,” and she remembered at the time thinking, run, run, you should run, if I’m locked up in prison you shouldn’t be happy either.  Run and take that bitch and your mixed spawn with you.   She wasn’t sorry Royce had to run and with that the parole board denied her parole, also believing she had something to do with it.
 
   The next day instead of flying Royce decided to drive.  Amarillo was only a few hours from Dallas and he wanted to think, be alone, and be free for a change, just go with no worries, no fears so he said goodbye to Bobby, “I’ll get back as soon I can okay.”  He wanted to roar up the freeway so he rented a red Mustang GT with a stick shift and sped up highway 75 towards Oklahoma.  
 
   He drove with his music blasting.  The car came with satellite radio and he loved it.  He found so many stations with music that he loved and hadn’t heard in a long time that he made little drum beats on the steering wheel as he drove.  He was carefree but he also thought long and hard as he was zooming down the highway and by the time he reached Amarillo city limits he felt a knot in his stomach and he knew he didn’t want to see Tammy.  He hated her with everything in him, and his mother he didn’t know what she knew or didn’t but she didn’t seem to care about what happened to him if she thought welcoming Tammy was okay.  She clearly just didn’t get it.  Tammy was in jail for trying to have his wife and children murdered, that should be reason enough for her not to want anything to do with her.  He was her son, her flesh and blood and he felt she was being either naïve or cavalier about the whole thing either way he wasn’t sure if he was ready to face someone who didn’t understand or who wasn’t ready to understand.  
 
   His thoughts turned to Joy, if only I’d taken her to see them, maybe they wouldn’t have been so attached to Tammy.  Joy was ten times the better person than Tammy.  Tammy had proven herself to be a heartless bitch in his opinion, but he’d been afraid to take Joy to meet his family, afraid his father would say something to hurt her, and he just couldn’t do it.  He’d seen how they treated Tammy at first and the best thing then was to stay away and it took time and children for them to accept her, but he didn’t do that with Joy and he felt the knot, and that’s why my father could do such a thing, he didn’t know her.  He didn’t know how beautiful and wonderful she is, and as he neared the turn off towards the ranch he saw the sign, “Junction 207,” and he thought of Karen.  
 
   He didn’t know how she’d turned out and he wondered if she was alright mentally, and if she was anything like before and still defending her mother and he thought that was most likely since his mother said, “Karen begged me to take her in,” then he didn’t want to see her either.  Dillon he wouldn’t mind seeing, but Dillon was a follower and he’d never sided with him in this, so there was no reason to believe it would be different this time, and as he neared Junction 207 he swerved off and kept going.  He wasn’t ready to face them yet he knew that, he decided instead to go see his father, and just like that the knot eased.
 
   Royce drove to St. Agnes of Assisi Memorial Cemetery.  It was a large beautiful cemetery and the Harrington’s had a large mausoleum where Harrington’s had been buried for generations and there was still room for more.  He could be buried there if he chose but he didn’t think he would, he wanted to be near Joy wherever that final resting place would be. 
 
   He called his mother, “Mother I don’t know what you understand about what I’ve been through and why but I’m not sure if you’re ready to understand if you think I can be in the same room with Tammy.  I can’t see you all right now mother.  There’s a lot that needs to be discussed and some things you need to be aware of and I’m not sure if you’re ready to hear them.  I’m sorry mother but I can’t come now,” and his mother was shocked, “Royce, everyone wants to see you, you must come!”  “Why must I come mother?  Did you hear what I said, do you know what I’ve been through?  Do you want to know and hear what I have to say mother and Tammy is a direct link to that.  I cannot come there and pretend everything is alright with me, come to some lunch and act like it’s one big happy family when it’s not.  There are some serious issues involved here that need to be discussed.  I’m sorry mother I will call you another time,” and he knew he’d made the right decision and felt lighter.  
 
   His mother seemed to take a stance without knowing what her actions might cause and he remembered her always standing behind his father, agreeing with everything he said or did.  And his brother was just like her.  They stood behind his father and he wondered did they know he was trying to kill his family?  Did they know how many times his father had broken him?   His reason for running in the first place, for bullets in Spain, for assassins in South Africa, a cruel letter in Italy, each time had broken him and sent him spiraling.  He hurt so deep and it was Joy and his family that held him together, he held on tight to Joy, so tight and he was glad she was the kind of woman who didn’t mind how hard and strong he held on to her.  If it hadn’t been for Joy he wouldn’t have made it through, and he wished he’d had the chance to ask his father  "Why?  Why?  Why?”
 
   If his family wasn’t ready to seriously talk about this and really understand then he couldn’t see them, he couldn’t face them right now.
 
   He drove through the angelic archway.   A stone and wrought iron fence with beautiful scrollwork along the top with cherubic stone angels went around the immaculate grounds.  He followed the roads until he reached the mausoleum, it was in the back but in the middle of the cemetery.  You could see the large marble structure long before you got to it.  It was made of solid marble and had a statue of Jesus with his palms up to welcome you, a stone path led to the Harrington final resting place.  There wasn’t a door to the mausoleum, it was open and had marble pillars and an everlasting flame constantly burning in the center and behind it were the burial chambers that went from floor to ceiling, his ancestors buried one on top of the other and room to spare.
 
   He parked behind a black SUV and a black man was leaning against it wearing a black suit and texting on his phone, the man nodded and Royce nodded back and headed down the stone path.  Royce saw two children about nine or ten, a boy and a girl dressed in their Sunday best laughing and holding hands going around and around in circles like they were playing ring around the roses, he assumed they were the man’s since they were black too.  He entered the mausoleum and a woman was sitting on one of the stone benches and she looked to be praying, her head down and eyes closed and her lips were silently moving. 
 
   “Oh excuse me,” he said.  She looked up startled and stared at him, “Oh no, it’s okay,” she smiled at him.  He walked towards her, “I’m Royce Harrington,” and she stood and shook his hand and she kept staring at him, “Do you know someone in here?”  “Yes, yes I do, Walker Harrington Sr.”  “Oh my father,” and he wondered if her father or mother was an employee, his father hired blacks in his factories, but only a few if any were at the main office, “How did you know him?”  And she looked at him strange, she paused and took a long time to answer and now he really wanted to know how she knew him.  She stared at him, looking deeply in his eyes and he waited for an answer.  
 
   “You look so much like him,” she smiled and said, “So much like daddy.”  She looked into his eyes to see if that registered and it did.  “He was my father too,” and the shock hit him like a bolt and he took a step back.
 
   “What?  Who are you?”  He said his head spinning, “I’m Holly Ann Johnson, Holly Ann Glover now and yes your father is my father.  I’m our father’s youngest child I was born ten days after you on August 14, 1968,” and her face showed she’d resigned to tell the truth.  He’d seen her struggle for a moment as he waited and then she resolved to answer truthfully, and now he was looking at her.  She had light eyes, not blue, but a brownish hazel, and her skin was a little darker than Justin’s, and now he stared at her.  “I know it’s a shock Royce, but would you like to meet somebody, someone who can tell you everything?”  And he nodded, and she took his hand.  He’d gone mute and she led him out the mausoleum and up the path like a child, he was stunned deaf and dumb.  “Come on Tiara and Tony, it’s time to go,” Holly Ann said.  
 
   The man at the car turned off his phone when he saw her holding his hand leading him, “This is Royce Harrington,” and the man’s shocked showed, “The one who’s been missing?” And he looked wide eyed at Royce and although he couldn’t speak Royce noticed that they knew him; they seemed very familiar with him as if they’d spoken his name many times and it rolled effortlessly off their tongue.  Holly Ann nodded and looked at him, “Can you drive?  Are you okay to drive?”  She said slowly as if speaking to a child and he nodded.  She squeezed his hand and smiled, “Follow us okay, you’ll get your answers,” and he squeezed back and walked to his car.
 
   Oh he needed answers alright, what the hell was going on?  This was making no sense whatsoever, he got in his car, his heart beating wildly, not understanding, but resolved now.  He’d come out of his stupor and shock now that he was in the car and he was determined to get to the bottom of this.
 
   Royce followed the black SUV out of the cemetery and out into Amarillo.  They went up Highway 40 just past downtown and then turned down West 34th Street, and off Bell.  He’d never been to this part of Amarillo before so he was paying attention so he could find his way back and then they turned right on Holzer, then right on Tillman and they pulled in front of a two story yellow house.  It was built with yellow siding and he saw a red brick chimney running up one side of the house, the house was very well maintained with a large porch and red painted concrete stairs leading up to it with a black iron scroll banister.  All of them walked up the steps to the porch, Holly Ann opened the screen door, “Momma!  Momma!”  And he was thinking, yes, I’d like to meet your mother, and he walked into the house behind her and into what looked like a family room.  He could see the kitchen in the back of the house but standing everywhere were people.
 
   There were people all around staring at him, adults, children, all stood looking at him.  All black and of different shades he noticed that, and even though he’d hated Sayeed Abdullah he’d said one thing right before he killed him, “Color does matter,” and he was right.  In all their travels that was the one thing that people noticed first.  People liked to put you in a category when they first laid eyes upon you, in Spain because of Joy’s coloring they assumed she was Spanish and they automatically put her in that box.  In South Africa he was English or Afrikaans, in France they assumed he was French.  People wanted to place you somewhere and when they couldn’t they stared at you wondering where you belonged, and color helped them put you where they thought you should be.  He stood looking back at them wondering who these people were and then an older woman, she was short, brown skinned, with gray hair styled like she’d just come from the beauty shop and dressed like she’d been to church with thick opaque stockings on her legs.  
 
   She came slowly from around the corner, “Stop staring at him, ya’ll going to scare him to death.”  She walked up to him and looked at him, and he looked at her, “My you look so much like your father,” she said taking his hand between both of hers. “I thought the same thing when I saw him too,” Holly Ann said. “Come on in here so we can talk,” the woman said, “Bring us some iced tea would you,” she said to no one in particular and she led him to the formal living room.  “Have a seat Royce, I know this is shocking to you,” and he wondered how she knew his name and just like Holly Ann it seemed familiar to her.  She said it with ease, and he caught his voice now. “Yes ma’am, yes ma’am it is,” and she smiled at him and sat down in an upright chair, “Have a seat, have a seat,” and he sat on the sofa.
 
   “I’m Hennie, Henrietta Johnson,” and once Royce was seated a woman brought in the drinks on a silver tray and while she set the tray down he looked around the room.  It was a house that looked like someone had lived there a long time, the furnishings bought a long time ago but kept in good condition.  She liked plants, they were all over the room and she liked pictures.  He saw pictures everywhere, on the wall, on the coffee table, end tables and over the fireplace, on the mantle.  He saw baby pictures, graduation pictures, wedding pictures, candid shots, professional shots and as he looked closer he recognized someone in a few of them.  He saw his father, a young version of his father and he stared.  The woman who brought the tray held out a glass to him, he took it, and she left.  “I guess you’re wondering what’s going on?”  And he nodded, he was back to being mute again. “Well the only place I can begin is at the beginning, that’s the only way to tell this story,” Hennie said.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 18,  WALKER'S WEB
 
    
 
    
 
   Oh what a web we weave when trying to deceive, that was the thought that hit Royce as he stared at the picture, the picture was old, it was black and white and his father was young, even younger than him now.  He looked over at Hennie and she smiled at him and began her story…,
 
   “I was with your father for ten years before he married your mother,” his eyes widened and he wondered had his father even loved his mother or his brother, sister, him. “Oh don’t go thinking your father didn’t love your mother or any of you, because he did.  I had to tell your mother that when she sat in that same spot a few months ago.” “My mother knows about this?”  Hennie nodded, “She found out by surprise like you did after Wally passed,” and he raised an eyebrow, “We called him Wally, it was easier and it didn’t raise any suspicions, your father was a very important man around this area,” she sipped her tea, she paused and started again. 
 
   “I met your father in Boston in 1950, we were just nineteen years old and he was going to Harvard and I was in nursing school.  He came to a club in the Negro part of town called Freddie Macs, it was a popular club, had been around for years.  Freddie use to live in New York and came back home and opened the club.  Lots of greats had come through there to hone their skills, Duke Ellington, Ella Fitzgerald, Lena Horne, Ray Charles and we was use to the Harvard boys coming out; they’d been coming out for years too.  They liked good music too, but in 1950 it was a place to dance, swing dancing had come out, and we’d put on our poodle skirts and Buster Brown saddle shoes and ankle socks and we’d hit the floor and the white boys from Harvard wanted to learn so they danced right along with us, and one night your father came in…,”
 
   Walker Harrington would remember that night for the rest of his life like it was yesterday.  His buddies told him, “Hey there’s this club the boys are going too to learn to dance like the Negros, we need to go if we’re ever going to get the girls to dance with us.”  All the boys at Harvard could waltz and do the ballroom dances their parents taught them, but new music was playing and the girls were only dancing with the boys who knew how to dance to it while the boys like Walker stood by the wall.  The boys who could twist and dance and move their feet were getting all the action, and being like any boy who liked girls Walker said, “Sure, let’s go,” and he drove his brand new red and white Cadillac Series 62, it was a graduation gift fresh off the assembly line when his father bought it and he knew he was cool.  
 
   They drove to Roxbury, Boston’s Negro side of town.  They heard the music even before they entered the club, the scene was happening, it was hopping and rocking and it was full of college students, white college boys, they wouldn’t bring the white girls.  They feared what the Negros would do to them and that the white girls would like the Negro boys better when they saw how good they could move in their fancy clothes with their hair slicked back processed and styled.  Walker and his friends found a table and ordered drinks, and sat down in the loud place and started bopping their heads and watching and drinking and Walker saw this girl.
 
    She was brown skinned and her smile lit up the room as her partner twisted, spun her and flipped her over his head, and she’d land and they moved their feet still on beat to the hopping music, and he watched her and when her partner flipped her he caught a glimpse of her white panties against her brown legs and he felt himself throbbing, and he kept watching and waiting for it to happen again and every time it did he saw those brown legs against that mound of white slips that girls wore to give their skirt the most flare and made their waist look tiny.  He drank and watched her, her smile, she was so exciting, and pretty, so damn pretty, and those legs.
 
   Finally they’d worked up the courage, “Let’s try it!”  And they were up and bopping as they went onto the dance floor, “I’ll take her, the one in the light blue skirt,” he said nodding towards Hennie, and they bopped up on the dance floor and he said, “Excuse me may I cut in and dance with the lovely young lady,” and Hennie’s partner let him, it wasn’t because he was white, it was just the way it was done in those days, the Negro boys cut in too.  It was the young ladies who danced the night away and they seemed happy to switch partners at a moment’s notice, and Hennie smiled at him and Walker had to still himself for a moment.  
 
   She was beautiful, her eyes bright, her hair short and waved with a little flip at the end, and her smile, those lips, and her little nose, it all came together beautifully with her brown skin and he was smitten, and Hennie had to slow down, he didn’t have a clue what to do.  “Get the beat, that’s what you got to do, catch the beat,” and she clapped the beat and Walker’s feet didn’t want to cooperate but Hennie was patience and when it was over she said out of breath, “Thank you,” and was about to walk away and he grabbed her hand and said, “Don’t go, I’d really like to learn,” and Hennie came back and said, “Okay, what’s your name?”  “Walker, Walker Harrington.” 
 
   “Oh I can hear the southern charm in your voice, where are you from?”  He smiled at her, his blue eyes penetrating hers, his thick dark hair short and combed back, “Texas, the Lone Star State,” he said still smiling at her. “I’m Henrietta, but most people call me Hennie,” she smiled and said, “Okay buy me a cola and I’ll show you how to swing okay,” and that night they talked.  They danced and Walker liked her and he came back the next night and it was a repeat of the same, and after that every weekend Walker was at Freddie Macs meeting Hennie and learning to dance, and no one thought anything of it, that’s what the white boys did.  Even though most didn’t pick one girl, they danced with different girls like the Negro men, but Walker he only danced with Hennie.  
 
   He was a sophomore at Harvard and she was a sophomore at Our Lady of Sacred Heart’s a colored nursing school, and this went on all year long Walker driving up in his red and white Cadillac Series 62 with the sleek rounded sides and dancing the night away with her, and it was after summer vacation and they were juniors when folks started noticing he didn’t just come on the weekends, he came during the week.  Hennie didn’t stay in the dormitory, first of all she hated them, they were called cells and they were small and sterile and since it was run by nuns you had to pray an awful lot and the food was terrible so she stayed at home.  The Negros in the neighborhood would see her running off to meet him when his car pulled up and off they’d go, and everybody was scratching their chins wondering what was going on? 
 
   And they should have been, because once Walker was smitten that summer after his sophomore year he went home to the ranch and thought about nothing but Hennie, and he wanted her, wanted her badly.   His parents were trying to push him toward this socialite or that one and he dated them that summer, but his mind was on Hennie and when he went back to Harvard he had one thought on his mind and that was to make Hennie Johnson his, so every free night he had he went to see her.  He took her out to eat, he took her sightseeing, he took her to the movies, and then he started kissing her, kissing her lips, he held her, and pressed against her and finally one night as they parked and kissed and fumbled all over each other in the back seat of his Cadillac, he said, “I want to touch you so bad, just once Hennie, let me do it just once,” and Hennie let him do it, and she was a virgin and he was not, he’d done it several times with a few easy girls the ranch hands found. “Oh god Hennie,” he cried out as she let him have her, and he felt those brown legs open for him and he was lost, and after that they did it all the time, and at the end of summer when he came back Hennie was crying.
 
   “What is it Hennie?”  “I’m pregnant Wally,” and he held her in his arms. “My father is making me give it up.  I have to go to this convent and stay there and they’ll take the baby.  He says I can’t come home if I don’t,” she cried against him, “Oh Wally, this is awful, I only had one more year to go and now I can’t finish nursing school.  What am I going to do?”  “It’s okay Hennie, I’ll take care of you,” he promised her and Hennie looked into his blue eyes and saw the love there, and she loved him too, had fallen so in love with him.  She loved seeing that Cadillac pull up and her father hated seeing it, “He can’t even come to the house, look at him that white boy, think he got all the privilege in the world at his fingertips, you watch yourself with that boy,” her father warned, and she didn’t watch herself close enough because her father was fit to be tied and hated the sight of Walker after she got pregnant.
 
   Hennie was sent to a convent in lower Massachusetts and Walker came by the house and begged her mother and father, “Please tell me where she is, please!”  And her parents wouldn’t budge, his heart broken he went back again and again.  Hennie was having his child and he thought about it, and the more he thought about it the more he didn’t want her to give it away and he'd plead with them, “She can’t just give our baby away!  I’ll take care of her, I’ll take care of her!”  He knew he was rich, he could take care of Hennie, he didn’t know how though, but somehow he would find a way.  Hennie was gone and he didn’t know where and her father would glare at him and tell him, “Haven’t you caused enough trouble around here?  Hennie was doing fine until you came along!”  
 
   Walker cried and left wanting Hennie, his grades suffered and his father came and tore into him about that, and he straightened up and got back on track even as he worried about  Hennie and he wouldn’t give up.  He did his studies and went to her house hoping her parents would give in and tell him where she was, it had been months and he hadn’t seen her, and every time he left her house he wiped tears, and now the folks in the neighborhood rubbed their chins in wonder but this time they were thinking, Is the boy in love with her?
 
   It was her best friend Juanita who saw him coming back time after time and leaving wiping tears and she called him over and said, “Look I know where Hennie is.  Promise me you mean to do right by her,” and he said, “I do, I promise, I’ll take care of her,” and she told him where she was even as she saw Hennie’s father come outside and stand on the porch and glare at her and Walker hopped in his car and drove the two hours south of Boston.
 
   “…I didn’t see your father for months and my belly grew and I felt the baby move and knew my father was right.  I couldn’t raise a baby alone and I was ready to do as he said,” Royce listened enchanted as she told her story, “And then I saw the red and white Cadillac driving up fast to the convent and I couldn’t believe Wally was there and that he’d found me,” Royce saw her smile, and she continued...  
 
   Walker knew one thing in the months he hadn’t seen her and that was that he loved her, desperately loved her and he didn’t know how he could do it, but he knew he was going to graduate and work for his father and he knew somehow he would take care of her.  He knew he couldn’t marry her, she was a Negro, but he could take care of her and he told her so.  He ran up the convent steps, “Hennie, don’t do this Hennie!  I’ll take care of you I promise, I promise Hennie, come with me please Hennie,” he begged her and at first she wouldn’t listen, she thought her father’s plan was best.  She could go back to nursing school, move on with her life, but Wally came back and kept coming back and each time she grew bigger.  The baby moved and kicked inside her and she felt it and she knew how that baby was made.  
 
   It wasn’t some fly by night one night stand.  They’d been doing it for months in the back seat of that Cadillac fogging up the windows before that baby was made, it had been made out of hot passion, heat, sweating, panting and declarations of love, and she knew they’d made that baby the day before he was leaving to go back to Texas for the summer.   It was in June and he came to pick her up and he wanted to love her as much as possible he said, so they picked up hamburgers, French fries and a couple bottles of root beer from the local diner and drove out to the make out spot they frequented.  After they’d eaten they climbed in the back seat and made love and when they were done the first time and she lay in Wally’s arms, they draped his shirt over them and talked and he stroked her body and kissed her and he couldn’t stop kissing her and when he was ready they did it again, and when he was ready a third time they did it again.  “I want to love you enough to last all summer,” he’d said, and they’d stayed too long because he took her home late and her father was fit to be tied.  She knew that baby was made from love and she loved Wally she really did. 
 
   “…I loved your father and I loved that baby growing inside me.  I knew that baby had been made with love and I knew how brave he was being to take this on.  We couldn’t marry I knew that and so did he, his father would have disowned him as mine had done me.  My father said I couldn’t come home if I didn’t give our baby up, so we were realistic about that, we couldn’t marry, but Wally promised he’d take care of us.  That he’d work for his father and take care of us if I’d just agree to come with him he’d take care of us and finally I put my faith in Wally and I said yes, yes I’ll come with you.  And that March, just before my birthday I gave birth to Wallace, and Wally lied and told the nuns if they tried to take my baby his daddy was a big time lawyer he’d sue them, so they didn’t touch my baby they let me hold him and touch him and they showed me how to take care of him and he paid them to keep me until he graduated and that June after he marched down the aisle he came and got me and the baby.
 
   He loaded us up in his Cadillac and we drove to Texas and I was scared to death.  I’d never been down south, but I’d heard stories.  We traveled pretty much without incident, he drove and when he stopped for food he went and got it and if it was a white place sometimes I’d hide down on the seat with a blanket over me and the baby, if it was the Negro part of town we both got out and went inside.  We stayed the night in the Negro part of town too and we only had one scare and that was in Tennessee.  I was laying on the backseat under our blanket nursing the baby.  I did that so big truck drivers wouldn’t see me and this one time I raised up and right beside us were police officers and I saw them look surprised to see me pop up like that and they pulled Wally over.
 
   “Where you going with that pretty gal across state lines?”  They said seeing his Texas license plates and I was nervous and scared, “I’m taking her to Texas, she’s going to work for my mother,” Wally told them. “Whose baby is that?”  I knew they’d seen my little almost white baby.  He had blue eyes just like his daddy and I fell in love with him the minute he was born and I was glad I’d chosen to go with Wally.  I would have never been happy wondering where he was or what was happening to him, but anyway your daddy looked them square in the eye and said, “It’s her baby who’d you think it was?”  The cop nodded and walked away.” 
 
   Royce drank his tea as he listened and he was fascinated hearing her story about his father being young, in love, and desperate, it sounded like a completely different person than the man he grew up with.  He looked around the room and he saw a picture of Hennie when she was young, it was a head shot, a high school graduation picture.  Her hair was short and waved and flipped out and her shoulders bare and she was wearing some kind of fur shawl and she was slightly looking over her shoulder and he knew that was the Hennie his father fell in love with, so was his father like him?  Was he Louie too?  He had a taste of brown sugar and was lost to it?
 
   Hennie continued, “And when we got to Texas, Wally said he knew of an area where they were building new houses for factory workers, people of color and that he’d buy me a house…”
 
   “I told you I’d take care of you,” Walker said and he showed Hennie the new tract houses they were building close to the factories.  Hennie saw those houses and they were small, definitely not what she had in mind for what she needed, but there was a street Holzer Street that ran alongside the neighborhood and it was Holzer Street you turned onto from Bell Street that divided the neighborhoods, on one side of Holzer were the tract homes and on the other was the white neighborhood.  It was a nice older neighborhood and right on the corner was a house, a big yellow house with a “For Sale” sign in front of it. “I like that house Wally.” 
 
   Walker knew it was on the white side, “I’ll check into it, okay,” and he called the agent who said, “I can’t keep nobody in that house since they built those factory homes, it’s too close to the coloreds and Mexicans and right next door it’s got two families of Jews,” she told him this shaking her head after she sold it to him and Walker didn’t care he bought Hennie the house she wanted, and Hennie wanted the house because it was big.  She took one piece of advice from her father who found out what she was up too when she didn’t come home, “Hennie don’t be stupid, you going off with that white boy it don’t set right with me and I don’t think it’ll last but don’t be stupid.  Take whatever money he give you.  Don’t be proud you got another mouth to feed, but always put some away and whatever he buy for you make sure he put your name on it, so when the day come he leave you and he will leave you you’ll have money in your pocket and something to show for it,” he told her.  
 
   Walker paid cash for the house and put it in her name and the agent didn’t care as long as she sold it, and Hennie loved that it had Negros on one side and she didn’t care about Jews, and she didn’t know anything about Mexicans had never even seen a Mexican so she didn’t care about them either.  She had a home.  She thought she was going to rent the rooms out, it was a large house, it was three stories really.  It had a finished attic, a second floor and first floor.  The second floor and attic were bedrooms and the first floor had a master bedroom with formals, a small family room, large kitchen and outside there was a little yellow detached one car garage.
 
   “…Wally bought me this house on Tillman Street and a car, an Oldsmobile Super 88 and he had to teach me to drive,” she chuckled, “And oh I was a terror at first." 'Slow down Hennie you’re gonna kill me and the baby,' he would say, but he taught me until I learned and I was going to rent the rooms out when your daddy left me, that’s what I thought I’d do.  I’d put my faith in Wally but I was under no illusions that it might not work out, but we kept filling those rooms with babies,” she laughed and said, “After I had Wallace in 1953, I had Hollis in 1955, then Warren in 1958 and then I had Pauline in 1960, our first daughter but that was the year he married your momma.  He got married in June 1960 and I had Pauline in July, and that’s when we broke it off.  I told him I wasn’t going with another woman’s husband!  He had to get married you see, his father wanted him to give him grand children like his brothers and sisters.  He was the oldest, a man of thirty and your grandfather was tired of him stalling and was wondering what was the hold up on him marrying and settling down and he didn’t know it was me and he already had children.”  
 
   Hennie was wrong on that Walker’s father did know about her and the children and told Walker, “I know about your negra.  I know you keep her and your half negra children over off Tillman Street, but now I want legitimate grand children from you.  I’m tired of making excuses on why you’re not married, you’re a grown man of thirty, now settle down and find a proper wife or you’ll never inherit Harrington Industries.  You can keep your negra mistress, I don’t care about that, many a white man like a little sass in their women.  They like saucy and sassy women who do wild things in the bedroom, I’m not one of them,” his father said and Walker was wondering who he was talking about.  Hennie wasn’t saucy and sassy, she was just Hennie and he loved her, but in the end his livelihood and future won out and he wanted to run Harrington Industries, so he started meeting daughters of the wealthy in the state of Texas and it was Allison Whitehurst of Austin who won him over.  She was young, only twenty-one and she was beautiful, had knock out green eyes and blonde hair, he found her very attractive and he liked her soft southern personality.
 
   “…He met your momma and fell in love and I knew it was over.  We’d had ten good years together and I was okay with that.  They planned a huge beautiful June wedding, I read all about it in the paper, the paper had a picture of him dressed in his tuxedo and her in her white wedding gown and I was happy for Wally.  I knew he couldn’t marry me, but I was pregnant at the time he got married, while he was on his honeymoon I gave birth to Pauline and like Wallace she was her daddy all over again, and I loved her and I thought she was going to be the last child I had with him…,” 
 
   “Why do you call him Wally?”  Royce asked still fascinated at the story.  He was imagining his father young, fiery, passionate, and in love.  He’d already drunk two glasses of tea he was so engrossed.  Hennie continued and he reached for the pitcher on the coffee table again, “Well I started off calling him Walker, but Walker always sounded so stiff, so proper and pompous and that wasn’t the guy I was with.  He was fun, we laughed, we had fun dancing the night away,” and she didn’t want to say and he thrilled the hell out of her in the back seat of his Cadillac, he wasn’t prim and proper Walker then. “He just wasn’t a Walker to me, so I started calling him Wally and it stuck,” she said, “That’s why I named our first son Wallace, it was a play off the name Wally, but when we got to Texas it helped, it was best we call him by a different name so people wouldn’t get suspicious.  Your family is prominent around here and I was meeting people and making my own life and the kids were growing up, it helped keep our relationship from people who might have a problem with it and cause us harm, so we all know him as Wally.”  “Oh,” Royce said understanding. 
 
   “Well where was I?  Oh yes, when your father married your momma he was happy and in love I knew that and we had agreed to stop seeing each other,” and Royce smiled at that, at least he loved his mother, “And we did, he didn’t come see us on Thanksgiving or Christmas that year like he usually did and the children were sad and wondered where their father was, and I told them he wasn’t coming around anymore, and it was alright we was okay your father had given me lots of money over the years, and he still put money in my bank account every month like he promised.  He took care of us.  We always had food on the table, the milkman left milk on our porch and we had ice for the ice box and I had put a little away like my daddy told me too, but then right around my birthday I saw his car pull up in the driveway and he got out and came in through the back screened in porch like he always did and the kids were so happy to see him.  They ran to greet him and he was happy to see them too, he was smiling and happy, and I said, 'Wally what you doing around here?'  And he said, 'I came to see my children, can’t a man come around to see his children,' and I couldn’t deny him that, so he started coming back around, and for my birthday he gave me a mink stole and said,  'This is for the time I was away, for Christmas and everything,' and just like that we were back to the way it was.  
 
   He had his place at the head of the table and he came around like he used to, and he changed a few things, instead of spending Thanksgiving with us, we fixed our Thanksgiving dinner on Wednesday, and instead of Christmas he spent Christmas Eve with us and we opened our presents then, but he always spent my birthday and his with us.”  “How?  I mean I don’t know how, he was always with us on his birthday,” Royce said, and Hennie looked at him, “I said we changed a few things,” she smiled at him, “He changed his birthday for you all, he’d already been spending his birthday with us for years, he couldn’t change it for us we knew the date, your father’s birthday was May 29, 1931, exactly two months after mine.  I was born March 29, 1931.  We use to kid each other that we were meant to be together.” 
 
   Royce looked at her surprised and said, “But his birthday was…” “June third, I know that’s what he told you all.  Check the obituary, he told you all that to make this work,” Hennie said, and Royce understood, his father had lied about his birthday so he could be with his mistress and other family. 
 
   “He didn’t mean to, it was just how he worked things out.  Well when he started coming back over to see the children one thing led to another and before we knew it he and I were back together too.  I’m not proud of it, but he was the one man, the only man I have ever loved and I loved him, loved him deeply.  And from there the babies kept coming for me and your momma.  Your mother had your brother Tommy in 1962 and I had Collette in 1963.  Your momma had your sister Alice Ann in 1965 and I had my Thomas in 1966, your momma had you August 4, 1968 and I had Holly Ann ten days later on August fourteenth and then it seemed both me and your momma was done having babies,” and she stopped and looked at Royce.
 
   Royce was stunned by this story, “So how do you know so much about us and we don’t know anything about you?”  He asked.  “Well…he talked about you all, we asked about you all.  We saw things in the paper about you.  You were his public family, so everyone knew about you, including us…, but we had a good life together.  We shared and had good times…Here take a look at this,” she pointed to a photo album on the coffee table.  
 
   Royce picked it up and looked through it and he saw pictures of the children, his father, Hennie, all at various ages and times, Christmas, Thanksgiving, “Hollis took most of these he was our budding photographer.”  Royce scanned through the book and saw his father in pajamas reading the paper a child on his lap, in some his father is smiling and in some he’s looking at the camera as if to say, “Don’t take my picture I mean it,” and there was one that was his favorite.  It was black and white and it captured to Royce the true essence of his father.  The picture was taken in the kitchen, the same kitchen he’d seen when he walked in.  Hennie was in the background in a bathrobe cooking at the stove, children of various ages and sizes were sitting around the table in pajamas, and his father was sitting at the head of the table in a robe and pajamas and he was reading the paper, but in this shot he’d pulled the paper down to one side because it looked like he listening to one of his children.  He was looking at one of the boys and he was smiling as the boy was talking to him and it looked like the perfect father with the perfect family and Royce thought it could have been him, his father could have been him.  
 
   He finished looking through the book and he felt his emotions getting the best of him, and he felt the tears, his father was happy with them.  This wasn’t making sense, “I don’t understand, if he had you why…Why would he do what he did to me?” He said through his tears, and Hennie looked sadly at him, “Your father was a complicated and complex man and he believed certain things, it was part of his era, his way of thinking.  I can’t defend him… but I might have something that can explain it to you,” she said, “Holly Ann!  Holly Ann!”  Holly Ann came in, “Go look on the top of my bureau and bring me…I have a little wooden box where I keep little things.  You’ll see it, bring that to me baby,” and she saw Royce wiping his eyes.  “I loved your father and I was with him for fifty-two years and it took fifty-two years for him to break my heart.”
 
   Holly Ann came back in with the box and Hennie opened it and rummaged through it and pulled out a letter and handed it to Royce.  On the envelope there was one word, “Hennie,” and he recognized the handwriting.  He opened the letter and began to read, 
 
   Hennie, 
 
   I’ve been a fool.  I never meant to hurt you, never meant to hurt my boy and I’ve done both listening to a stupid girl in a library.  I know you won’t forgive me for what I’ve done and it took me a long time to realize how foolish I’ve been.  Please try and forgive me…
 
   It took Walker many years to write that letter and to see what he’d done.  And it all came from one innocent ordinary day.  
 
   Walker and Hennie had been in bed and they’d been together fifty-two years and shared everything together.  He told Hennie everything and couldn’t remember a time he hadn’t talked to her.  He told her about business deals and got her advice and he talked about Allison, his children Tommy, Alice Ann and Royce.  It was Hennie who told him to let Royce go to Tech, “Look if it’ll make him happy and you say he wants to run the ranch.  Well he doesn’t need a Harvard degree to do that, let him go to Texas Tech.  Tommy has the Harvard degree and he’s going to run the company anyway right,” and he agreed and he loved seeing the smile on Royce’s face when he told him he could go to Texas Tech. 
 
   But then he went and married that white trash girl and when he married the negra he knew the boy didn’t understand about protecting the family, he wasn’t like him.  It was the family name he had to protect, his father had stressed that.  That’s why his father didn’t care about Hennie and the kids he had with her; they didn’t have the Harrington name, and he agreed with his father.  
 
   “Why are you so upset with him?”  Hennie asked him.  This was after Royce disappeared and they’d talked about it many times and Walker would tell her, “I can’t believe he just up and left like that, no word, no nothing,” and this day she asked again. “Look Wally he has his reasons for leaving, you know what his ex-wife did.  Who knows what he’s feeling?  Why are you upset with him for doing what he thinks is best?”  They were relaxed and naked in bed after loving each other.  “Because if he hadn’t married the girl he wouldn’t have to run off like that, if he’d just kept his family together none of this would have happened!  It isn’t right that’s why!  The way he’s doing it, the way you and I did it was right!”  Walker got up and was pacing. Hennie was comfortable and propped up in bed with the cover draped over half her body.  They were old but they’d never stopped loving or pleasing each other in bed and had always had a passion between them.  
 
   They were comfortable together and could talk about anything and had lived this way for years.  Walker would come over for dinner at least three to five times a week, telling Allison he was working late and the nights he stayed with Hennie to Allison he was on business trips and he’d stay for days and he loved being in Hennie’s bed.  He went to her with love in his heart and heat and passion between his legs.  
 
   He didn’t have a chauffeur because he didn’t want another soul to know what he was doing and that enabled him to hide his lifestyle.  He had two cars parked in the parking garage at the office, an older not so new car, usually a Cadillac that he drove to Hennie’s and he’d park it in the driveway that ran alongside the house.  There was a little yellow one car garage off to the side and in back of the house, he’d drive up as far as possible until he was close to the garage and his car was out of sight and Hennie had a screened in back porch where she kept beautiful plants.  They’d sat out there many a morning or evening drinking coffee and talking, but once he parked he’d walk in through the screened porch and through the back door.   And sometimes he would stay and sometimes not, and if he didn’t stay he would eat dinner, spend time with them and then he’d drive back to the office and hop in his expensive car, usually a large luxury Mercedes sedan.  Then he’d drive to the ranch and pretend he was just a man getting home late from work.  
 
   But he was use to talking to Hennie; they’d been talking and sharing since they were nineteen years old.  He really didn’t talk to Allison, she seemed so young and naïve and she wanted her world just the way it was where she didn’t have to deal with anything, her favorite line was, “Oh I don’t know about that, whatever you decide Walker,” and when he did try and talk to her she just didn’t get things quick enough for him, and this day he was doing what he always did with Hennie, he talked, said what was on his mind.  
 
   “He wasn’t supposed to marry her and give her or those children the Harrington name, it’s the name that’s important...You and I did it right, it doesn’t matter how many children we had together they are Johnsons, they are not Harrington’s!  We didn’t taint the Harrington name with Negro blood!”  He said voicing how he felt and then he looked at Hennie and saw the horror on her face.  
 
   “Wally tell me you don’t really feel that way,” she said tears in her eyes, and he couldn’t deny it.  He did feel that way and he could see his father turning over in his grave seeing Negro children with the Harrington name.  To Walker you could love a person of color, have babies with a person of color, but you don’t marry them and bring them into the family.  Even if he could’ve married Hennie he never had any intention of doing so.  The thought had never crossed his mind to marry her, so when Tammy came to him in the library and started talking about family legacy and what the historians would write about them he went easily along with her.  They had to get rid of the taint, and that was Joy and her children, it had to stop now.  He had to nip it in the bud, get them out before they started to procreate, but it was Tammy who gave him the idea how.  Once Royce had married he thought it was done, the family was ruined and he fumed and was angry until Tammy came in the library.  
 
   Walker saw Hennie looking at him horror stricken and he couldn’t change how he felt. Hennie looked at him and she could see he did believe it and she cried and said, “Get out Wally!  After all these years, after all these years I thought you didn’t marry me because of the bigotry of the south.  That we could be killed or our children hurt, but not because you believed it, that you felt the same way.  Oh my god, I’ve been a fool, I’ve been a fool,” she sobbed, he went to her.  “No, don’t touch me, don’t…,” she said moving away from him, “Get out!  Get out!  And don’t come back here, don’t come back to this house, you are not welcome! You hear me Wally!  I don’t ever want to see you again!”  Walker dressed and left still believing he was right, that the way they’d done it was right.  Have babies with your negra mistress but don’t give her or the children she bears your name, and he thought Hennie understood that.  She’ll come around,  he thought.  
 
   After that he tried to see Hennie and she refused to see him and his children asked, “Daddy what happened between you and momma?”  And he’d say “It’s just a misunderstanding on something she should understand,” and he’d try and see her, wanting to be back in her arms but sure of the path he’d taken, and Hennie would tell him, “You hurt me more than you’ll ever know, I cannot see you,” and he’d hmmph and stick to his stubborn guns.  Determined to right this wrong on the Harrington legacy, determined to rewrite history and thinking she’d come around, but year after year went by and Hennie wouldn’t see him or talk to him.  
 
   Their children he still talked too, but their relationship was strained because he wasn’t welcome at the house anymore, and he missed Hennie, missed what they had together, but year after year he was sure he was doing right and stubbornly and doggedly went after Royce.  This couldn’t go down in history, this couldn’t be the path the Harrington line went down.  But he missed Hennie, missed her in his bones, missed her in his soul.  His soul wept for her and she wouldn’t see him until too many years had passed and it was too late.  She was gone for good and so was Royce, his baby boy was lost to him.
 
   …I realize now I was a fool and the things I did to you and what I did to him, I pray god will forgive me.  I tried to fix it with him, but my boy ran from me, he ran Hennie and you won’t talk to me, won’t see me and I love you, love you so much.  I didn’t realize how much until you were gone, gone for good and I love you, love him and he ran from me. My boy ran from me for what I’d done to him, all because of a name, because of the family name…,
 
   Royce paused when he read that, paused and stared at that last line and reread it over and over.  He had his answer, the family name, his father made his life hell for years because of ten letters strung together, a word, the family name.
 
   And Walker also feared that if history looked into the Harrington tree and down his branch, not only would they see what Royce had done marrying a black woman, but if they scratched deep enough they’d see what he’d done.  They’d find Hennie and his children and they would rewrite history for the Harrington family, and his great family, the proud heritage his family deserved would be destroyed because of him.  That’s why that summer day when Tammy came in the library talking about family legacy, and preserving it, he had more than one reason to join with her, his racism, the family name and the discovery of his black mistress.  And for Tammy, she really didn’t need his money, she had Royce’s money.  What she needed was an adversary.  She knew it was crazy, a downright outrageous idea, but when he bit she felt emboldened, it was okay to feel this deep hatred.  She wasn’t crazy, his father felt the same and from there she did the rest.
 
   …Now I see I was wrong and can’t make it right, and by the time you get this I’ll be gone and I won’t have a chance to see my boy and tell him that I love him.  That I’m sorry, so sorry for what I did to him and his family, but I’m telling you Hennie, at least I can tell you, tell you I’m sorry my love.  Sorry from the bottom of my heart and that I loved you from the minute I saw you dancing at Freddie Macs.  You were so beautiful and I loved you, please believe that.  Forget those awful words I said, I love you and our family was just as important to me as the other, 
 
   I love you,
 
   Wally,
 
   Royce saw the date, it was written a week after they’d fled to France and he cried and wiped tears. “I don’t know what he did to you but what he said to me broke my heart and I never looked at him the same and I hadn’t seen Wally in eight years.” 
 
   Royce looked at her teary eyed, “He sent assassins to kill my wife and children, and we’ve been running all over Europe and Africa to escape,” he felt Hennie deserved the truth.  Hennie’s mouth dropped and her eyes got big, “Oh my, I can’t fix that Wally, I can’t fix that,” and a picture fell on the sofa table by the window.  “That’s Wally he won’t leave me alone, he won’t let me rest,” she said smiling and Royce thought, don’t go acting crazy on me, this is already insane enough, and he just looked at her not knowing what to think.  
 
   Hennie could see he was in turmoil and she had to give him the truth, “So you see to Wally it was okay to have relations with me but not give me his name,” she’d give him the truth but not those awful words that Walker said.  Royce looked at her with tear filled eyes, “So if I hadn’t married Joy, if I had kept her…,” and he wanted to say hidden, “If I hadn’t married Joy and given her the Harrington name he wouldn’t have bothered us?”
 
   Hennie nodded, “It’s a shame I know and I can’t explain it no more than you can understand it, it seems absurd that a man would hold on to such antiquated notions in the twenty first century.  I don’t understand it either,” and Walker’s hurtful words and the way he spit them out in offended anger that his boy would marry a black woman came fresh to her mind and she felt the pain of it anew.
 
   Just then Holly Ann stood at the doorway, “Dinner is ready momma,” she said quietly, “I wasn’t sure if you were ready or not.” “Thanks baby,” she looked at Royce, “Stay, have dinner with us, everyone is dying to meet you,” Hennie said, and he nodded and helped her from her chair when he saw her struggling a bit to get up and he walked with her to the dining room.
 
    Everyone was standing around the table and they came to introduce themselves, “I’m Hollis and this is my wife Elise and our children Hollis Jr. and Nia.” Royce shook hands and in Hollis he saw his father’s smile, then Pauline introduced herself and her family, and she was a light skinned Hennie with blue eyes like his father, and then there was Thomas and his family, and he was a mix of Hennie and his father with dark hair and eyes, then Holly Ann came again smiling at him and now he saw the resemblance to his father too, she was more Hennie, but he could see his father in her face too. 
 
   “Wallace, Collette and Warren all live around the country, New York, California, Maryland and Holly Ann she live in Austin but she came up this weekend for a visit, but the rest they live here close by,” Hennie said, and they all welcomed him and they found places at the table.  Hennie was at the head and Hollis was at the other end and he found a side spot and the table was large and laden with food, and his first thought, Joy would love this, she loves a big table with lots of food and people to feed.  Everyone sat down and started passing the food, there was ham, fried cat fish, collard greens, macaroni and cheese, potato salad, yams and fresh baked bread  The children were at a children’s table in the family room and he could hear their lively chatter, it was slow at first at the adult table but then the talking started.  He didn’t know what to say and think, his mind was full, these were his siblings, his brothers and sisters and he heard bits and pieces of conversation as he ate and the food was delicious. 
 
   Hennie had been with his father longer than his mother, longer than he’d been alive, his father had a black mistress, his father was Louie too.  He was like his father, and his father went after him for doing the same thing he’d been doing, all to save the family name!  He couldn’t believe that it was too incredible to believe. “This is good,” he said finally breaking from the litany of dialogue running nonstop through his mind, “Joy would love this,” and they looked at him and he saw the huge smiles.  “She loves good food and lots of people,” he said proudly and he saw them smiling brightly, and he didn’t know that they’d been watching him, taking glances at him.  They knew the implication of this, of him in their house, at their table, he could either accept them or not.  His mother had come, sat with Hennie and cried as she learned of them and they’d wondered for weeks what would become of that, but him it looked like he’d chosen to accept.  
 
   “Well Royce what are you going to do now that you’re back?”  Hollis asked and he told them, and someone asked where he’d been and he told them but he didn’t tell them why, and Hennie smiled and said, “I know Wally it feels good to see this,” and a few of them gave her a look, and Pauline said, “Momma stop that you keep scaring the kids with that,” and she gave Royce an exasperated look, “She keeps saying daddy is talking to her,” and Royce could tell she and most of them didn’t believe her and he laughed and they did too.  But he did notice a lone leaf on one of the plants behind Hennie shake a bit, but he chose to ignore it and think it was errant air flow that caused it and they stared at him a little too long. “Sorry it’s just that you look so much like daddy,” Holly Ann said, and he looked down, “Yeah, I get that a lot,” and Royce knew he hadn’t forgiven his father and he didn’t think he ever would, especially after seeing what he’d been doing behind their backs his whole life. 
 
   “So you all knew about us?”  They all nodded, unbelievable, he thought. “Yeah, we saw you in the paper playing football and baseball,” he laughed, “I was terrible,” and they laughed too because he really was, but he made the paper anyway with his runs at bat, a few home runs or steals, or how many yards he ran, “I was into ranching and rodeoing mostly.” “Oh we know daddy loved to tell us about you off somewhere, Colorado, Ft. Worth, Oklahoma, you were always somewhere and that you were going to run the ranch one day,” and he heard them talk about him as if he were part of the family.  “Well Thomas played basketball, he won a scholarship to SMU,” and they talked openly and jovially about Thomas and his basketball exploits and he felt proud of him. “We use pile up in two cars and drive down to see him play,” and he looked fondly at them.  They were beautiful, proud and this is what his father was hiding, and wanted him to do the same, wanted him to live like this.  
 
   To keep Joy, Justin, Christopher and Autumn in secret, to deny them, to not marry Joy, to not give them his name, to keep them hidden from the world.  Why?  When he thought they were so beautiful?  Why hide them?  He sat and talked and a couple times someone would stop and stare at him and he knew it was because they saw his father, saw his father in him, and he laughed with them at funny stories, and the conversation was lively when it came to politics, especially about the last presidential election in November and events happening locally and finally it was time to go.  He wanted nothing more than to see Joy, she was his anchor, his soul and the love he wanted the world to know he had.  She had been his answer to life and he’d never hide her, never hide her from anyone.
 
   He’d been so proud to marry her and their wedding day, the day he proudly gave her his name was one of the most beautiful, endearing and special moments of his life, it was the day he found Royce.
 
   He went to the airport and booked a flight to Philadelphia, he had a connection in Washington D.C., but that was okay, he’d get there in a few hours.  He sat in the waiting area and called Joy, “Hey babe.” 
 
   “Hey what’s up, I miss you,” and he smiled, no he thought, he’d never hide her. “I missed you too baby that’s why I’m heading home.  I’m at the airport, I should be in around ten, can you pick me up?”  She agreed. “Hey I’ve got something to tell you that will blow your mind,” 
 
   “What tell me?”  
 
   “I can’t over the phone, but just wait okay.” 
 
   “Okay”
 
   “Hey I hope you like living in Dallas cause that’s where we’re moving.  Bobby needs me babe, needs me at the firm.” 
 
   “I know you’re not asking me that, after all the moving and living we’ve done,” she said teasingly, “I can lay my head anywhere as long as you’re there.”
 
   “Oh baby I love you, I love you more than anything,” he said. “I love you more babe.” 
 
   “Oh they’re calling my flight, gotta go!  Remember ten o’clock American Airlines, okay,” they hung up and he went and boarded with the other first class passengers.
 
   It was after he was boarded and in his seat and the plane was high in the sky when he really let his mind wander on his father.  He was a racist hypocrite,  he thought, he tried to murder my family for the very thing he was doing.  He felt his eyes tearing up, he wiped them, and he remembered the conversations he’d had with his father, “You didn’t have to marry her?”  “She’s a negra Royce,” and now he realized those conversations were more serious than he’d thought, and his tears flowed.  The flight attendant came by and saw him, “Are you alright sir?”  
 
   “Yes, just got some bad news,” he tried to smile, but he kept wiping his eyes and she brought him a box of tissues.  For our name dad, really you tried to kill my family to preserve our name?  And his tears flowed, that seemed so trivial, that a word was more important to his father than the real flesh and blood lives of his family, and the tears flowed and it helped to get it out and by the time he landed in Philadelphia and hopped in the car with Joy he felt lighter.  Not over what he’d found out but at least able to move forward and he was happy to be alive.  Happy his father hadn’t won, happy to see Joy, and happy he was able to be with his family.
 
   Joy picked him up bursting with anticipation, “Okay I came by myself so you could tell me this mind blowing secret.”  
 
   “Oh couldn’t wait could you?” 
 
    “I’ve waited since you called, so spill it.” 
 
   He laughed. “Okay, okay, my father had a black mistress and has been with her since before I was born and they have seven children together.  One born ten days after me, is that not mind blowing?”  
 
   Joy hadn’t driven off yet and sat there stunned her mouth agape, “You have got to be kidding me, he had what?  Uh uh, no that is not true!”  She said in disbelief. “Yep, and seven kids Joy, seven kids, I met her and four of the kids.  Well they’re adults now, but yeah,” she pulled off now and looked at him stunned, “You met them?”  She said shocked, and as she drove he told her about how he happened upon Holly Ann at his father’s grave and meeting Hennie, and talking to her. 
 
   “They’re great Joy, I can’t wait for you to meet them,” she kept looking at him in shock.  “Keep your eyes on the road babe you’re scaring me,” she laughed, “I just can’t believe this story.” “I know it blows my mind, but they’re wonderful great people and I’d love for you and the kids to meet them, after all they are my brothers and sisters,” he said laughing. “Wow Royce, this is unbelievable.” “And oh I had dinner with them and you wouldn’t believe how good the food was, you’d love it!”  And Joy was flabbergasted, “So your father was with this woman until he died?”  “Well they had a falling out about eight or nine years ago.  He said something that she said broke her heart.  I can’t imagine what it was, but knowing my father and what he did to us I have to assume it was horrific,” and he would never tell her his father had tried to kill them all to preserve their precious Harrington name.  That his father would rather see them dead than carry his name and he knew that was unlike him.  
 
   He wanted nothing more, that was the first thing he’d done with Justin and he’d do it all over again too.  They were his blood, his seed, and they deserved his name, and he knew he loved his children, loved them enough to give them his name and he was proud to do it.  He was proud to be a Harrington, he loved being a Harrington and all that implied and he was equally proud to past that on to his family.  That’s the difference between you and me father.  I’m doing right by my family, I chose this woman and she chose me and there is no shame in that.  None!   He looked over and smiled at Joy, she smiled back and she was beautiful.
 
   “And how was your mother and everyone?”  “I don’t know really, I couldn’t Joy, I couldn’t see them just yet.  I wasn’t ready and I don’t think she was ready to hear what I had to say either, so I need to think a little bit before I see them, and oh get this…Tammy is staying with her,” he said looking at Joy to see her reaction. 
 
   “No!”  She said shocked, “Why would she allow that?”  He shrugged, “Your guess is as good as mine, she acts as if Tammy is her child and not me, but she said Karen asked her, and she expected me to be okay in the same room with her.  I couldn’t fathom it and that’s why I couldn’t see her, I couldn’t pretend to be okay with her being there,” and he felt the bitter taste in his mouth.  He would hate Tammy for as long as he lived and he’d never forgive his father.
 
   And that night when they were safely in bed he pulled her to him and kissed her and Joy could see his kiss was going further, “No Royce, you know I feel funny doing it in my parent’s house,” she hadn’t let him have her since they’d come here. “They’re right next door,” and he’d let it go, it was kind of disturbing to him too, but tonight, “I missed you baby and we’ll be quiet okay, but you gotta let me have you,” he looked deep into her eyes.  She gave him her questioning look like she was mulling it over and he didn’t wait for a response.  He wanted her and he kissed her and sucked and played with her lips to bring her along.
 
   “Ahh,” she moaned.  “Shhh,” he whispered and she smiled as he kissed her, and then he went down her throat and moved her nightgown strap off her shoulder until he exposed her breast.  Joy’s breast had marveled him, they seemed to have gotten fuller over the years.  She said it was because she’d gained weight and he didn’t see it, but her breast were nice and full, he sucked her, sucked her long. “Oh baby, oh Royce,” she moaned softly and he moved the other strap down and kept going until her nightgown was off.  He’d come to bed naked, ready and wanting and his strong hands stroked and caressed her body, loving the feel of her.  
 
   Joy heard him breathing hard, like he wanted her so bad.  Royce worked his way down her body touching and caressing her soft golden skin and admiring the woman she was, he came to her waxed mound.  She’d always kept that up except in South Africa where she let it grow in its natural state and when it got to bushy she’d trim it down low.  He licked around her baldness and took a whiff of her womanly scent and recognized his Joy.  “Oh baby, I love you,” he spread her folds and his tongue found her little knob and he worked it, she cried out. “Shhh, shhh baby,” he teasingly whispered and he saw her smile, and he licked her and worked her with his tongue and she moved with him, moved her body, and a couple of times he whispered, “Shhhh, shhh,” and she’d quiet down and then he felt her body tremble and he knew she was coming.  Royce loved to make her come, and he smiled, and he felt her hands in his hair.  She ran her fingers through his dark tresses as she moaned and he knew what was coming, she moaned and let go and released his hair and let her body feel the pleasure and when she wound down he moved up her beautiful body, sucking her dark nipples as he went, caressing her fullness and he went up to her mouth and kissed those lips and she drew his mouth into hers and kissed him so passionately, he moaned and watched her.  
 
   They’d always kept the light on when they made love, and tonight while she closed her eyes he watched her.  Watched her mouth, watched her take her pleasure, watched her body as it responded, and now he was on top of her looking at her.  Her eyes were closed and he pulled her legs up and back.  He knew this wasn’t a favorite position of hers.  Joy was built small down there, and this way always felt too deep for her, but that’s where he wanted to be deep inside her, so when he did it this way he had to be very careful not to hurt her.  
 
   She opened her eyes when she felt him push her legs back, and she saw the love in his eyes, “I won’t hurt you,” he said softly and Royce pushed inside her and she closed her eyes to feel him.  He moved slowly, deeply, even though she didn’t like this position when he did it right she came all over him in a river of hot warm love.  He was deep and moving his hips softly but so deep inside her.  “Oooo baby,” she moaned and he never stopped watching her, and her face showed the pleasure.  “Does that feel good baby?”, he asked and Joy opened her eyes and looked at him.  
 
   The way he asked she could tell it was important to him that he pleased her, that it feel good, and when she opened her eyes she saw him looking down at her, his blue eyes sparkling.  She saw the twinkle and he had that little smile and she smiled big and her heart soared.  Royce was back, the Royce from the day of their wedding, on the portrait, the Royce she’d seen only sporadically the last few years, the Royce that was complete and whole.  
 
   “Yes baby that feels so good,” she said softly and she didn’t close her eyes she looked at him with love and softness the look he loved to see and he thought, yep, Louie, that’s who I am and I love my brown sugar, and then the passion swept them up and he let go of her legs and held her tight in his arms, and kissed her against her ear and whispered over and over, “I love you Joy Harrington, I love you Joy Harrington,” and then they were lost to the rhythm of their love and cried out their passion and came together in a loud, “Ahhh,” as they released together.
 
   The next week the family flew to Dallas and when they pulled up to their old house they couldn’t believe how well Bobby had kept it, the yard was immaculate and they walked into a clean house with everything just the way they’d left it.  The only sign no one lived there the furniture was covered in sheets.  “Wow, look at this babe, it’s like we just left yesterday and not ten years,” Joy said after they walked the house and Royce headed straight for the living room and he stared up at the portrait.  
 
   He remembered taking that picture like it was yesterday, Mariah Carey belting out “I want to know what love is, I want you to show me!”  And he was looking at Joy thinking, I know what love is.  This woman right here, how I feel about her that’s what love is.  Mr. Caruthers was straightening her train and he was standing beside her, and Mariah Carey singing her heart out asking that question and he felt he had the answer, I know what love is, I know what love is, I know what love is, and Mr. Caruthers said, “Smile,” and snapped the picture.  
 
   And after walking the house Joy felt herself getting emotional.  She didn’t realize how much she wanted to stay in one place, being home she realized she’d missed so much.  She missed her mother and father growing older, she missed Lanie getting married and having children, she missed Sylvie expanding her business, and she missed seeing her family on Thanksgiving and Christmas and countless birthdays and family get-togethers and she missed home.  She missed having a home she could build memories.  She wanted a home she wouldn’t have to leave at a moment’s notice and now it was hitting her.  What if they couldn’t do that, what if someone came after them and she started to cry.   
 
   “Hey, hey, hey baby,” he said softly, “Come here,” he pulled her to him and held her.  “Baby I just don’t want to have to leave,” she said tearfully. “Oh baby, it’s over, this will be our home.  We’re home, okay.  The only way we’ll leave is if we decide to move,” he did have a flash back of dead bodies when he walked out the bedroom, even though nothing remained of that night.  
 
   The front door had been repaired; the walls painted years ago, but memories reminded him of what happened here.  And they could move if they wanted.  Bobby had kept the company very profitable and he didn’t know that next week his father’s lawyer would contact him and advise him his father left him roughly one fourth of his estate totaling one hundred and fifty million dollars, that was the amount left each of them, him, his brother, his sister and their mother minus the twenty-five million he’d left to Hennie and the rest to various charities.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER 19, FREE AT LAST!
 
    
 
    
 
   Royce dug in at the office and Joy cleaned and redecorated.  “The baby beds are out, there will be no more of those,” she teased, “I will not have a baby in my forties,” and Royce laughed, “Well we make beautiful children together.  One or two more won’t hurt and we can afford them,” he teased now that they were rich beyond his wildest dreams. “You better put that thing away and get a vasectomy or something.  We are not having any more children,” he was teasing, but he kept it going, “Why baby, I love these when you’re pregnant,” he caressed her breast, “Royce! Are you serious!”  He had to stop this, “No baby, I’m just having fun with you.   We’re getting to old for diapers and bottles and late night feedings.”  “Good because I was worried for a minute.”
 
   He’d been gone for ten years and he came back ready to help Bobby continue building the business.  There was a huge economic downturn in America and across the world and some of their businesses might not make it and they were looking to acquire others that were dirt cheap, and now he and Joy were adapting to American life again.  The hustle, bustle and fast pace, TV alone had their minds reeling from over stimulation.  Reality TV had taken over and they didn’t understand half the shows which they thought were outlandish and unbelievable, life in America was like being on steroids, everything way out of proportion and he still hadn’t been to see his mother.
 
   She had called and so had his brother and sister.  His brother and sister called asking questions and they said what he thought his mother should’ve, “Royce what happened, you’re my little brother and I’ve been worried about you for years.  You were never far from my thoughts and I had no idea what made you take off like that.  Please help me understand,” his brother Tommy said and Royce could hear the pain in his voice and he could also hear the pain of him not wanting to see them too and his brother was hurt by his actions.  
 
   “I’m sorry Tommy I couldn’t tell you or anyone why I left.  There was a threat to my family’s life, people were out to assassinate them and we had to leave,” and he heard the intake of Tommy’s breath, “No Royce!  You were sure of this?”  
 
   “Yes…,” 
 
   “But we could have helped you, helped you with this Royce,” his brother said in his anguish and he knew his brother had no idea the threat came from his father and his next words confirmed it.  “All you had you to do was let me and dad know Royce, you didn’t have to do it alone,” and Royce didn’t know if he should tell him or not, was he ready to know the truth?  
 
   “Do you want the truth Tommy, and are you ready to believe it?”  He asked him. “Of course I want the truth.” 
 
   “Okay, what if I told you our father was behind the attempts on my wife and children,” and Tommy said aghast, “That’s preposterous!  He wouldn’t do a thing like that!  Why would he?  It doesn’t make sense!  … I don’t know what would make you believe something like that.  I’m sorely disappointed in you Royce.  You and I both know that couldn’t be further from the truth.   I want to see my brother, I missed you and I’d like to know what happened, not some fabricated story that involves father, okay,” and Royce knew he wasn’t ready, “Okay Tommy, I’m so busy right now but I promise when it slows down I’ll come up okay,” and he could hear Tommy’s smile, “Okay little brother, I can’t wait to see you,” and he had a similar conversation with his sister, but unlike his brother she just showed up one day.
 
    “I haven’t seen my baby brother in over ten years you think work is going to stop me,” she came smiling in his office one day and he hugged her and despite himself he teared up.  She’d gotten older and she looked the most like their mother, actually Tommy and her favored a lot, both had light brown hair, but where Tommy’s eye’s were hazel, hers were green and even though he had dark hair and blue eyes like his father his smile was all his mother’s and so was his sister’s.  
 
   They hugged each other in a warm embrace, and then she sat down opposite him. “You look good Royce, so tell me what happened, what happened to you?”  
 
   “Well Alice Ann, that depends if you want the truth or not?”  “Of course I want the truth, we all want the truth.  We’re your family and we love you.  What happened and did Tammy have anything to do with it?”  
 
   “Yes and no, she started it all, it was her who hired the first hit man, but the reason we left was because there was another threat and this time it wasn’t her but the person she’d been working with all along…it was father,” and Alice Ann gave him a skeptical look, “You expect me to believe that Royce, come on,” she paused and looked at him, “I know whoever you were talking too.  The prosecutor or police, someone put that in your head and you do believe there was a threat or you wouldn’t have left, but I can’t believe it was daddy, it just doesn’t make sense Royce,” she looked at him, really looked at him, “You were his favorite and you know it,” she said playfully but also serious. 
 
   “Okay Alice Ann,” he knew she wasn’t ready either, “So what’s been happening with you?”  He changed the subject.
 
   “Not so fast, are you home now, is everything alright?”  “Yes, I’m home now and we’re fine.”  “Good so when are you going to see mother?”  “I don’t know…,” he looked at her, “Is Tammy still at the ranch?”  “Royce look, one has nothing to do with the other.  We’re your family and mother misses you.  She hasn’t seen you in ten years and her having Tammy at the house shouldn’t matter under those circumstances,” she looked at him and gave him a look, “Gosh, you’ve always been stubborn,” she shook her head again, “Just like daddy, gosh he was stubborn too.” He pursed his lips, holding back what he really wanted to say, “Royce she misses you, go see her,” she said plaintively. 
 
   “I will see her okay, I can’t say when but I will see her,” and now Alice Ann pursed her lips, “So that’s it, that’s how it’s going to be?”  He nodded.
 
   And the next day his mother called, “Royce don’t be angry at me for allowing Tammy to stay here and saying awful things about your father to your brother and sister, he wouldn’t hurt you.  I know you understand that.  Tammy’s presence shouldn’t be the deciding factor here Royce, I’m your mother and you should want to see me regardless of who’s here or not.”  
 
   “I know mother, but it does, you know what she did to me.  She tried to have my wife and children murdered and I think in this case her presence does matter,” he said matter of fact, “Look mother I will come see you.  Just let me clear off a few things on my plate and I’ll come okay,” he knew that would placate her and he knew his family wasn’t ready to hear the truth and until they were he wasn’t going to pretend.  Until they believed what he had to say he saw no need in seeing them and smiling acting the part of member of the family, and he hadn’t made contact with Dillon or Karen either. 
 
   He knew they were with Tammy in this.  Bobby told him they were at her parole hearing defending her so he thought it best he leave well enough alone and to his surprise Dillon came knocking at his door one Friday.  “Your secretary said it was okay for me to come in,” he said as he knocked on Royce’s open door, and Royce hardly recognized him.  He’d grown so much, he was a man now, he was tall like him and had filled out, his brown hair thick and he had his blue eyes and smile.  Royce went to him, he’d worried about him so much, and he cried as he hugged him and he knew he’d sacrificed Dillon.  He didn’t fight to keep him and let him go with Karen and Tammy when he knew in his heart Dillon didn’t feel the same as they did.  He cried and Dillon cried as they held each other.  
 
   “I had to come see you dad,” he said after they’d cried a river. “I’m glad son, I didn’t think you wanted to see me.” “No, no that was never it,” and Royce cried some more, he knew why, he wanted to be there for his mother and sister, he was being the good guy in a bad situation. “Come on, let’s get out of here.  I know Joy would love to see you and wait until you see the kids.” “And Deon, I want to know all about Deon,” Dillon said and Royce hugged him and walked out the door.
 
   “Joy!  Joy baby, look who’s here!”  Joy came from around the corner and screamed loud, “Dillon!  Oh my god Dillon!”  She went to him and hugged him so tight.  She hugged Dillon so tight, the kids came running in at her outburst. 
 
   “Oh my god Justin! Christopher!” Dillon couldn’t believe how much they’d grown and he saw the little girl, “Oh god dad, Ms. Joy you have another child!”  And he smiled and was happy and for the rest of the evening they hung together, talking, laughing and sharing and at dinner he said, “As always Ms. Joy that was wonderful.” “Thank you Dillon”  “I love the house,” and he saw Ms. Joy in everything, her flare for decorating and he smiled.  This reminded him of happier times, times he loved spending with his father and Ms. Joy.
 
   And that night when he was in the guestroom Joy came to check on him, “You have everything you need Dillon?  I brought some extra pillows for just in case.”  Joy was so happy to see him, and he’d asked about Deon and Lindsey, and he was thrilled for both of them and she could see the love he had for them, especially Deon and she gave him his number and told him, “Please call him Dillon he’d love to hear from you.”  
 
   She wasn’t happy with how things were with Royce and his family; he’d taken his stance and sometimes when he made up his mind an earthquake couldn’t change it, so Dillon coming to see him was a good thing.  She saw Dillon looking at her, looking at her with tenderness and she went to him and touched his hair, “You look so much like your father,” he smiled and she could see something was on his mind, “Is everything okay Dillon?”  He looked at her and she could see he wanted to talk but didn’t know how. “Dillon you could always talk to me.  We’ve always had that,” and he opened up.
 
   “Was it hard Ms. Joy, hard being on the run like that?”  
 
   She smiled, “I’m not going to lie to you, yes.  Yes it was, but I had your father and he had me.  We had each other and sometimes he had to be strong for me, I leaned on him and sometimes I had to be the strong one and he leaned on me.” 
 
   Royce was standing outside and he heard her and he smiled at her words, “But through it all we were together and did what we had to because we love each other, we love our family.  We did it because we knew no other way and now…,” she chuckled, “I don’t think your father could get rid of me if he wanted too.  I’m so connected to him…,” she stopped to look at Dillon and Royce was beyond happy, “I hope that answered your question.” 
 
   “Yes…, so how do…How is it…so you feel safe now, you don’t think anyone is after you anymore?”  
 
   “No, we’re safe now, I think it died with your grandfather.” “But how do you know, I mean…my mother…How are you sure?”  
 
   And Joy couldn’t answer that, all she knew was Jameson said so, and she had so much faith in him.  Unlike Royce she thought he was superhuman, that he was always there at the right time from the moment she saw him in this house cleaning up dead bodies and in Spain she thought he did his job.  He sent the assassins away and in South Africa he captured the assassin, and in Italy after the letter came he had them out of there and safe in France so fast she didn’t have time to blink, so to her if there was something going on she knew in her heart that Jameson would have never left them.  His absence meant they were safe.
 
   As Royce listened he couldn’t answer that question either, and he hoped and prayed Tammy wasn’t up to anything and he felt a call to Jameson coming on, “Well we do hope it’s over Dillon, I pray to god it’s over,” she said looking at him and now she wondered, but she knew Jameson would come if there was a new threat, he’d promised them that.  “All I know Dillon is we had protection all those years.  Very good protection and our protection has said it’s over,” and he smiled, “Okay, that’s good,” that’s what he was looking for, who told them, how did they know?
 
   Dillon did want to know and he wanted to know badly, part of the reason he came this weekend was to know.  He was like his father in so many ways and the first woman he fell in love with was Ms. Joy.  He loved her smile, he loved her beautiful smooth skin and the soft way of her personality and the way she did things, the way she loved them, and she was so beautiful to him.  And unlike Karen he knew his mother did wrong, he’d heard her in the library.  
 
   They’d gone to the ranch to visit their grandparents, since the divorce his mother had been doing that a lot, going there to shore up their position with them.  He knew that, that’s all she said on the drive up.  “This is about our future, your legacy in this family.  Dillon you are to carry on the Harrington legacy, it’s you they’re counting on, you hear me,” and he’d nod, but he’d heard her that night talking.  At dinner his grandfather who scared him really with his stern manner said, “I don’t agree with what your father’s done.  He should have never thrown away the family.  Keep the family together, so I want you to know I don’t agree with what he’s done,” he said in his stern voice, and he saw his mother gravitate towards his words, and after dinner when his grandfather went to the library for an after dinner drink and to talk on the phone as he always did he saw his mother go in and ease the door shut.
 
   He went behind her and stood close to the door, close enough so he could hear.  His grandmother said he was a quiet child and she was right, he walked quietly, and half the time no one knew he was close by until he appeared.  He leaned his ear to the door, and he heard his mother saying, “I agree with you I don’t like what he’s done either.  He’s ruining the legacy of this family,” and he heard his grandfather say, “I couldn’t agree more,” and it sounded like he was taking a big gulp from his drink, “He’s ruining this family, I mean marrying a negra, I don’t understand it.” “I know, the legacy of this family is ruined, just ruined with what he’s done,” his mother agreed, “If you could do something about it, would you?”  “Of course I would, but what’s done is done now.  I wish I had known he was going to marry her or I would have surely done something to stop it.  Threatened him with disinheritance, which I still might do,” his grandfather said in his angry stern voice, “For what he’s done, he doesn’t deserve to be a Harrington as far as I’m concerned,” he was still angry and Dillon could hear his ice clinking as he drank his drink.
 
   “Well what if I told you I know somebody who could help with this problem,” and he didn’t know what his grandfather did because he paused for a long time then he said, “Go on I’m listening,” and his mother said, “I know someone who would take care of this problem for us and make it disappear.” “Hmmm, okay what are you proposing?”  “I’m proposing we make this go away. Take away the problem and once it’s gone it will be like it never existed and the legacy of this family will go on as if it never had a problem.” “Okay if we can do that, then so be it.  What do you need from me to make it happen,” and he heard his mother laugh, “Oh just the funds to do it, it’s going to cost us.  And I don’t think I’ll have the money to do it,” at that time Tammy had no idea how much it would cost to kill someone, but with Walker Sr. behind her she knew cost wouldn’t be an option. “How much?”  His grandfather asked.  “I’ll find out and get back to you,” she said and he could tell his mother was smiling.  
 
   He heard her walking towards the door and as she did she was saying, “I’ll find out and from there I’ll take care of our problem.  I’ll make it go away,” and he heard his grandfather say, “That’s the best news I’ve heard in a long time,” and the door opened and he walked away like he was just passing by.
 
   After that he was frozen and paralyzed with fear.  He had no idea what was going to happen.  He just knew it was something bad and he saw his dad and Ms. Joy happy and he was scared and didn’t know what to do, so he pretended nothing was going to happen and the next thing he knew his mother was being arrested and sent to jail and he knew his grandfather was involved.  He’d even heard his mother on her cell phone, he listened outside her door and Karen was oblivious, if it didn’t revolve around her she didn’t care.  She thought about nothing but soccer and at home she was mostly in her room while he heard his mother plotting to hurt Ms. Joy, and he was glad she was stopped.  
 
   He didn’t want her to go to jail, but he didn’t want anything to happen to Ms. Joy either and if that meant his mother had to go to jail then that was okay with him and because he felt that way he felt guilty, so guilty that he was betraying his mother and Karen, so he chose to stay with them.  To be there for them because they needed him more, but he desperately wanted to go with his father.  He cried sometimes at night wanting to go to his father’s house, it felt like home, a real home. 
 
   His father’s and Ms. Joy’s house was the only place he wasn’t quiet, the only place he was himself, and it was mainly because Deon wasn’t quiet.  Deon ran down the stairs loudly when he went to get snacks, or to run outside, or to chase Lindsey, or to play with Justin, or to ask his mother a question and he did too. 
 
   He ran loudly down the stairs, and Deon talked loudly when they were running down the stairs, “Did you see that hit I made it was so cool!,” “Yeah man that was awesome!”  He’d respond and when they played video games they high fived each other and bumped chest when they made a good play or beat a game, since Deon was loud, boisterous, laughing and falling all over the place he became that way too, and when he stayed the weekends they laughed and talked long into the night.  When he was with Deon he was the kid he was supposed to be.  He was a normal kid, and he never snuck around in his father’s house, he had no reason too.  
 
   But at his mother’s and grandparents house he was quiet as a little mouse and he heard things, and he heard his mother and grandfather and if Valerie had planted a bug in his room Jameson would have heard him say quietly as he lay on his bed tossing a baseball in the air, “Ms. Joy is nice mom.  What you and grandpa are doing is wrong,” and Jameson would have known then. 
 
   Joy could still see there was more and for Dillon he could always talk to Ms. Joy, not only did he think she was the best person he knew; he liked talking to her because it was talking and not like she was trying to find something out like he felt his dad was always doing.  He stood looking at Joy holding the pillows she brought in. “There’s this girl. There’s this girl and I… How’d you know dad was the right one?”  He asked and Joy smiled, so Dillon was in love, “Dillon let me say first of all, your dad and I never meant to hurt anyone, not you, not your mother,” and Dillon was thinking but you did, you hurt us all,  “And we were not involved until both of our marriages were over.  We both really tried to salvage our marriages, I want you to know that,” he nodded, but he remembered the damage had been done the day his father brought Justin home his life went to shit from then on. 
 
   “But how did I know he was the one…hmmm,” Joy seemed to think for a moment then said, “I trust him Dillon.  I trust him with my heart and that’s not an easy thing to do is give someone your heart and hope they’ll do right by it, but I gave my heart to your father, and your father with my heart totally in his hands loved me the way I needed to be loved Dillon.  He gave me the right kind of love for me, the good, strong, hold on tight kind of love I needed and he never wavered and he never hurt my heart Dillon.  He took good care of my heart and that’s why I love him and know he’s the right one for me.  I know my heart is in good hands,” and Dillon smiled, and so did Royce out in the hallway.  
 
   Dillon left that weekend knowing three things.  One, that he loved Shanice and he wanted her to trust him with her heart too, he wanted her heart, and two, that his grandfather was dead but his mother was out and she might have a problem with it and do something crazy, and three, that he wanted to see Deon and take Shanice with him.  He wasn’t going to stop living and loving who he wanted just because his mother might have a problem with it, his father and Ms. Joy showed him that.  Their love was stronger than ever in spite of what his mother and grandfather tried to do.  Shanice had been mad at him, mad because he wouldn’t commit.  Well he wanted to change that; they’d been together three years and it was time he stopped being afraid.
 
   Dillon had met Shanice Roberson his freshman year at Texas Tech and had wanted her ever since.  The only reason he chose to go to Tech was because his father went there, “Be a Red Raider, go red and black!”  It wasn’t his father’s motto it was the university's and he wanted something of his father.  He missed him so much and no one knew where he was, or if he was alive or dead, and he was sure his grandfather had something to do with it and maybe even his mother.  And because he missed his father he went to his alma mater and after he met Shanice he was happy, so happy he found his Ms. Joy.  It took him a year to get her to notice him as more than a friend and he loved Shanice with all his heart and in their senior year when she wanted to know, “Are we going to be together?  Do we want to try and find jobs in the same city or what?”  And he froze, he was so scared.  His father was still missing, his mother was due to get out of prison, and he knew his grandfather and mother had a serious problem with negra's  as his grandfather said of Ms. Joy, and he didn’t know what to do.  
 
   If anything happened to Shanice he’d die, so he stalled and maneuvered around her question, “I don’t know, I might have to go work with my uncle,” or “I can’t say right now I have to think about it,” and he did this and Shanice was fed up with him and mad as hell.  
 
   “Okay Dillon, what have we been doing the last three years then?  Have you just been stringing me along, stringing the black girl along?”  
 
   She cried and he knew she loved him just as much as he loved her.  He had been her first lover and she gave herself to him openly and honestly he knew that, but fear gripped him, and he didn’t know what to do.  His mother came home and at first it seemed prison had broke her, but then after being at the ranch she was becoming her old self and he was scared, did that mean she would do what she’d done before?   And when his father and Ms. Joy came back he wondered, was it over?  Was it safe?  He didn’t know.  
 
   Then his father wouldn’t come see them, refused to see the family, especially his mother and he was scared she might retaliate and hire another hit man and through all this Shanice wanted answers and he couldn’t give her any and now she was mad as hell and thinking of taking a job in Seattle and leaving him behind, so he went to see his father.  
 
   And after spending the weekend with his father and Ms. Joy he went back to Shanice and said, “I love you and I want to spend the rest of my life with you.  Will you marry me?” Her eyes lit up and she kissed him on the lips and said, “Yes,” and he said, “But first I want to visit my best friend Deon, you want to go to England?” 
 
   Dillon was right Tammy had been broken when she came out, prison had beaten her.  After her parole hearing and what Bobby had done pissed her off, “How dare he?  How dare he accuse me of doing something I had nothing to do with!  Another fucking five years!”  She was boiling and her attitude showed, she was rude and snappish to everyone and it seemed the prison had it in for her after that, they busted up her group.  
 
   Her lover Roxy was sent to another unit and so was she and the new unit didn’t take to her bullshit and she got in numerous fights and got the shit kicked out of her so many times she walked around with ball spots in her head from her hair being pulled out since that was the first thing anyone grabbed was a hand full of her blonde hair, “Stupid Bitch,” they called her after they beat her ass.  
 
   The last five years of her sentence no one touched her intimately and she missed that, missed the connection and the contact of another person.  The other inmates seemed to hate her, her bitchy attitude when she arrived set the tone and she never recovered and they never gave her a second chance.  She was beaten, tormented and ridiculed by the other inmates and she blamed that stupid ass Bobby who should’ve mined his own damn business.  Dillon was the only person she could talk too but once he went to college he hardly ever came to see her, he was always off somewhere, “He’s at a rodeo in Colorado ma’am,” the butler would say or “He’s not coming home this summer, he’s completing his studies,” and she missed him.  Karen was volatile even in her love.  Dillon was soft and kind and would listen endlessly to her complaints, but Karen was the only one who stood by her to the end.  She went to Baylor University so she could be near her and she came to visit often, and bought her things and put money in her account and she talked a mile a minute about her life, and didn’t want to hear much about Tammy’s, “You’re in prison mom, what is there to do except wait to get out?”  She’d scoff and say, so when her ten years was up she was grateful.  
 
   And when she went to live at the ranch she thought her mother-in-law would hate her, but she didn’t she accepted her and let Karen take her shopping and buy her a whole new wardrobe and get her hair colored and styled, and her nails polished and she started to feel human again and Royce was still gone and no one knew where and she hoped he’d never come back.  Walker Sr. was dead and she was glad of that, and before long she was back to her old self.  She walked around like she belonged in that house and she felt at least she was owed that much since she took the rap and Walker Sr. got off scot free and after she came to that conclusion she made herself at home and decided she was never leaving.
 
   Although Royce’s relationship with his family was strained he took Joy and the kids to see Hennie.  One of the main topics at dinner the day he discovered them was politics and every time he saw the president on TV or heard something about him he thought of Hennie.  He had never been into politics, but Joy was and believed in voting, “It’s our right and the only voice we have,” so he was registered now, but when he was sitting at the dinner table at Hennie’s he didn’t know who said it but someone said, “You can’t say you want less government for yourself but more government for other people that’s imposing your will and taking away the freedom of others and giving you more freedom than you deserve, that’s not a democracy,” and that stuck with him, because that’s exactly what his father had done to him.  Had tried to impose his will, to make him live the way he wanted him to, so after they registered to vote he thought of Hennie and told Joy, “I want you to meet her Joy and see the family,” and one weekend he rented a private plane and flew them all to Amarillo.  
 
   He rented a van and drove up to Hennie’s. This time he noticed all the cars parked out front.  The first time he came he was in a fog and didn’t notice anything until he went inside and saw all the people. “I’m sure she’s invited everyone, so don’t be surprised if the house is full,” he said as they got out the van and Joy had made one of her special desserts, a peach pie, since Royce said, “She wants us to come for dinner this Saturday,” and she’d carried that peach pie on her lap the whole flight and on the van ride.  And he’d tried to explain to the children who they were, but he was having a hard time of it since no one knew they existed, and he knew he couldn’t start broadcasting all over Texas his father had a mistress and she had seven children by him and here are my brothers and sisters!  That wouldn’t be fair to them, so he let it go at, “They are very dear friends of my father’s.”  
 
   They walked up to the house and rang the bell and when the door opened there were lots of people, the house was full of adults and children, all standing with smiles on their faces to welcome them, and this time all his siblings were there. “I thought you might like to meet Wallace, Collette and Warren,” Hennie said, and Joy was struck too by how much they resembled her children, Wallace and Justin could have easily been father and son. 
 
   “Oh my, you have a beautiful family, a beautiful family,” Hennie said and after that they sat at a full table and talked and ate until they were full and Joy felt like she was at home at one of their family reunions and the house and Hennie’s green thumb reminded her of her mother.  Joy smiled and Hennie’s family welcomed them and the accents got to them, so much so that Thomas teased one of the girls, “Toya remember he’s your cousin,” and the room erupted.  
 
   Dillon came back from England on a cloud.  He went straight to the ranch and took Shanice with him and he introduced her to his family, “This is my wife,” he said to his mother, uncle, grandmother and Karen.  They’d gotten married in England; Shanice loved the idea of always saying they’d gotten married in England.  She’d found a little English garden and Deon and his girlfriend, a beautiful African girl from Kenya, and Lindsey and her boyfriend Amar stood up for them.  But at the ranch Dillon stood in front of his family and held her hand and said, “I love her and if anyone has any problems with it I will take her and you will never see us again.  I will not be like dad and come back, I will disappear forever and none of you will ever see us again,” and all of them looked at him perplexed.
 
   “Dillon why would we hurt you?  Why would you think like that?”   Tammy asked, and he looked at her.  “Mother, don’t pretend you didn’t have a problem with dad marrying Ms. Joy, we know what you did,” and Tammy broke down and cried that her son thought of her that way.  She’d never had a problem with Joy’s race, it was her she hated and she hated that Royce loved her and that she was having boys, boys that carried the Harrington name, that Dillon’s place was being jeopardized.  She would have hated any woman Royce loved and she saw how much he loved Joy and she hated her for it, and if it had been a white woman she would have hated her the same and called her children evil spawn too, and yes hired a hit man.  Joy’s being black was something she could use to spew her hate that’s all, “I only did that for you,” he’d misunderstood.  “Well, do anything like that to me and my wife and you will never see us again,” he wasn’t afraid anymore and he meant what he said.  
 
   He’d told Shanice what his mother had done and that’s why he was acting the way he did and she said, “Oh my god, I remember that case, my mother was glued to the TV watching to see what happened.  That was your mother!” And she forgave him for being non-committal, after all he was trying to save her life.  
 
   Royce laughed hard when Dillon called and told him what he’d done.  “I told them I’d never see them again if they tried that with me dad,” and Royce put his feet up on his desk and laughed, “Good for you son, good for you,” and Royce knew his father was turning over in his grave that his precious Harrington name was being tarnished all over again.  He’d tried to erase the black from the name but now no matter what, Dillon, Justin or Christopher the Harrington’s next generation was going to be part black and he had to laugh.
 
   It was after that Royce got a call from his mother, “Royce darling, I want you to know I sent Tammy away.  She and Karen moved out, she’s staying with Karen in Amarillo.  Karen still works for your brother but Tammy doesn’t live here anymore.  I realize darling that if it bothered you for me to have her here and it kept you away from me then I should have listened.  I haven’t seen you in so long my darling boy please come home,” and he could hear the anguish and pain in his mother’s voice and he said, “I can do that mother.  Now I can do that,” and he heard the sigh of relief and again he rented a plane and flew his family to Amarillo and again he tried to explained who they were going to meet. 
 
   “This is my family, my mother, your grandmother, my brother, your uncle and I think my mother said my sister would be there so your aunt might be there too,” he smiled.
 
   “So why didn’t we know about them before?  I don’t understand papa, where have they been?”  Justin asked perplexed.
 
    “Well I was…there were some things going on.  Look son just know that this is daddy’s side of the family,” and he left it at that, “The ranch is beautiful this time of year.  It’s the place I grew up and it’s about time you all saw it,” he said trying to make them feel comfortable and he could see how nervous Joy was.  He looked over at her and she had been quiet this trip, “We will leave if they’re not ready to accept,” he said softly to her and she nodded.  
 
   Usually people didn’t frighten Joy but these did, these were her husband’s people and they’d had a problem with her and her children and she was scared.  It wasn’t like Lanie’s situation and she wished she had that.  Big John’s mother and family loved Lanie and their children.  The last time she saw Lanie she had Big John’s mother on speakerphone and they laughed and talked and Big John’s mother was talking about what she was sending the kids, and she couldn’t wait to see them, “Kiss my grandbabies for me and the box’ll be there in a day or two!” “Okay bye momma,” Lanie said and Joy envied that, and now here she was driving to see people who might have been involved with trying to have her killed.  Her heart thumped rapidly in her chest and she was scared and she didn’t know what to think and she could see Royce his knuckles white gripping the steering wheel, and she almost wanted to grab it and say, “Turn around what if it’s a trap?”  
 
   Royce could see how uncomfortable she was.  She was sitting ram rod straight and her eyes were glued straight ahead looking out the windshield.  She was frightened he could see that and she didn’t bring anything this time.  Not that she hadn’t tried, he’d come home to her crying after her second angel food cake had fallen.  
 
   The kids were quiet, they could see this wasn’t like going to Hennie’s then it was just trying to explain them and the kids still didn’t understand fully, “So these are your brothers and sisters but she is not your mother?”  “And we can’t say anything because nobody knows about them…but people do know about them, the whole neighborhood knows about them?”  Oh what a web we weave when trying to deceive, he thought and he couldn’t say to them what he really thought, his father was an asshole and should have never did what he did to Hennie.  He should have left her in Boston and let her live her life instead of being hidden away in Amarillo while he lived his life and pretended she didn’t exist.  
 
   And after driving past miles and miles of flat Texas plains for Royce this was the first time this drive seemed to take forever they pulled up to the gate.  Around it was a white archway with Harrington Ranch written in western script and the letters “HR,” in a brand with the Texas lone star.  The gate was open and he drove through, “Wow papa, this is where you lived?”  “Yep, all this land you see for miles to the right and left belongs to the Harrington’s,” and he was proud of that, at least the kids got to see where he grew up and the expanse of it all, and he saw Joy looking out the window surveying and she seemed to relax a little looking over the acres and acres of land, and he thought she looked beautiful today.  
 
   Her hair brushed shiny and in the style she’d been wearing lately, slightly wavy and down her back, it was Spring so she wore a peach colored short sleeved dress that was tailored to fit her beautiful curves, it dipped slightly in the back with a little peach colored bow at the base of the dip.  She was beautiful and elegant just like his mother, and he had never thought about that or made that connection before.  The kids were dressed in their Sunday best as well, and he had on a light grey suit and tie.  The house appeared and the kids eyes grew big and excited, “Wow papa, this is the house you grew up in?”
 
   The house they lived in was a beautiful house, but the ranch house had been built before he was born by his great- great-great grandfather who’d been a cotton producing slave owner turned cattle baron and back then to show your wealth you built big.  The house was at least twenty thousand square feet, and the barn was off to the back and it was huge and the stables were long and sprawling, the cantina, the barracks where the ranch hands stayed and the corral out back it looked like a resort.  It didn’t look like a place for one family, but it was, had been just the Harrington’s for generations.
 
   They pulled up in front of the sprawling turn of the century house with its tall white columns and long wide steps leading to the open porch and wide double thick paned double doors and the children and Joy looked around awed and he held Joy’s hand, “Don’t be afraid baby, I’m here okay,” and she squeezed his hand, and the door opened as they walked up the stairs and a butler was standing there, “Mr. and Mrs. Harrington you are expected,” he slightly bowed and made a flowing hand movement to show them the way in.
 
   Royce offered Joy his arm and led her into his childhood home, and it’s old world charm.  They walked onto the black and white checkerboard marble floors of the foyer, a huge chandelier was on and lit brilliantly. And the show piece of the foyer were the identical double winding black wrought iron stairs with beautiful intricate scrollwork, both beautifully long and spiraling, the detail was magnificent, and at the top of the stairs in an indented niche was a very large hand painted portrait of his great-great- great grandfather and grandmother in the finest attire of their day, her in a long puffed out ball gown with ringlets in her hair and him with a handle bar mustache and suit with tails.  
 
   The foyer was round and large painted portraits were in indented niches of generations of Harrington’s, army pictures, uncles with thick mustaches, pictures with dogs, all showing the era of the day, and Joy marveled at the history, and in the last portrait at the far end of the wall the man seated and posed elegantly looked like Royce.  And without a glance Royce said, “That’s my father.”  
 
   The butler led them to a room with closed double doors, “You are expected in the drawing room,” the size of the rooms was astounding to Joy and the butler opened the door, “The Harrington’s madam,” he announced and they walked into a beautiful bright room.  It had the old world charm and elegance of the house and it was large and had three floral chintz sofas and stiff high back chairs were placed around the room so that conversations could be had by many, the walls were cream yellow on top and white with picture frame borders on the bottom and large vases of beautiful bold vibrant flowers were placed on coffee tables throughout the room and on a large grand piano in the corner.  The rug was thick with a flowered pattern and they walked in and saw people standing in the room, and it was quiet as they stared at each other for a moment and it was Royce’s mother who put her hand over her heart and Joy could see the tear in the corner of her eye as she walked towards them a smile on her face.
 
   Allison Harrington only wanted one thing when she met Walker all those years ago.  She was young and pretty and driving her father crazy turning down proposal after proposal and at twenty-one if she didn’t hurry she’d be considered an old maid. “Pick someone Allison, all these young men have been fine, fine choices,” her father said.  “Fine for you father, fine to wed to his father’s fortune but I don’t want to be married to a troll!”  Or, “Did you see his eyes father, they are little and beady like a rat, and I don’t want little beady rat eyed children!”  She found something wrong with every beau he brought her and he was throwing his hands up that his only daughter wouldn’t marry and he blamed her mother and The Women’s Movement, “Putting all those cockamamie ideas in her head,” but that wasn’t it.  They just didn’t move her in any way.  They were boring and dull and talked like their fathers, it was almost 1960 and they all acted like the robber barons of the past and she didn’t want that.
 
   “Okay Allison I have another suitor who might be of interest, good moneyed people,” her father said and she rolled her eyed and thought, that’s all you’ve brought me so what’s different this time?   She was bored with this now and she dressed solemnly and sighed as her maid put on her makeup and stockings and fixed her hair in the latest style flipped out at the ends with a bang.  She’d chosen a light green dress to match her eyes and she made her way to the drawing room to meet the latest in a slew of boring dullards her father presented to her.  
 
   She walked in without a hint of a smile showing her distaste already for whomever was there and he turned when she walked in and she saw the most handsome man, gorgeous and regal in his bearing.  His dark hair was short and combed back, his blue eyes were bold, and smart, like he didn’t miss anything and he had a little mustache above his exquisite lips, and he smiled as she came towards him and she saw his beautiful smile and she smiled too.  And she wanted one thing from the moment she met Walker Harrington and that was to be his wife.  
 
   And when he married her a few months later she was thrilled and she welcomed his touch and he was damn good, his experience showed, well he was a man of thirty so she figured he’d been around, and all she wanted was to be a good wife and mother.  She opened her legs whenever he came to her and moaned her pleasure it felt so good, and when the children came and they were so beautiful and handsome she was so proud she could do that for him, and prided herself for not being a nagging wife when he worked late and took business trips or played golf for hours on end some weekends.  Her best defense was to ignore it, she pretended she didn’t see, even if it was right in front of her eyes.
 
    She could have sworn he came home from the office clean shaven and showered quite a bit, but she turned her head and ignored it and she ignored him coming home so happy after a business trip when he’d been gone for days and she missed him and wanted him to fill that void between them.  She wanted him to ride her oh so good and he wouldn’t touch her for days like he hadn’t thought about her at all, hadn’t missed touching her, she ignored it.  She ignored his ever growing gruff demeanor over the years and sometimes she felt as if he didn’t want to be there at all like he longed to be somewhere else, but she ignored it, chalked it up to old age, he was hers, he was her Walker and he was all she wanted.  
 
   To her he would always be the man who swept her off her feet when he courted her, the man who took her on their honeymoon in the south of France and broke her virginal hymen and left the sheets bloody and she loved it, it felt so good they hardly got out of bed.  Every time she tried to get up he pulled her back, “One more time, just one more time,” and she’d fall back in bed and let him fill her to her depths.  He’d loved her so much those two weeks that when they left to catch their flight home she walked gap legged and he teased her, “Why are you walking like that?”  “You know why,” she teased back and she felt so loved and she loved walking like that because he’d been inside her and for months she had him and he took her to bed and loved her almost non-stop.
 
   In the beginning he came home early and never went on a business trip or played a lot of golf, but then around March less than a year into their marriage his grueling work schedule kicked in and he started staying at the office late at least three to five times a week, and he worked late on the eves of Thanksgiving and Christmas, coming home so late sometimes on Christmas Eve they had to scramble to put the kids toys out since she refused to do it without him and waited up.  
 
   She loved Walker, loved him with everything in her and she loved the life she had and the children.  Their children when she looked at them her heart just melted at what she and Walker made.  And when Royce disappeared it broke her heart and she cried to him, “Find him Walker, you have to find my baby!”  And he said, “Oh I will, and I will bring him home with or without his wife and children!”  And she said, “What do you mean?  He’s not coming back without his wife and children?”  She thought that was crazy for him to think that, and he said, “If I have to bring him back without them I will!”  And after years went by and she was still worried and wondering where her baby was and asked Walker, “Why haven’t you found him?  It can’t be that hard, he has a wife and children with him for god’s sake!”  “I know it was foolhardy for him to do what he did, but if he hadn’t married that negra none of this would be happening!”  And she ignored it.
 
   And after his death when she chanced upon another safe in his office.  She’d always thought there was one safe in the office, the one behind her portrait and the combination was her birthday, but the maid was cleaning Walker’s portrait one day and a huge spider jumped down on her and she screamed a bloodcurdling scream and they all ran in to see what was going on and she went to straighten the skewed picture and felt it rub against something and looked behind it and found another safe, and she couldn’t open it.  She used every birthday in the house and it still wouldn’t open, it took a safe smith to come out and he discovered the combination, 3, 29, 19, 31 and she had no idea why those numbers but he got it open and she found Henrietta Johnson.
 
   There were love letters from her, there were souvenirs he’d kept, an old yellowed cloth napkin from a place called Freddie  Macs.  There was an old picture of a Negro girl, it was sepia, her shoulders bare wrapped in a fur like shawl, her hair was short and styled in a classic 1950’s style and she was young and very beautiful.  There were other pictures of children of various ages, graduation pictures, baby pictures and wedding pictures of all these black people and she had no idea who they were and why he had them.  Then she saw a copy of a will, a will drawn up by the same attorney who’d drawn up theirs and it left this Henrietta Johnson twenty-five million dollars with a stipulation that she give each of her children a million dollars and she had no idea why he’d leave this person so much money.  
 
   She contacted the lawyer and demanded he tell her what he knew and even though he wouldn’t tell her anything he gave her an address.  And she found herself sitting in a yellow house crying in front of Walker’s black mistress.  She left that house and did what she did best she pushed it aside and ignored it, and it was Dillon who made her understand she couldn’t ignore things anymore.  It was Dillon who she loved with all her heart standing in this same drawing room holding onto his black wife’s hand saying, “I’m not like dad, I will not come back if any of you have a problem with this,” and she didn’t understand what he was talking about.  Why would she have a problem with him being married to a black woman?  And then he looked at his mother and she realized Tammy was the problem, Tammy did keep her from Royce.  She did try to murder his wife and children and that hurt Royce, hurt him so bad and her letting Tammy stay here said she didn’t care about that. 
 
   And the way Dillon looked at her and Tommy she could see he thought they felt the same and Walker’s words came back to her, if he hadn’t married that negra none of this would be happening, and she couldn’t understand why he thought that of her.  She was a supporter of The Woman’s Movement, Roe v. Wade, the Civil Rights Movement, John and Bobby Kennedy, Martin Luther King and Lyndon Johnson, and she’d voted for President Obama twice and the hot button issue of the day was if gays and lesbians should be allowed to marry and one of her best friend’s son Stephen was gay.  She’d known him all his life and she’d known he was gay all his life too, even at three years old she remembered him so sure of himself and walking around in his mother’s high heels, he was the sweetest little boy.  
 
   He reminded her of her baby Royce, Royce was so sure of himself at three too.  He wanted nothing more than to ride horses and wear his cowboy boots, even to bed and she’d scold him, “No Royce you’re going to sleep, you don’t need your boots,” and she remembered him saying, “But I do need them, I ride in my sleep too mother,” and her heart melted.  She thought everyone, no matter your race, gender or what part of the world you lived in had a right to live, love and be happy but of course she never said these things out loud.  These were things she thought, out loud she adopted her favorite line, “Oh I don’t know about that Walker, you decide.”
 
   So she asked Dillon that day, “Why would I have a problem with you marrying?  I couldn’t be happier for you,” and he looked at her.  “Because grandpa did and you went along with whatever grandpa said.  Grandpa and mom were working together.   They sent men after dad and Ms. Joy and that’s why they ran,” and she felt the blood drain from her body and her heart break.  Royce oh Royce, you think I was in on that, and she sent Tammy away.  And she realized she’d done what she did best when Royce tried to tell her, tried to tell all of them what Walker had done she ignored it, pushed it aside and pretended it didn’t matter and he wouldn’t see her because of it.
 
   She walked towards her son her heart in her hands hoping he’d forgive her and she saw him.  Saw him beautiful and radiant and realized she didn’t know this man, but she wanted to know this beautiful man.  She saw a wariness in his eyes but his smile was bright and he held on to his wife’s hand and she looked at her and she saw a beautiful stunning woman at his side.  
 
   She walked to them and stopped, tears in her eyes, seeing her baby boy for the first time in over ten years, “Royce son, I’m sorry, so sorry you had to go through that,” and he fell in her arms and she cried and he cried, “Oh mother, I’m so glad you understand,” and she felt his body shake from his tears and she didn’t ignore that.  She didn’t ignore his anguish and once they’d cried together she looked at the woman by his side and she took Joy’s hand and said, “I’m so sorry, so sorry you had to go through that, so sorry,” she said looking deeply in Joy’s eyes, and she saw the soft forgiving look in Joy’s eyes and she hugged her, hugged her tight, and when she pulled away she still held Joy’s hand and looked at her, and she saw that soft look in Joy’s eyes and her heart melted, “You’re beautiful inside and out and my son is so lucky to have you I can see that,” she said. 
 
   Royce wiped tears and then it was the children’s turn, “Oh Royce he looks just like you,” she said of Justin and she gushed over all the children and loving that she had more grandchildren to love, “They’re beautiful Royce, just beautiful, you have a beautiful family.  I can see so much of you in all of them, just beautiful,” she gushed and touched all over them, their hair, their soft cheeks, “Royce, Joy you have got to let them come stay at the ranch a little over the summer, they’d love the ranch,” she said over lunch.  
 
   Tommy and Alice Ann had welcomed them just as hard, and their children most of who were grown, Tommy had two grown daughters with children of their own and Alice Ann three grown daughters and a son, all of them welcomed them, and Joy felt her heart full.  This is what family was supposed to feel like.  
 
   And later the adults retired to the drawing room closed the door and Royce told his family of their adventure across the world.  They marveled and he didn’t hold back on the threats, “It was scary, scary mother, the first attempt nearly cost us our lives.  Assassins came into our home, and when we were in Spain a helicopter flew so low…,” he told it all. He didn’t want his father to get away with what he’d done and he wanted them to know what they were backing when they sided with his father, and they cried every last one of them cried and cried as he told them and he felt finally they understand.   
 
   “Oh son I’m so sorry I didn’t know, I didn’t know,” his mother cried, and his brother Tommy said, “It’s hard to believe dad would behave like that in this day and age.  Maybe the times have changed but dad had not,” he said shaking his head and taking a sip of his brandy, “Well I shouldn’t be surprised, even though I’m surprised at how far he took it, but I’m not surprised he had an issue with it.  I remember years back, it was probably six or seven now, but we were looking for a new CFO, and this employment agency calls me said he had the perfect guy, said he was a Harvard grad from Amarillo and he wanted to get back home to Texas.  I thought perfect, Harvard and from Amarillo, you can’t beat that, and he was already a CFO at the company he worked for back east, no contest.  I took this to dad, showed him this guy.  He was perfect and I’ll never forget his name was Warren Johnson and he was a black guy, and dad wouldn’t even consider him, wouldn’t even give him an interview, just said, “Nope, nope not interested, find someone else!” 
 
   Royce looked at his mother when his brother said the name and she gave no reaction.  He looked at his brother and it was clear he had no clue he wanted to hire his brother, “…so I should have known he’d have an issue, but I was disappointed he’d act that way.  I looked the guy up to see what happened to him and he made out alright.   He ended up staying back east and now he’s the CEO of the company, but I had no idea dad was that…way,” he paused and looked at Joy as if he’d forgotten she was in the room, and Joy sat there silent through all this conversation.  
 
   She had no idea what to say and they were talking about race and if it should be a problem and she was the only black one in the room and she was thinking, hell yeah it’s a problem, your husband, your father tried to kill me because of it, and her mother’s concerns came to her, “When you marry him you marry the family, you need to make sure they’re okay with it or they could give you hell,” you got that one right momma, she thought, and the only person she was sure of in that room was Royce, her love.  
 
   She still remembered the night he came to her when her mother brought it up, it’s just outside covering Joy and yours is a beautiful warm golden brown and mine is plain vanilla, and she smiled to herself remembering.  But she was glad they were discussing it so she’d know how they felt and after the conversation she was sure it was only his father’s misguided views.  Everyone else was just as shocked as she was that he had a problem with it in the twenty-first century.
 
   And later when Royce was alone with his mother he told her he knew about Hennie Johnson.  He told her how he found out and that Hennie said she’d found out too.  Allison had tried to forget that day, old habits, she knew, “The things you find out when someone passes,” she said, and she told him how she found out and she’d wanted to forget her husband was in love with another woman and she knew Walker was in love with Hennie, especially after she spoke with her and found out they’d been together years before he met her and had children, but also because in the last years before he died he was having these dreams all the time.  These pleasant soothing dreams in his sleep.    
 
   The first time he had one she turned on the lamp to wake him he was talking so much and then she saw the little smile on his lips and the softening of the lines in his face as he murmured in his sleep, “Hennie, Hennie,” and she thought he was dreaming about a time in his life when he was a boy and happy and Hennie was a pet dog or favorite horse, so she smiled at his night time talk and turned off the light and went to sleep with a smile on her face that he was happy in his dreams.   
 
   It was when she met Henrietta it became clear, she held out her hand smiling at her and said, “I’m Henrietta Johnson but you can call me Hennie, is it alright if I call you Allison?” And she cried harder when she heard the name and realized whose name Walker had been murmuring.  Hennie told her she’d stop seeing Walker years before his death and she realized then that’s when the night talking began, he missed his lover.  The woman that he loved and because he wasn’t whispering her name in the dark of night with a smile on his face she knew the woman he loved wasn’t her.
 
   After that weekend visit Royce’s spirit was lifted.  He went back home happy, he had his family back and they delved back into their lives, and for Royce he lived to love Joy.  He was free, free to love her without worry.  Tammy had moved on, his father was gone and Michael was happy and married to someone else, and he was finally able to love Joy the way he’d always wanted and that was just to love her.  And Joy saw that look in his eye, the one in the portrait that hung over their mantle, the one that said he’d figured out life and she always wondered had he?  
 
   She had awakened with a smile on her face this morning Royce had loved her good last night.  He came at her with everything he had to give with his sweet caresses and touches, his lips all over her, his tongue exploring her so deep and then he  turned her over and from behind he gave her the sensual ride she loved.  
 
   Now she was preparing to meet friends,  his friends really, she always called them that.  They’d known him the longest and from what he told her they’d worried about him those years they were gone and he seemed surprised, and she wasn’t, “People care about you babe, why is that so hard to understand?”  But she didn’t know them that well, for her they were the ones who held her back trying to force her to sleep with another man.  The ones who stood off to the side at soccer games and didn’t really interact with her.  The women were the ones that sided with Tammy on the sidelines, and backed her in the courtroom, and even Royce had a problem with them for that and told her, “It’s the fellows I associate with.  I’m not so much into the wives,” so she didn’t know what to expect tonight, but she was ready.  
 
   She dressed in a little black dress, her hair done up in a chignon at the base of neck, her dress dipped low in the back and hugged her behind.  Royce was already dressed and standing in the doorway looking at her.  Joy saw the love in his eyes, “You look so gorgeous baby, we might not make it to dinner,” he joked, and that was alright by her, but she picked up her little handbag and headed to the door and they drove to Marmonts  in Turtle Creek.  Royce valet’d the car and they walked into the restaurant.
 
   Bobby and Sarah, Collin and his new wife Tiffany, Chris and Laura, Eric and Becky all were there waiting for Royce and Joy.  They watched the front door waiting.  They watched as Royce and Joy came through the door.  He spotted them and holding Joy's hand he made his way towards them.  All of them saw a man, a man they didn’t know.  He was radiant in his happiness and his face shown bright and they gravitated towards him, their friend.  The man they all cared deeply about, all mesmerized by the man coming towards them with Joy by his side.  She was beautiful in her black dress that hugged her curves, and all the men remembered wanting her, and those who could remembered her just like she was now, in a black dress, her hair pulled back, and standing there.
 
   Standing there beautiful, elegant and regal in the foyer, a black feathered mask on, Michael Abrams at her side and for those who could remember, that was the night Joy Abrams walked into The Club.
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