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                  Turkey Bacon: IT'S NOT REAL
                             Bacon: BAD FOR YOU
  Does this sound like the definition to your relationship?
Everyone knows bacon tastes good but it is bad for you. Everyone knows turkey bacon is not real, it is only a substitute for real bacon. But we eat one or the other anyway. Turkey bacon is a lot like relationships. We enter into relationships based on what looks good, feels good and even sounds good, ignoring all the red flags shown before entry. We also void-fill by committing ourselves to a person to abandon loneliness. Knowing full well our feelings never have been or ever will be REAL love for that person. With that said, everyone has experienced a Turkey Bacon relationship. Therefore, everyone can relate to the inconsistencies of what we thought was love. Turkey Bacon (Brass Benevolence) is a fiction book about the restoration of failing relationships. Couples that feel they are near the end of their relationship often find themselves sitting in front of  Dr. Kenny Rogers, a marriage counselor.  Dr. Rogers has an outstanding track record with relationship repair.  He has a one way or another approach for repairing his clients’ interconnection.  Most clients really don’t understand the “one way” or “the other” that fixed their connection.  Dr. Rogers is intuitive, very dapper, charming and single.  He is also very dedicated to his clients’ change of heart. This book will entertain, teach and offer situations that most people can relate to. Reading this book is like therapy and counseling for troubled companions as well as confirmation for couples who are already in the know.  Basically, this book is for everyone.
 
 
 
Brass Benevolence
As a child I witnessed an abundance of disrespect and mischievous behavior. Oftentimes this type of behavior had nothing to do with me.
I am a 35 year old black man with a famous country singer’s name, Kenny Rogers. I am one of seven brothers and sisters. The first three born were boys, the next three girls, and I was the final addition to make seven siblings. With the described lineup, it is almost unnecessary to point out I was primarily raised with my sisters.
The three of my brothers had preoccupied minds of freedom. They moved out to their first apartments while I was still very young. For many years, it was my father and I as the only males in the house. Being the youngest, I witnessed, in full detail, the ever changing emotions of my sisters.
 
Usually a child is shaped and molded by what he or she wants to be. Me, I was influenced by what I didn’t want to be.
I was old enough to understand when my sisters were hurting and smart enough to understand why. I suffered the sight of my sisters’ disappointment and hurt from the immature behavior of their teenage boyfriends. Again I was old enough to understand but too young to do anything about it. This is what formed me into the man I am today and the career I chose to make a business. I am what I like to call a relationship specialist. I have a one way or another approach to the successful repair of my clients’ woes.
There is a funny thing about me, aside from my name being Kenny Rogers. I am a professionally titled “Marriage Counselor” that is not married, dating or looking.
 
 
6:00AM
It is the morning of the second day of the week. An alarm clock performs its timely duties precisely at 6:00AM. My hand fumbles for the off switch as if I had been rendered blind. I sit up on the center edge of my bed that is large enough for the likes of Shaquille O’Neil. Mumbling to myself, I stretched out the stiffness of my bruised body. I stare at the device that annoyingly broke my sleep. The clock now reads 6:02. The new day arrived much sooner than I would have liked.
I slither out of bed, costume myself in a worn out but comfortable T-shirt. My sweatpants match the condition of my shirt.
Each morning I pass several framed awards strategically placed on a low gloss cream colored wall in my living room. The framed achievements serve as a reminder to stay focused. One of the awards read: “Dr. Kenneth Rogers, Marriage Counselor. Dr. Rogers has an outstanding track record with relationship salvation.” SALVATION! I am not GOD! As a matter of fact, I often implement ungodly acts!
As the awards remind me, I remain focused. I release the annoyed look off of my face and tie the laces to my running shoes.
Using a key pad to open the door to what used to be a garage, I step inside. The extension of my home where typically one would park their vehicle, is organized more like a top secret physical fitness/FBI/military boot camp. This room is definitely no longer suitable for my car.
Walking past sophisticated technical equipment, I reach my destination. Staring back at me is a piece of equipment with a fitting name for 90% of the married people in the U.S. symbolically going nowhere fast,   “Treadmill”.
Twenty-eight minutes into the stride of my morning routine, sweat pours from my cleanly shaven bald head. Episodes of determination show on my face. I am sprinting vigorously as if toward the future or maybe away from my past. The final seconds of a digital countdown preclude. I muscle the STOP button.
Clean and clothed in a rigidly creased black suit, I near the end of the first meal of the day. I’m dining at the head of a very large oak wood table with complimenting chairs fit for giants. Ignoring the other large lonely seats, I munch on seven sticks of turkey bacon with a frost bitten glass of orange juice. Before taking the last bite, I study what I have been ingesting for the last ten minutes, “Turkey Bacon”.
Somehow linking my breakfast to my career, I begin to think. Everyone knows bacon tastes good, but it is bad for you. Everyone knows turkey bacon is not real it is only a substitute for bacon. But we eat one or the other anyway. Turkey bacon is a lot like relationships. We enter into relationships based off of what looks good, feels good and even sounds good, ignoring all the red flags shown before entry. We commit ourselves to a turkey bacon type of person to abandon loneliness. Just being too damn impatient to wait for the real thing. I believe at some time or another, everyone has or will experience a turkey bacon relationship. Therefore, everyone will be able to relate to the inconsistencies of what we thought was love. Man! I think I will have eggs tomorrow!
Tuning my mind away from relationship realities, I flip though the pages of my favorite reading material, weaponry magazines. The magazines range from A-K 47s to brass knuckles.
My attention is beckoned from my arsenal research to the rising sound of an ambulance siren, rapidly peaking and fading just the same. The interruption afforded me a chance to realize the time. Damn! I have 26 minutes to dash myself to the office.
8:50AM I enter my well established office located in downtown Orlando, Florida. My physically fit and punctual secretary, Anissa, smiles with a closed mouth as if trapping words that want to come out. She hands me a file containing the information of my first time clients. Newlyweds, Tim and Patricia Wiggins, are due to arrive in 10 minutes.
Anissa glances at the Roman numeral brown and cream colored clock as if saying “arriving a few minutes early is still late.”  I smile back at her, agreeing with what I am sure she is thinking.
File in hand, I enter my private and spacious office that has the morning light pouring in from the East window. I call this part of the office “the shine down room” bringing people from the dark into the light.
In this room is a beautifully framed photograph of my three sisters that stands prominent among my college degrees. Centered and mounted on the sea foam green colored wall, I am in direct view of the unchanging stare of my sisters.  Their gaze serves as another reminder not only to stay focused but also of the commitment I made to help the broken hearted.
I settle into the armless brown leather chair that sits in front of a beautiful circular multi-colored coffee table. Anissa buzzes in through the speakerphone that rests to my right on a pedestal that looks like the offspring of the earth toned coffee table. She informs me, the newlyweds are here.
“Thank you. Send them in.”
I take another look at the photograph of my sisters smiling at me. I also read the words of my favorite plaque with brass knuckles mounted on top: 
“IF THEY DON’T UNDERSTAND MAKE EM’ UNDERSTAND”
My new clients enter “the shine down room.” I stand and smile. My smile is not necessarily for the greeting of the young couple, it is for me. I am always excited about first time clients. The issues are usually the same just new faces. It is game day, time to play!
As the pleasantries continue, Patricia’s welcomed enthusiasm is full of compliments and gratitude. She expresses the results of her research on me.
Patricia quotes from the health and wellness section of the local newspaper stating:
“Secretive but affective methods, Dr. Rogers has an outstanding track record for relationship salvation.”
Salvation! There goes that word again.
Patricia tightly grips my hand nearly shaking my arm out of socket. Tim heads for the first available seat never making eye contact with me. It is obvious Patricia is the one who set up this session due to the obviousness of Tim not wanting to be here.
I am aware of the couple’s woes from the detailed information Anissa included in their file. The bottom line of this meeting is Tim has a problem with infidelity. I would bet this behavior has been going on even before they were married.
I do not usually get the “WHAT” before I actually meet with clients. This time I just need to figure out the “WHY”.
If one were to see Patricia, human nature would have them think: “a man would have to be out of his mind to risk losing a woman like this.” Assumptions like this would be because Patricia is a very shapely and beautiful twenty-three year old woman. She has very symmetrical curves, long dark hair and sun tanned skin. She reminds me of the beautiful Indian Pocahontas, although Patricia is Caucasian.
Tim is a twenty-five year old medium build white male with undeniable issues. My gut tells me the “WHY” resides in him. My immediate plan is to navigate into the deepest part of Tim’s conscious to see if he is indeed out of his mind.
I have been blessed with a very discerning spirit. I have already determined Patricia’s personality to be ambitiously committed toward her dreams, goals and her marriage.
The three of us settle into our seats without a moment of silence because Patricia is still talking with the same enthusiasm.
“Dr. Rogers, it is so nice to finally meet you!”
I offer a reply trying to include the other person in the room that is pouting like a five year old school yard sissy.
“It is nice to meet the two of you as well.”
Patricia, very embarrassed, glares at Tim and then speaks to me.
“Dr. Rogers, you will have to excuse Tim. He doesn’t really want to be here.”
“Don’t apologize for me! I will speak if I choose to speak, Patricia!”
Tim and Patricia take a moment to play the real life Family Feud as I try to calm the pounding pulse of my youth.
This guy did not acknowledge me when he stormed into MY office! And he is still ignoring the fact that I am here! He is definitely the “WHY.”
My mind races back from my childhood, the child that was me, is still with me! I come to in time to hear Patricia snap back at Tim.
“Oh! There you go again Tim! Dr. Rogers is going to help us! Doctor, Tim is a really nice guy. Well, he used to be.”
Now things are warming up, in my blood and in the room.
I want to ignore the idea of Patricia thinking Tim is a nice guy. Instead, I prod into the doorway she provided.
“Is this true Tim? You used to be a nice guy?”
Tim actually looks at me when he answers.
“I am a nice guy, just not to her!”
Patricia’s breath is taken! As for me, I am not known to be able to hide emotions from my facial expressions. I am trying to remain professional. Wait! Oh well, he has seen my anger.
For Patricia’s sake, I pretend to be unfazed and quickly continue the queries.
“Why is that Tim?”
With hesitation, Tim renders an unexpected reason to me and Patricia.
“Well? It’s the way she looks and all of her silly dreams!!”
I stifle questioning. I know Patricia will offer a response to Tim’s last words.
Patricia’s upcoming retort will give me just enough time to choose my counter response carefully.
I see Patricia retract into herself. There is something that happens at moments like this. Something I have seen many times in this room. If you watch carefully, you will see the soul of a person crash land to ground zero and then uncoil to strike. Believe me, it hardly ever ends well. So goes Patricia, with a voice that sounds almost demonic.
“Tim! I always try to look my best for you! Even when I am not with you I try to look good for you because I represent you. I keep my hair and nails done for you. I cook, I clean and I am LOYAL! I never even looked at another man! I don’t understand why you continue to sleep with other women Tim! What do you want from me?!”
I’m sure Tim does not have anything meaningful to say. Trying to maintain Patricia is his reason for being (what I have determined him to be) a coward, he lets words fumble out of his mouth.
“You see Doc! She’s crazy sensitive too!”
What an insult! Not to Patricia but to me! Did he really just tell me “she’s sensitive” as if that is going to bring it all home for me! OH! Now I understand Tim, it is all her fault!
As I was about to speak, I notice Patricia’s mood swaps. She held her gaze at….. WAIT!  Is she looking at me?....... Okay?....... She is looking at me very inappropriately! She is licking her lips and adjusting her blouse to show more cleavage while staring at me! WHOA! She is having a fantasy session right now with me in mind! I want to say something but I feel like Tim, fumbling for words.
All of a sudden, Patricia, without turning away from her fantasy stare, speaks to Tim using a sexy voice that is meant for me.
“You know Tim? Maybe I should start looking at other men!”
Tim is bewildered as am I. She continues to speak not to Tim but to me.
“You know Doctor? I’ve never been with a real man before. To be specific, I’ve never been with a black man before. I think I need a sample.”
With what happened next for the first time in this session I wholeheartedly agree with Tim‘s statement and reaction.
“You know what!! I’m not up for this! I’m outta here!”
He gets up and leaves in the same manner he came slamming the door behind him.
I manage to close my mouth as Patricia bursts into tears. Before I could utter a word, she dives into apologies.
“I am so sorry Dr. Rogers. I just wanted Tim to see how it feels. I just wanted to make him suffer. I wanted to make him mad!”
I could not help myself.
“Mission accomplished! Patricia you have to let me do my job. You need to trust me. I have seen people like Tim many times, same personality just in a different shell. I can help you.”
I feel the child from long ago surface to my conscious as I continue to speak.
“But I have to ask, do you really want things to work with Tim? Are you absolutely sure you want Tim to remain in your life?”
Her demeanor helped me believe in what she said next.
“Yes Dr. Rogers, I am sure of it. My subconscious tells me that Tim and I belong together. We just have to work things out with each other. Once he stops being such a jerk, I know we will be happy.”
I stare at the sobbing, determined woman with remorse and anger. Anger towards the man that is causing her tears. I am sure it is written all over my face.
“Not to worry Patricia, Tim will come around.  I am sure of it. This is what I do best.”
Yes I am fully aware of what I have to do. Come away with me inner child, come away with me to a place where we do our best work.
The brilliant sun’s eye no longer peeks through the east window. I guess it knows there is nothing to see here.
Although the sun is not looking in, I am looking out watching the young couple’s unceremonious walk towards their car.
Pondering my next move to help my new client newlyweds see the light, I hear my secretary’s words in my head seconds before she walks in to actually say them.
“That was short, another code 7?”
“Yes Anissa, it most definitely is.”
“No problem Kenny, I’ll get everything ready.”
Nothing much needs to be said, we know each other well! Anissa has been with me from the beginning. She helped me organize my office and even some of my tactics for difficult clients. Working with me for almost eight years, she knows most of my secrets and I know most of hers. As a matter a fact, we are the cause of many of those secrets. It is probably not what you think. Suddenly my senses are aroused.
“Wow! Something smells good!”
Turning from the window to investigate the delicious aroma, I did not have to go far. On my computer desk, Anissa placed a steaming cup of green tea, sweetened with honey.
“I love green tea!”
Considering my poor memory, she also left me a print out of Monday’s agenda.  Anissa knows me well indeed.
Sipping my green tea, I give in and take one final look out of the window. The parking space where Tim and Patricia’s blue midsize sedan slept is empty. Maybe I should wake up from my daydream and free the parking space of my mind. I need to be focused for my next clients.
Studying Monday’s detailed agenda, the final task Anissa included made me gasp and roll my eyes to the ceiling.
“Damn! I forgot about this!”
I am due to meet with Sharon and Neci at Lounge Seven tonight.
What I find really sad about forgetting this meeting with the girls is we meet at Lounge Seven every Monday night.
Sharon and Neci are my dear friends from college. Neci Gurda is an attractive black 34 year old bank manager. She is smart and successful. She is an all around good woman that seemed to have settled for a man far less than she deserves. I am aware that she is deathly afraid of being alone.
Sharon Hillian (Shae) is a very attractive girl next door type. She is a nurse at a large hospital on the outskirts of downtown Orlando. Sharon can be a very insecure, analytical person when talking about relationships. She has a “what if this” “what if that” “there are no good men” type of attitude. But she is very intelligent and classy with alot to offer. While in college, other students used to think we were brother and sister. We both agree we have favoring features. Back then we used to prank people who assumed we were related. We would kiss passionately in front of them and say to one another “don’t tell Mom!”
By the way, Sharon and I dated for a short period when we first met.
For the past several years, Neci, Sharon and I have been really good friends, almost like family.
Three years after our graduation, it was almost like fate, we reunited at Lounge Seven. None of us had ever been there before that night. For the past eight years we meet there every Monday. “M.N.L.S.7” we used to say. Monday Night Lounge Seven at 7.
“I am definitely going to be late!”
MONDAY NIGHT AT LOUNGE SEVEN
The 21 year old white male behind the bar is Peter. Smooth and charismatic like a veteran bartender, he serves drinks to the patrons including Neci. Sharon has not arrived yet and neither have I.
Peter is known to have a very neutral idea about women. His saying goes: “if she is attractive, from earth, less than fifty years old and not dead, Petey Pete is all in.”
He does not hold back his prowess when he tries to win a date with Neci. Every Monday night for the past five months of his employment, he has cast in his lot for a romantic evening with her. Sharon and I think Neci enjoys the young man’s pursuit, although he does not stand a chance.
“Would you like another Ms. Neci?”
“What! Are you trying to be funny Pete? I just got here, of course I’ll have another.”
“Whoa Ms. Neci, what’s eating you?”
“I’m sorry Pete. It’s just that men can really suck at times, actually most of the time. Lamar is up to his old tricks again!”
“Again!”
“Yes, Again!”
“Well? I’ve already told you, you need to leave that man alone and give Petey Pete a chance. You need to go ahead and step outside the box.”
“Boy, you are a bartender that’s still in college. What can you do for me?”
“Go ahead, laugh Ms. Neci. But um, it’s not what I can do for you it’s what I will do to you.”
“You’re crazy Pete! That’s just it! What Lamar is doing to me and the way he does it is the reason I can’t seem to leave him. When he looks at me with those brown eyes and kisses me with those plump L. L. lips! It makes me wanna…….”
“ALRIGHTY THEN! Here is your drink Ms. Neci.”
“Thanks Pete. Oh! OK! Um, here comes Sharon. Don’t tell her I’m having problems with Lamar.”
“Again!”
“I know that Pete, just don’t……Hey Shae.”
“Hey Neci, how ya doin’ girl? What’s up Pete? I’ll have the usual please.”
“Coming right up, and since you asked, what’s up is Ms. Neci is having problems with Lamar.”
“AGAIN Neci!”
“Yup! She’s having problems with Lamar AGAIN!”
“Peter! I just asked you not to say anything about that! You know you just ruined your tip right?”
“First of all Ms. Sharon is your long time friend. You need to talk to her and second of all, YOU NEVER TIP ME ANYWAY.”
Peter laughs as he bolts behind the bar.
“Dang Neci! What’s he up to now? Oh! Let me guess, the same as the last time and the time before that. When are you going to learn girl? I mean, you must be out of your mind, just too damn weak or both!”
“Whatever Shae! Having half a man is better than no man at all. How long have you been lonely, I mean single?”
“Wow! Hitting below the belt I see. You know there are no good men left. Besides I would rather be miserable by myself then to have a man causing my misery. Come on Neci, you know I’m saying all of this because I care.”
“I know you do Shae.”
7:20PM
I am racing down Interstate 4 South. I check the speedometer.
“Whoa, 96 miles per hour!”
I quickly release the extra pressure from the accelerator reducing the speed to 70mph.
Still traveling 10mph above the speed limit, my cell phone begins to ring. Assuming it is Sharon or Neci checking up on me, I answer without checking the caller ID.
A familiar but shaky voice comes through the line.
“Dr. Rogers! It’s Patricia! Patricia Wiggins!”
Why I included my cell number on the business cards I have no idea! I guess I never expected anyone to use it, especially after business hours.
Trying to hide my annoyance, I use another voice to bury my true mood.
“Good evening Patricia. What can I do for you?”
“Something really bad has happened! Tim was mugged tonight! I think he has been hurt really bad!  I’m headed to the hospital now. I didn’t know who else to call.”
The average person has about 30 to 40 contacts stored in their cell phone. Why on earth did she choose to call me regardless of “not knowing who else to call?”
I am curiously suspicious at the moment. But I vocally display concern instead.
“Is he going to be alright!? Do you need me to meet you at the hospital?”
“Um, I don’t know how badly he’s hurt. I’m pulling into the hospital’s parking lot now. Thank you for the offer to come, you’ve done enough already. If I need someone to be here with me I will call my sister, she doesn’t live far.”
Thoughts traveling through my mind managed to stall from driving out of my mouth.
She has a sister? Why she did not call her in the first place is beyond me. I am certainly puzzled.
“Very well Patricia. Call me back if you need anything.”
Of course I really did not mean that.
It is now 7:30. I am forced to find a parking space far from the lounge front door.
The girls will have to wait another five minutes. I need to collect myself.
7:35PM LOUNGE SEVEN
Sharon and Neci are working on their third mixed drink as they sit at our usual location at the bar.
No matter how busy the business, our same three seats are available every Monday night. We feel like Norm from the old hit television series, Cheers.
The girls get really chatty when they exchange sober for tipsy.
“How was work today Shae, busy day in the ER?”
“No. Not really but right at the end of my shift some young guy all beat to hell comes stumbling in. I’ve never heard a man cry and whimper for his wife like he did.”
“Awe, that is so sad!”
“Uh, no Neci, it was sad as in pathetic! He cried for his wife like she was his mother. He told me he was mugged. You know what’s funny? That’s the seventh guy in two weeks I treated that got their butt kicked. One of the guys last week made me laugh. I asked him what happened and he said “just a good old fashioned brass knuckle beat down.”
Using my palm to wipe the shine from my sweaty bald head, I walk through the propped open door of the lounge. I am satisfied knowing I will have a beer soon.
“Here comes your ex-boyfriend Shae, the last good man left.”
“Don’t start Neci!.......Well hello Kenny, good of you to finally join us.”
“Hey ladies, sorry I’m late.  Hey Pete, I will have a 20oz. brew.”
“You got it Doc.”
“So? How much did you get?”
“What are you talking about Neci?”
“I am talking about, how much money you got from robbing a bank. You’re dressed in all black like you’re about to commit a crime.  Look at him Shae, am I right?”
“Yeah no suit today, Kenny what’s going on?”
“The relationships people are in these days are the real crimes!”
“Here’s your 20oz. beer Doc.”
The 20 ounces of beer from the 21 year old saved me from saying too much. It is time to turn the topic from me to the girls.
“Thank you Pete. Well okay ladies, let us talk about crimes. I will start with you Neci. You are having problems with Lamar again and Sharon, you are still hopelessly single. Am I right?”
“Now hold on a minute Kenny! I wouldn’t say hopeless! Well? Okay it’s hopeless.”
“How did you know me and Lamar are fighting? You always seem to know what’s going on with us just by looking at us.”
“It is my job to understand people. Besides, I have known you girls since college and we meet here every week. There is not much I do not know about you.”
“This is true Kenny, but what about you mystery man? Neci and I don’t know everything about you.”
“Good point Shae. For instance, why are you still single? You have alot going for yourself. You are a very attractive man, you dress well, except for today and you understand women. Look Kenny I will just say it! If you don’t find a woman soon people are going to think you’re gay. Oh my GOD Kenny! Tell me you’re not gay!”
“Whoa! What in GOD’s name are you talking about?”
“Be quiet Neci! Kenny, she doesn’t know what she is saying. She’s been drinking all evening.”
I am confused, not only about what Neci is saying but also about Sharon’s hand gently holding mine. She looks deeply into my eyes and with a sincere voice she asks me something unexpected as Neci’s cell phone begins to ring.
“I would like to know why you are still single.”
A flash back from our college days floods my mind as the gentle touch of her hand caresses the dark side of mine.
I am having an outer body experience, the likes of seeing myself and truly seeing Sharon. I see her with my adult eyes and she is beautiful!  This feeling is familiar and feels good. I think to myself, am I still attracted to Sharon? Is she still attracted to me?
The temporary and perplexing stare is suddenly gone when Neci’s cell phone conversation gets distractingly loud. Her West Indian accent comes out whenever she gets mad. And yes, Neci is very upset! It is safe to assume she is talking to Lamar.
Yet and still, I do not understand why I wanted the tender moment to continue between me and Sharon. But it is postponed due to our good friend Neci’s cell phone fuss with Lamar.
Sharon decides to join in on the feud by loud talking through the phone in defense of Neci. My heart goes out to Neci for suffering disappointment yet again.
As I stare at the girls, I try to break free from my emotional state of confusion.
Listening to the harsh disagreement Neci is having with her man, I am once again brought back to my childhood.
When any one of my sisters was hurting from something their boyfriend did, I hurt too. I sometimes believed I was hurting more than they were.
I have learned being double-crossed as a young person can scar you. The results of those scars are fear and doubt that you carry into adulthood. Being double-crossed as an adult is a shame but it is something we expect to happen anyway.
7:00AM THE FOURTH DAY OF THE WEEK
On Wednesday mornings, I like to perform my cardiovascular exercise at Eden Park. The warmth of the sun and the fresh air of the outdoors offer a cleansing quality. I guess by the third day of my work week I am tired of staring at the dull cream colored paint on the wall directly in front of my treadmill.
The surroundings of this park give me a chance to appreciate God’s creation. Eden is a very fitting name for this park.
I admire the deep green thick grass, bright multi-colors of the plant life and the large beautiful pond that is home to many fresh water dwellers. I often fantasize that this park may be what the true Garden of Eden was like.
Cruising in a balanced rhythm, I hear my name muffling through the music of my head phones.
My favorite song by Prince, “Adore,” massages my emotions from Monday night with the girls namely, Sharon. It also sets the pace of my run.
I no longer can ignore the sound of someone calling my name. I slow my pace to a light trot scanning the park as I extract the tiny speakers from my ears. In doing so, I discover the culprit of my senses being sound and now sight did not deceive me.
Standing in front of a wooden picnic table is Neci’s boyfriend, Lamar, waving vigorously to gain my attention.
He meets and greets me on the jogging path with a loud voice and a big smile. I guess he is glad to see me.
“Good morning sir!”
Lamar is carrying a guitar that looks very expensive in his left hand as he extends his right to shake mine.
He is a tall, handsome and talented musician and member of a very successful local band named “Seductions.”
I am surprised and confused at his presence in the park at 7:15 in the morning. I always assumed musicians did not struggle their way out of bed until noon.
I grip his hand with a sweaty palm and offer him the same morning wishes.
“Good morning to you too Lamar, what brings you here this early? Are you rehearsing for your next gig?”
I have known Lamar for over six years and have not seen him in six months. I am glad to see him but I still hope this reunion will be brief.
Lamar answers my question of his purpose in the park, ruining my hopes for brief.
“No, I’m not rehearsing. I just have something on my mind. Um, you got a minute?”
Right at that point I knew my morning run was over. One thing about being a counselor you are always on the clock even if you are not getting paid.
By the look on Lamar’s face I can see he really needs to talk. I can also see that he is reading my expression.
“I’m sorry Kenny. It’s not a big deal, I don’t want to interrupt your run….It was good to see you. I’ll tell Neci you said Hi.”
He begins to walk back towards the picnic table as I look down the path of the early morning joggers lost in their thoughts.
I turn my attention back to Lamar. His enthusiasm lacks in comparison to the joggers. I give in to the chat.
“Lamar, hold up.”
Sitting at the picnic table, there is only the sound of birds singing and flowing water from the fountains of the pond. Lamar is not saying anything.
By the slouched position he is in, his body language tells me he is lost on how to begin the conversation. I offered a very simple lead in so his thoughts will have a way out.
“So? What did you want to talk about?”
“Well, you and Neci have been friends for a long time, I’m sure you know we’re having problems.”
“Yes, I am aware that something is going on. What is it exactly?”
“I don’t know why but Neci thinks that I am cheating on her.”
“Well,  are you?”
“No! Of course not! I love her too much for that.”
“OK Lamar, I had to ask.  Do you have any idea why she would feel this way?”
“The only thing I can come up with is she thinks I spend too much time with my friends and on the road playing gigs. Being a musician you have to travel and you can make a lot of friends. I love music and I love people. She knew that before we started dating.”
“Maybe you should invite her to come to your shows and out with your friends.”
“OH MAN! She used to come to my shows but she couldn’t stand the attention I would get from other women. It would always end up in a big fight. And I don’t think she can handle being around my friends.”
His very last statement gave me all that I need to understand the fullness of their problem.
I can feel a condescending look on my face but I choose not to match it with words. I will try to keep him from retracting further into defensive mode. I will ask one question then offer my calculated conclusion.
“Lamar, would these friends be the women that give you a lot of attention at your shows?”
“Well yeah, some of them. The others I’ve known for a long time even before Neci and I started dating.”
“Lamar, there is your problem.  All of your friends seem to be women, women that Neci does not know personally. How would you feel if her main core of friends were men and she hung out with them without you?”
“She hangs out with you!”
“Lamar, I am going to give you a second to think about what you just said.”
“What?!”
“Lamar! I am the one who introduced you to Neci!  We all hung out together many times. Neci does not know any of the women you are hanging out with.”
“They’re just friends!”
“Look, male or female friends, especially female friends, if they make the lady that you love feel uncomfortable, you have a very easy decision to make: friends over lover or lover over friends?”
He is pondering over my advice. His delayed response starts the deletion of the idea that he is not such a bad guy after all.
I am relieved with the outcome once I jar him away from his ponderings.
“Lamar!”
“I’m just messing around. I wanted to see the award winning counselor sweat. You’re right!  I have to put her first! Besides I’ll never find anyone that can put it down in the bedroom like my Neci.”
“Whoa! OK homeboy! Let us keep this Holy.”
He absorbs my observation and takes a serious tone.
“How do I begin to show her I love her and that she can trust me?”
“Be her best friend…….and play a private concert just for her.”
“Yeah, play for her.”
Now that Lamar’s enthusiasm is elevated, I can get to my run. Not the run back on the park’s jogging path, I am running late! I need to get to the office.
“Well Lamar, I need to get going. I have a 9 o’clock appointment.”
“Oh, ok Kenny, thank you. You have really helped me out on this one.”
“No problem. Just make sure I get paid!”
He begins to strum his guitar with renewed enthusiastic energy. He smiles and laughs, not taking me serious about getting paid.
Sometimes seeing someone’s light shining brightly towards a better tomorrow is payment enough……Sometimes!
10:00AM AT THE OFFICE
Standing at the entryway to the office, I hold the door open for a pair of jubilant long term client’s final exit.
I too, feel triumphant that they no longer view counseling necessary to maintain a healthy marriage. I also feel guilty satisfaction due to their ten minute late arrival, five minutes over my tardiness.
As we conclude our farewells, surprisingly, my 10:00 clients arrive, staying true to their follow up session.
Tim and Patricia Wiggins are actually holding hands as they approach.
The happy husband of the exiting couple shuffles and balances himself on aluminum crutches, clearing the path for my new client newlyweds. Impaired by a neck brace, the husband stiff body turns to take a better look at Tim. He notices Tim’s bruises before getting scurried off by his blissful wife.
Seated and settled in the “shine down room,” Patricia is wearing a genuine smile brighter than the invading sunlight from the east window. Tim is wearing a shiner around his left eye and a sling that is holding his broken right arm. Considering Tim’s circumstance, he does not seem annoyed to be here this time.
Undoubtedly Patricia is eager to get their second session underway. I too am eager, eager to have them share the full details of Tim’s arm cast and color difference around his eye. I am also curious to hear why Patricia is so giddy despite being in a marriage counselor’s office with a beat up husband. Being polite, I avoid the first question being about Tim’s obvious black eye.
“Tim, Patricia, I am glad you decided to come back. Tell me, how is everything going?”
“Well Dr. Rogers as you can see, Tim is pretty beat up, literally! He was mugged two days ago. But ever since that happened things have been different. Well, a lot better! He’s been holding me in his arms all night as we sleep. Doctor, let me explain something to you. Tim hasn’t done that since we were married. I didn’t realize how much I missed that until the past few days.”
“Well, traumatic incidents can sometimes make a person realize what’s important in life….So it sounds like you two are moving in the right direction.  I’m going to pick up where we left off at our last session.  Tim, you said the problems you two are having are because of “the way Patricia looks and all of her silly dreams.” Please tell me more.”
To my surprise and Patricia’s kudos, Tim confidently looks me in the eyes and answers the inquiry.
“Look at her Dr. Rogers! She’s freaking gorgeous! She is the most beautiful woman I have ever laid eyes on.”
Gathering confidence, he sits up tall in his chair as I lean back in mine, giving him the floor to speak.
“Everything Patricia touches turns to gold. Anything she puts her mind to turns out better than she planned. Actually she doesn’t plan, she just does it! Whatever it is, it ends up great every time. I can’t compete with that. I work in construction, I make 19 thousand dollars a year before taxes and my credit is shot! I don’t really know what she is doing with me! She could have anyone on the planet!”
He pauses to swallow and wipe tears from his face. He cannot bring himself to look at his wife whose eyes are also a river of tears.
I sit quietly, causing awkward silence, giving Tim the chance to refill the void. It works every time.
“Her dream is to be a movie star, well, at least an actress. I don’t think she cares about being a huge star, she just loves to perform. I already know she will make it. When she does, it will be more than what she would be willing to settle for! That’s when it will happen!”
At this point in Tim’s confession, Patricia’s body is postured fully erect. Patricia does not know what to say and she does not want Tim to cease his confession. Her head swings like a pendulum, looking at Tim and then me.
Tim needs to free himself by admitting what he thinks will happen. Patricia needs to hear that “what” so she can finally breathe again. I continue mediation.
“What Tim, what do you think will happen?”
“She’ll leave me! She will find someone better looking that has more money and that has the same dreams as she does! They will have everything in common!”
Patricia is now not only holding her breath, she is holding her chest in disbelief. Many times I have seen a woman do this and I still do not understand this position.  Is she trying to keep her heart from beating out of her chest or maybe it helps her to breathe better? She reassures me by not dropping dead as she reassures Tim.
“No Tim, I want you! I would never leave you! Don’t you understand? That’s why we are here! Tim, if you don’t want me to pursue acting I won’t! I will stop right now!”
“You would do that for me?”
“Absolutely sweetheart!”
“No! You love acting! I can’t let you do that! Maybe I will just leave so you can live your life.  I’m no good for you.  My job sucks and I’ve cheated on you! I’ve cheated on you with girls I didn’t even like. And they don’t even come close to comparing to you. This is all my fault!.... You’ve never even looked at or fantasized about another man!”
Tim’s falling tears prove remorse for the treatment of his wife. Patricia’s eyes quickly divert to the floor showing guilt about the fake fantasy moment involving yours truly. Tim must have suffered memory loss from his beating.  He continues to speak.
“I need to give you peace with this! I need to let you go, I need to let you dream Patricia. I am just a nobody anyway!”
“You're somebody to me Tim!........... Please Dr. Rogers say something.”
“Alright, I am going to ask the two of you two very important questions. When you answer do not concern yourself with being honest with me, be honest with yourselves. Patricia I will start with you. Do you love Tim?”
“Yes! Of course I do!”
“Tim, do you love Patricia?”
“Yeah absolutely.”
“Good. Now! Patricia, do you love yourself?”
“Yes! Yes I do!”
“Tim, do you love yourself?”
“Hell, to the NO Doc! I can’t stand myself for who I am and what I’ve done to Patricia!”
“Well there you have it! Tim, you can never have confidence in a marriage if you do not have confidence in yourself. You do not have confidence in yourself because you have not learned how to love yourself. That employs fear…. In a marriage, in a career, in any opportunity and any big dream, fear will always be the enemy to greatness.  Think about it Tim, you think the world of Patricia. You said she can do anything she puts her mind to with ease. She can because she loves and believes in herself. She does not have any fears of what she can achieve. The only fear she has is of you. Patricia is ready to abandon her dreams out of fear of losing you. Because of her big dreams, you have fear of losing her. Again, fear is an infectious disease that is the enemy to greatness. It is the enemy of love, hope and happiness. Marriage is not an individual thing, it is a together thing. Tim if you stick by Patricia’s side and support her dreams, know this my friend, when Patricia succeeds to greatness so do you.”
Outside, pressed against their blue sedan, the young Mr. and Mrs. Wiggins celebrate with a passionate kiss.
Admiring my latest success story from the east window, I reflect on the prodigious morning hours starting in Eden Park. I feel it a blessing to have something to do with someone’s attainment of bliss.
My pleasant contemplation is suddenly interrupted by what I am witnessing. I feel a tinge of uneasiness as the newlywed’s celebration pivots to outlandishly provocative. Anissa chuckles at their public vulgarity as she stands at my door.
“Looks like another successful repair.”
“Yes, I actually think these two will make it.”
“Congratulations once again Kenny.”
11:15AM
Blowing the steam from the cup of green tea Anissa prepared for me, I recline in the brown leather chair at my desk.
Wednesdays are usually very slow and the usual stayed in tune with today. The afternoon is open to do things of my choosing.
Sometimes having a wide open schedule gives a person far too much time to surface suppressed thoughts. Such is the case for me. My mind retracts to recent history of Monday night with the girls. I can still see the sincerity of Sharon’s eyes and feel her docile touch of my hand.
I glance at the photograph of my sisters staring that same stare and smiling that same smile as I reach for a box of college memorabilia.
I am not really sure what I am looking for in this cluttered cardboard container but I actually find it.
Wiping the dust from the frame to have a clear view of a familiar moment, I see myself in a photograph with Sharon.  We are sharing a romantic embrace as we posed for the photographer.
Sharon and I have little in common which made for a good balance. Most people seek others with common interests be it family, friend, lover, husband or wife. If you use the same color to paint a picture you get only a background. If you use different colors, well, you get the picture. And a beautiful picture we were, just like the one in my hand.
I am unexpectedly surprised. Anissa usually does not enter the closed door to my office without notification. She is alarmed and amused with what she needs to tell me. I am only alarmed and unable to conceal the dusty photograph before Anissa’s invasion. She storms in with her three foot tall, nine year old companion.
“Uh? Doctor, I didn’t mean to disturb you but you have a visitor. She said her name is Jenna and she caught a bus…”
“I had to make two transfers.”
“…just so she could talk to you. I was going to call her parents but I was only able to bargain the first three digits out of her. She demanded she will give me the last four only if I would let her meet you.”
“4737”
“I’ll call them right away.”
“I thought you’d be a lot taller.”
“ Um, Jenna is it?”
“Yes! Listen, we don’t have much time. I know your secretary is on the phone with my parents right now.  They’ll be here soon.”
“Ok? Jenna what can I do for you?”
“My mom and dad don’t seem to love each other anymore and I think they’re going to break up. I’ve read articles about you saying you’re one of the best at saving marriages. Besides, you were the closest to my house. Dr. Harvey would’ve been 4 bus transfers.”
“Alright, Jenna do you feel like it is your fault your parents are not happy anymore?”
“Good heavens no! I’m absolutely outstanding Dr. Rogers, my folks adore me. Like I said, I don’t think they love each other anymore.”
“Well? What makes you think they’re not in love?”
“We used to do things as a family, now it’s just me and mom or just me and dad. We never do anything together anymore. They used to hug, kiss and just be all over each other all the time. Sometimes they would make weird noises in the other room. But then mom would come into my room with this big ridiculous smile and a bowl of ice cream for me. So I realized dad couldn’t have been hurting mom. But now mom never smiles.”
“Wow! You are a very intelligent young lady… So let me ask you this, why do you think your parents are still together?”
“Because of me.  I overheard them saying that it wouldn’t be fair to raise me in a broken family.  I think we are already broken just living in the same house. Now don’t get me wrong, I’m happy my parents are still together. I really don’t want to celebrate Thanksgiving at two different houses, I don’t eat that much.”
“Jenna, I believe you will understand when I say, you do not think it is fair that they stay together just because of you. You want them to stay together because of each other like it used to be. And being able to love you too is a GOD given bonus.”
“That’s right Dr. Rogers! I am a bonus! Sometimes the way my mom and dad used to show they loved each other, would make me feel grossed out and a little sick. But you know what Doc? I miss feeling grossed out and sick. So what can a 9 year old girl like me do to help my mom and dad? Oh!  FYI, I’ve tried everything so you’ll have to be creative.”
“Well, Jenna, sometimes being creative is not the best thing. The best thing to do may be to just keep it simple.  So this time that is what we will do. I have a job for you. Your job is to sit down with both of your parents together and tell them what you have told me. Then offer them this advice: Everyday mom should put dad first, everyday dad should put mom first. They should never make a day about themselves, only each other. It could be like a competition, which one can make the other happier. If mom and dad are happy the whole family is happy and…..”
“And I’m their God given bonus!”
“WOW! You are so smart!”
“Well, I’ve been around for all most 10 years. I’ve learned a thing or two…”
The clever little girl makes a perceptive observation.
“Dr. Rogers, why don’t you have a wife?”
“How did you know I am not married?”
“Hello? No wedding band…?  You should marry that pretty lady in the picture you’re hiding.  You don’t want to be single forever. How old are you? Like 50 something?”
I am not offended when Anissa and the parents of this astute little girl did not stall to knock. They rush right in to collect their child.
From the many emotions Jenna’s parents are experiencing, they offer me the sorrowful one.
Jenna understands counseling is not free. She hurries back into my office and placed a payment of $1.63 on my desk. This $1.63 is 100% more than Lamar paid.
The office becomes quiet as Anissa escorts the family out.
I am in a daze about the little girl’s tenacious resilience and her idea of me being in my fifties.
Alone, in this quiet room, I actually begin to ponder Jenna’s advice. Should I start thinking about marriage? If so, is Sharon the one? A more suitable question is, am I the one for Sharon or anyone else?
After the unofficial session with the desperate child, I am truly relieved the rest of my day is free!
Anissa re-enters, with a wonderstruck look on her face from this last event. She thoughtfully reminds me, I actually do have a schedule to keep.
“Don’t forget about your tee time.”
What would I do without her? I totally forgot about my golf schedule.
Every other Wednesday at noon, I go to Mayfair Country Club. One of the ways I still my mind is a solo game of golf.
I have hopes for a quiet day at the club.
MAYFAIR COUNTRY CLUB
Approaching the seventh hole, I scan the greens in appreciation. There are very few golfers today.
As I select a driver from the rear of the golf cart, tranquility abruptly vanishes. I hear the loud baritone voice of Allen Jovinsky closing in on me. Annoying A-Jo, Anissa and I call him.
Allen occupies a space on the first floor in our office building. Most mornings his red high profile Corvette occupies my assigned parking space.
Allen is an obnoxious, arrogant, rude, extra large man at 6’3” and about 285lbs. At the risk of giving him credibility, he is a very smart and successful stockbroker. Anissa and I think this mountain of man is suffering an identity crisis.
Allen is a fifty year old white man that wears a fist full of gold nugget rings and uses more slang terminology than Lil Wayne.
Nevertheless, an afternoon with this ungentlemanly person is not what I had in mind.
“Well good afternoon Doc, D-O-C!”
“Hello Allen.”
“Trying to figure out the wonders of life as you play a round of golf?”
“Yes Allen, something like that.”
“Cool man! I come here to get my head cleared up too. How’s business?”
“Business is fine. There are a lot of failing relationships needing help.”
“So, how are you and Sharon? Shae! Shae!“
“Allen! Why do you continue to associate me and Sharon together in a relationship? We spent a short time together while in college. Now we are just friends, including Neci. They are like sisters to me.”
“OK! Whatever! Well my man, since you’re not hooking up with Sharon, please tell me you’re hooking up with that lil fine, fit, brown skinned secretary of yours. What’s her name again AH-NEE-CEE-AH?”
“Anissa, her name is Anissa. Just like you said, she is my secretary! Why are you asking about this Allen?”
“Because honey is fine! Besides you are a relationship doctor, therapist or whatever…A black relationship therapist, named Kenny Rogers, that’s not in a successful relationship. WOW! I don’t know how the hell people listen to you! Mind if I play through?”
“Well go ahead Allen!”
I have had enough of hearing about my relationship status from this sweaty loud mouth.  I hope this oaf does not think he will accompany me for the remaining eleven holes.
Allen is set to tee off facing the wrong direction! This is terrible.
“Damn Allen! Do you have any idea of what you are doing?”
“Of course I do. I am out here getting better at the game so I can play the game. That has a double meaning, one point by the way… Aren’t you going to ask me about the meaning?”
“Fine, what do you mean Allen?”
“Cool! I thought you’d never ask! I call this golf course, these greens, this mass of land, the business field. You see what I’ve done there? I changed business DEAL to business FIELD, you know the greens, the land………..”
“I get it! What is your point?”
“Well, well, brotha. When I get better at the game of golf, I can invite my potential clients for a round of 18. Heck Doc! Everyone knows the golf course is where major deals are made. It’s nothing for me to cough up six or seven hundred dollars for a round of golf, some drinks and cigars for a few playa playas. Listen, get everyone loosened up, crack a few jokes and spend 4 to 5 hours together on these secluded greens. My man! That little seven hundred dollars just turned into seventy thousand dollars. It’s all about building relationships and trust. And I know you know all about relationships.”
“I am a relationship therapist not a relationship con artist.”
“Come on Doc! I’m not dating these fools. I’m building a bridge of confidence. It’s the same method in establishing any relationship. What is the relationship worth if you don’t have confidence in who you are dealing with? Ha Haaa! The student becomes the teacher.”
Again, at the risk of giving Allen credit, I actually concur with his explanation, although I will never tell him that.
WEDNESDAY NIGHT LOUNGE SEVEN
As I stand inside the restroom of the lounge, I stare at myself in the mirror. I am wondering why I brought the photo of me and Sharon. I guess it is obvious she got back into my system with a simple touch of my hand and the soft whisper of her query.
I usually know what to say to others but I do not know what to tell myself. This is definitely something I have to let GOD handle.
For now I will go see Pete at the bar, have a stiff drink and wait for GOD’s guidance. Maybe answers will come by the time I have a second alcoholic beverage. GOD knows I cannot continue to carry these emotions around without understanding.
As I exit the lavatory knowing HE will come through for me as usual, I literally run in an old client.
“Dr. Rogers?”
“Francine? How are you?”
“I’m good, really good Dr. Rogers!”
Francine Diaz, she is a beautiful light brown Latina from Puerto Rico. She still has a prominent but soft and airy Spanish accent. Everything she says sounds as if she is flirting. But I remember from our counseling sessions the real flirt was her husband, Marcus.
“Where is your husband, Marcus? Is he here?”
After they concluded counseling, my lack of confidence for a successful marriage was confirmed by what she says next.
“He couldn’t make it…OK, we didn’t make it.”
“What exactly do you mean Francine?”
“We’re not together anymore.”
“As in separated?”
“No, as in divorced!”
Although I knew their marriage would dead end this way, it does not make me happy my efforts did not help them.
“I am sorry to hear that.”
“Mira, no don’t feel sorry. I’m not sorry! I am free, free to seek real love….. Are you free Dr. Rogers?”
“If you mean am I single? Yes, I am single.”
Now her voice seems extra flirty and so does her body language as she moves closer to mine.
“Oh, really……You know Doctor? I never got the chance to thank you for all of your efforts in saving my marriage. Although we didn’t make it, I became a better woman, a free woman, as in single.”
I am thinking I could use that stiff drink now as she boldly wraps her arms around my neck. I recognize she is really, REALLY good at flirting. I influence words to make the short trip from my brain to my mouth.
“Um, Francine, I am glad everything is going well for you….”
“Shhh…..How can I show you my gratitude? I am overflowing with gratitude….I know! I can cook for you! I’m a fantastic cook! Do you like Spanish food?”
“Yes! Plantains! Do you make plantains?”
“Yes papi, I make the best plantanos!”
My mother always said a way to a man’s heart is through his stomach. But my professional manners reel me back in. Good food cooked by a beautiful woman sounds enticing. But she was my client and I still have feelings to settle with Sharon.
“Francine, I am sorry. I will have to take a rain check.”
“OK…..But I plan to cash that check, Dr. Rogers.”
“Well you have a good night Ms. Diaz.”
“Adios.”
I head straight to the bar for that drink!
Just before I am able to give Peter my order, I hear a very familiar laugh coming from the far end of the lounge. Beautiful laughter I cannot ignore.
“I will be right back Pete.”
I follow the sound of the merriment. It is revealed I do know the owner of this happy sound. The beautiful chuckling belongs to Sharon.
I smile with excited relief knowing I will be able to talk to her. Possibly about the emotions I have carried for the past few days.
I move closer to the table where she is sitting. The reason for her enthusiastic laughter is something I did not expect.
A handsome well dressed man is seated opposite Sharon. He is firing off jokes that must be hysterically funny. Sharon’s elevated amusement has everyone in the lounge looking at her.
I stop in my tracks just out of visual contact of her and the comedian. I retrace my steps back to the bar for that drink I am very determined to have.  I am glad Sharon did not see me. She would have been able to read me like a book, a book titled “Shocked.”  Peter is reading that book now as he inquisitively studies my face.
“You okay Doc, would you like a beer?”
“No.”
“No? What’s up with you tonight?”
“Oh. No, I do not want a beer. Um, I will have a Scotch on the rocks, make it a double.”
“You got it….Coming right up.”
“Thank you Pete.”
Even if it is an awkward situation, I am always pleased to see someone happy. Sharon is a good woman, she deserves to laugh and be happy for the rest of her life.
I have no idea who the gentleman is Sharon is with. But for her sake, I hope he is one of the good ones. Okay, where is Peter and my drink?
“Here you go Doc. This is compliments of the couple at the end of the bar.”
I look to the far end of the bar to thank whoever bought my needed drink. I see Tim and Patricia raising their glass and mouthing the words “Thank you.” I was prepared to give thanks for the drink but the drink is a “Thank you” to me.
In secret, Patricia winks and gives me the thumbs up. She then floods her husband with all of her affectionate attention.
As I sip from the cool glass of Scotch, I am wondering how much does Patricia know?
I let my thoughts swim through the past few days and even as far back as my childhood. I understand as an adult being double-crossed is something we expect to happen.  But when you get married, you believe you have got it right this time. You think this is the person that I can trust more than any other person I have ever met in my life. I am in safe company now. For a lot of people this is true, for others they seek people like me.
I am a big boy now. I could not save my sisters from the immature behavior of teenage boys…they had to suffer. But I believe I can help some of the crumbling marriages of today. Some people I can help. Some people I cannot. By the looks of Sharon’s glow, some people may never need me.
I am sure what I do for a living has everything to do with what I could not do for my sisters when I was a young boy. But they have moved on, marrying good men.
I guess I am still fighting for my sisters by helping people I really do not know.  And sometimes my help is given by any means necessary.
I have not forgotten about Patricia’s suspicious behavior. I am led to believe she knows more than I would like her to know.
I think Patricia is aware that Tim was not mugged Monday night. I believe she knows it was me!
Many years ago, Anissa had a plaque made for me. It has brass knuckles mounted on it and a quote I live by: 
“IF THEY DON’T UNDERSTAND MAKE’EM UNDERSTAND!”
The Dark Side of Benevolence
MONDAY 9:30AM
Today’s first time clients are not due until 10:00. I am grateful for the extra hour of sleep.
As I pull into the office parking lot, I am not surprised to see Allen’s red Corvette in my parking space. I have to walk the scenic route to the building. Doing so, I glare at the red expensive hunk of metal wondering if I can have it towed. I tell myself to let it go, today is going to be a good day.
Waiting for the elevator, I see Allen pop his head out of the door to his office. He tells me what I obviously know by now.
“Hey bro, I borrowed your parking space.”
“Have a good day Allen.”
Allen blankly stares as I enter the vertical trolley. He seemed surprised I did not exercise a sharp rebuttal to his improper honesty.
Reaching the second floor, I open the door to my office space. Anissa greets me at the door wearing a big smile. She is holding an envelope and a platter of brownies.
“Did I forget my own birthday?”
“No, silly. Lamar and Neci stopped by. They thought you were going to be here at 9:00. They wanted to say Thank You.”
Inhaling the aroma of the brownies, I think gratitude is one of my favorite gifts to receive.
I open the envelope and to my amazement, Lamar wrote me a $90 check. I guess my advice worked or Neci as Lamar would put it, “really put it down on him in the bedroom.” Either way I like gratitude in payment form too.
Anissa’s smile is now more of a smirk as she chuckles through each word.
“I hope you are prepared for your new clients.”
With a look on my face as if saying, “what can be so different”, I take the new client file from her hand.
“Anissa, would you make me some of your delicious green tea to go with my brownies?”
“Green tea and brownies?!”
“I like what I like, thank you very much.”
The sunlight from the east window obligingly welcomes me into the shine down room. Warmth fills the office, elevating the sense that this will be a good day.
Sitting at my desk, I open the new client file so I can review the “Who” and the “What.”
I am unable to review the new client information. Anissa clears her throat as she stands at the open door wearing that same sheepish smile.
Standing with Anissa is a lightweight white male that looks like he knows how to wear makeup better than she does.
“Dr. Rogers, one half of your 10:00 clients is here. His name is Jonathan Smith.”
“You can call me Jon Jon. Sorry I’m so early, I hate being late.”
“Um, nice to meet you Jon…….Jon, have a seat.”
Anissa is doing all she can not to burst into roaring laughter. It looks like a single tear is running down her face. She composes her voice beyond her normal professionalism.
“Shall I send the other half in upon arrival?”
“Um, yes Anissa, thank you.”
I observe Jonathan. He is a very tiny man at about 5’ 3” and 110lbs. He looks to be in his early 20’s and up on the latest fashions. But I still lack understanding on why Anissa thinks this is so funny.
Jonathan, Jon Jon, is perusing a magazine from the coffee table. I think I will peruse their file so maybe I can have a good laugh too. Just as I begin to do so, Anissa escorts the other half into the shine down room that instantly turned to gloom.
Anissa’s hope for me being prepared for my new clients fail and my idea of today being a good day is deleted.
As Anissa introduces the second half, the first half sucks his teeth and shifts his body, turning away from the sight of who is being introduced.
“Dr. Rogers, this is Derrick Hillian.”
A few obvious things quickly course through my mind. This is a man and another man. Jonathan is a short white man. Derrick is a tall black man. Man oh man, what do I do with this?
They are first time clients and this is my first time counseling a homosexual relationship. As we greet one another, I notice Derrick’s handshake is firm and he seems like a regular guy. Something very awkward is happening. Derrick speaks in a ruggedly deep voice.
“Is something wrong Dr. Rogers?”
I am staring at this man and he caught me doing so! I am staring at Derrick but not in a way their relationship describes. I think I know this man.
“Oh, no Derrick, everything is okay, please have a seat.”
I do not know how to begin. By default, I decide to view them as a typical couple. The little one is the…….. What the heck, I think I will just wing it.
“I would like to start by letting you talk about your reason for counseling.”
Jonathan leaps into the reason like a bobcat attacking its prey.
“I want to get married! I’m not getting any younger and I want to build a life with someone! I want to build a life with Derrick!”
I am definitely not ready for this but I guess I have hit the point of no return.
“Derrick, how do you feel about marriage?”
“I like the idea of marriage, it’s just……”
“What Derrick! You just don’t want to marry me?”
“No, Jon Jon, it’s not that.”
I am out of focus at the very moment. I am thinking about M.N.L.S.7, Monday night Lounge Seven at 7. That is it! I remember this guy from Lounge 7! This is the same man that was with Sharon Wednesday night!
Stricken with moral and ethical dilemmas of sorts, my loyalty is sure to be tested. On one hand, I am lawfully bound to a confidentiality agreement. On the other hand, true friends shield one another from harm. How do I protect my client’s privacy and how do I guard Sharon from pending anguish?
My anger is trumped by confusion. I somehow need to manage the next 45 minutes.
“Okay, Derrick, if not wanting to marry Jonathan is not the problem, what do you think it is?”
“Well? Dr. Rogers, I don’t think I’m gay anymore.”
“What! You are gay Derrick! Once gay always gay!  Gay! Gay! Gay! Gay! Gay!”
“Please, Jon Jon, I knew you would react this way!”
“Oh, I get it! I’m that bad of a boyfriend who made you go straight! I’ll have you know, I’m good at gay!”
With this experience, I feel I have now seen and heard it all.
Mustering up strength, minus enthusiasm, I closely watch the Roman numeral clock on the wall. It slowly tics away the remaining minutes of this unusual session. For a moment I thought the clock’s batteries failed.
I close the main door of the office behind the two men gladly seeing them out. In a daze, I silently walk past my secretary’s desk. The grin on her face tells me she is ready to gossip intently about the lovers. The flabbergasted leer on my face causes Anissa’s amused expression to about face towards concern.
“What’s wrong Kenny? Do we have another code 7?”
Before I was able to answer her question we hear a knock on the door. I open the pivotal barricade to see Derrick looking more flabbergasted than I.
“Did you forget something Derrick?”
“Um, no Dr. Rogers, may I please have an additional five minutes of your time?”
“Um, sure, step into my office.”
Taking seats in the chairs that are still warm, Derrick does not hesitate to tell me his concerns.
“Dr. Rogers, I can see you are uneasy with this but I really do need your help. I’ve been in this secret gay relationship with Jonathan for over three years. He is openly homosexual and very affectionate. He shows his affection towards me publicly and I’m not comfortable with that. I tried to end it with Jon many times but he is such a violent, vindictive person. We met soon after I moved up North to go to college. At first, he was ok with keeping the relationship on the “down low.” But our final year of college he wanted us to “come out of the closet.” I told him that I wasn’t ready for that and not sure if I ever would be. That’s when trouble started. He made threats to tell everyone at school and even my football coach.
When we graduated, I hoped that would be our reason to go our separate ways. I would move back to Orlando and he would stay up North, so I thought. When I broke the news that I was moving back home, the son of Satan appeared before my eyes. He threatened to expose my secret to all of the interested professional football teams. He gave me one option, bring him with me or he would tell my family too. My sister adores me. If she were to find out about this, it would kill her!”
It is hard for me to have sympathy for Derrick. In this particular situation my sympathy is reserved for Sharon.
I do not understand why people move into someone’s life with luggage of issues. At the beginning, the suitcase of unresolved problems stays packed. But inevitably the fears, lies and secrets slowly unpack themselves, causing the end.
Derrick is asking me for help and I will. But my help will not be on behalf of my client, it will be on behalf of my friend.
“Derrick, I do not always understand the choices people make. But I understand your desperation and I will do what I can to help.”
“Thank you Dr. Rogers.”
After seeing Derrick out for the second time, I finally answer Anissa’s question.
“Yes, we have a code 7.”
“Which one, is it Derrick?”
“No.”
“The little one?! This should be easy.”
“This is definitely a Turkey Bacon relationship!”
“What?”
“Nevermind….Anissa we will take care of the code tomorrow night.”
“OK….Oh! You received three phone calls. It was a little creepy, sound like the same person each time. It was a well spoken man with a deep baritone voice. When I told him you were in a meeting, very slow he would say “I know, I know” then hang up. I have no way to trace him, he blocked his number.”
“Well, if he calls back, come get me, even if I have clients. I do not want you to deal with that again.”
“Who do you think it could be?”
“I have no idea.”
5:00PM
My final session of the day is complete and the office is very quiet. The remainder of the day, thankfully, did not render any more perplexing situations.
I look fixatedly at the unblinking eyes of my sisters’ photograph. My mind seeks reason to halt the fading surety on why I continue in this career. As I prepare to conclude my day at the office, unexpectedly, the reason to endure is found.
On my desk is the platter of brownies Neci and Lamar delivered this morning. I guess I have done some noticeable good in this world.
As I am leaving with platter in hand, I notice concern in Anissa’s eyes.
“Good night Kenny. Are you meeting the girls tonight?”
Anissa knows very well I meet Sharon and Neci Monday nights. She seems very concerned about me. In return, I am concerned about her. I feel she is worried because of the odd phone calls today.
“Anissa, you know I meet the girls every Monday night. I hope you are not worried about those strange phone calls.”
“You just be careful Kenny.”
“I will, have a good night. I will see you in the morning.”
6:50PM LOUNGE SEVEN
Sitting in my car, parked a medium distance from the lounge, I deliberate my moral dilemma. I feel I need to say or do something to put Sharon on guard about her new friend. And for some reason, I also feel I should not be here tonight. Maybe it is the pressure of not knowing how to deal with the friend’s friend client triangle? Maybe I should go home and deal with this when I know how to deal with this.
I abandon the idea of standing the girls up as they simultaneously park their cars next to mine.
Watching Sharon get out of her car is like watching an angel descend from Heaven in slow motion. She is not in her usual nursing uniform. Tonight she is wearing a short black dress made with material that is flirting with every curve of her body. Her legs are silky.  Her stilettos cause the detail of her calves to peek with every step. I have known Sharon for a long time. I do not remember ever seeing her display eloquence and grace in such fashion.
Neci and Sharon greet each other with a hug standing directly in front of my car. Neci has an incredible glow as well. She is wearing a picturesque smile like she has good news to share.
They both look at me with puzzled smirks as they wave me out of the car.
“Come on Kenny, what are you doing?”
Shaking my transfixed state, I pull myself out of the car. I greet the girls with hugs and cheek kisses, hugging Sharon last. The subtle aroma of her perfume strikes my senses. She smells as good as she looks.
“Ladies, you look absolutely outstanding tonight.”
Walking toward the lounge entrance, I feel a bit awkward. I catch myself admiring the movement of Sharon’s body underneath the stunning little black dress.
Entering the lounge, we notice our usual seats at the bar are occupied by newcomers. We opt for a cozy spot to relax. The table is nestled in a quiet corner and lit by a single candle.
Peter comes to take our order with a devilish grin on his face.
“Well, well, don’t we all look good tonight?”
“Uh, no Pete. Just us, not you.”
“Very funny Ms. Neci…..Will you all be having your usual drinks tonight?”
“I’m in the mood for some red wine. What about you Neci?”
“That sounds good.”
“And for you Doc?”
“I will have what they are having. You can bring the bottle Pete.”
“You got it Doc.”
The girls seem to be in a lavish mood. I already know why Neci is whirling with delight. I can only assume the reason for Sharon’s new persona.
I guess I will have to carry this weight of baffling news about Derrick for a while. My two lovely friends are flying high, I do not have the heart to have them crash land to a sobering reality.
I smile curiously at them as Peter fills our wine glasses.
“What are you smiling about Kenny?”
“I am smiling about the two of you, Sharon. There is a new brightness about you and Neci.”
“Well, I’m in a good mood because of the new Lamar thanks to you Kenny. How did you like the brownies?”
“Delicious! Thank you.”
“I am so happy for you Neci…..Ok! I have some news that may come as a surprise. I’ve met a beautiful man and he’s coming here tonight! I want my two best friends to meet him first.”
I quickly put the wine glass to my lips and tilted the bottom up until empty. Neci squeals with excitement. I mask my true expression with a smile. A sudden emotional attack overwhelms me, the likes of seeing a train wreck just before it happens.
“Shae, why are you just now telling me? How long have you been seeing this guy? What’s he like?”
“Well for one Neci, I wanted to make sure I liked him before letting him meet any one. Two, it’s only been a couple of weeks and three he is a very nice man with looks to match.”
As I down another glass of merlot, I ponder a way to escape the wreckage that is sure to ensue.
Setting the empty glass on the table, I notice Sharon’s eyes widen as she stares at the entrance way of the lounge.
“Here he comes now!”
I mentally count to ten before looking towards the front of the lounge. I feel extremely uneasy. I am sure Derrick will too when I turn and reveal my face. In doing so, uneasiness lessens as curious confusion accompanies the latter and a hint of relief joins in. That man is not Derrick.
“Guys, I would like for you to meet Jason. Jason, this is Neci and Kenny, my friends I was telling you about.”
“Nice to meet you Jason.”
“Um, yes Jason, it is nice to meet you.”
“Thank you. It’s nice to finally meet the two of you as well. Sharon told me a lot about you.”
I see it unfair, he knows “a lot” about us and we know nothing about him.
Greeting Sharon, he kisses her lips. Not a kiss expressing hello but a kiss stating I have missed you very much.
Jason and Sharon share a three second gaze as if silently exchanging naughty secrets. He then occupies the empty seat in front of me.
Jason is wearing a black supremely pressed tailored suit from the Steve Harvey Collection, with a midnight black button down dress shirt. The top button of his shirt is unfastened exposing more of his chiseled neckline. He has Al B. Sure, Rick Foxx features and a smile that says I use Crest Strips. I am willing to bet he has been called “pretty boy” all of his life.
“So, I hear you’re a marriage counselor Dr. Rogers.”
“Please call me Kenny, only clients call me doctor. Tell me, what do you do for a living, Jason?”
“I’m a defense lawyer.”
“Yeah, he recently started his own firm.”
“I just felt it was time to branch out on my own.”
“Impressive. Oh, how rude of me. Let me buy you a drink.”
“Thank you Doc…. I mean Kenny.”
Peter takes Jason’s drink order and Neci delves into intense conversation with him. She is quizzing the poor guy all the way back to his birth.
Both suitable and unsuitable queries continue. The girls seem to have a fond impression of Jason. I equate his answers and it does not seem like he is a bad guy at all.
As the night goes on, my thoughts drift to my hasty conclusion about Derrick. I am not sure if this new situation will make counseling easier with him. I am also not sure of Sharon and Derrick’s intentions. I am sure I witnessed the two of them enjoying each other’s company here just last week.
The conversation winds down as the evening concludes. Jason offers to escort the chatty women to their cars. I bid them good night, demanding I will remain to settle the bill.
I hand Peter my credit card as he candidly checks off his mental questionnaire.
“Who’s the new guy?”
“His name is Jason.”
“Well, Mr. Jason seems to be a big hit with the ladies, especially Ms. Sharon.”
“That is Sharon’s new friend. She brought him here to meet us.”
“Really? How do you feel about that Doc?”
“Um, Peter, will you charge my credit card please?”
“Oh! Sure Doc, right away.”
Collecting my credit card and receipt from the curious young man, I head toward the exit. I stop in my tracks just outside the lounge front door. The parking lot only has a few cars waiting patiently for their tipsy owners.
Standing stationary, that uneasy feeling once again consumes me. I cannot decipher which emotional attack I am dealing with. I do not feel panicked, maybe cautious or maybe I am experiencing jealousy.
I dump the idea of being panicked, cautious or jealous and head to my car. Inserting the key to unlock the door, I hear a whisper of words that is not clearly audible.  I whip around to see that no one is there.
Smirking at my reaction to what must have been the wind, I reinsert the key.  Before I am able to open the door I hear it again. Only this time loud and clear coming directly from behind me.
“I know, I know who you are.”
I swiftly turn, only to see what I think is a night stick charging thunderously toward my head. I hear a loud thud. I stagger, bracing myself against my car. I put my hand on the pulsating part of my head then draw it back revealing a bloody palm.
Holding on to consciousness, I look in the direction of my assailant. Aggressively moving towards me, I hear him speak in a vicious manner.
“You didn’t save them!”
Feeling defenseless, I brace myself for another oncoming blow of the attacker’s weapon. Seconds before impact, I hear what sounds like a panicked female.
“Oh my God! Kenny!”
My vision fades to black. I am no longer able to hold on to consciousness.
TUESDAY 7:00AM
As I slowly awoke, I smell what must be brewing green tea. Realizing I do not know where I am or whose bed I am in, I swiftly sit up. My quick and sudden movement causes my head to throb.
I am sitting in a stranger’s bed, shirtless and pant less. Boxers are the only thing keeping me from being totally nude.
As I try to gather my bearings, I hear the conclusion of running water. I look in the direction of the commotion coming from the bathroom. Someone then pulls back the shower curtain. I see an amazing silhouette of a woman stepping out of the tub.
I am now very confused. I could have sworn my night ended terribly.
Wrapped in an under sized towel, the woman walks into clear view.
“Anissa?”
“Oh! Sorry, did I wake you?”
“No. Um? How did I get here? What happened last night?”
“Well first I will tell you, I canceled all of your sessions for today. I informed the clients you will be out sick. As for last night, you were attacked by who I believe is the same person that kept calling the office yesterday.”
“That explains what, but how did I get here? Were you at the lounge last night?”
“Kenny, I guess it was womanly intuition. I just couldn’t shake the feeling that something was going to happen. So I treated last night like a code.”
“Anissa, what would I do without you? You are always looking out for me. Thank you.”
“Oh! Guess what, after I sprayed him with mace, he ran off dropping this night stick. Maybe there are some prints on it? Do you want to run it or should I?”
“I will pull the prints and run it through the system when I get home. Did you get a good look at him?”
“No. He was wearing a Jason mask.”
“Who?”
“Jason, you know, Friday the 13th.”
“Oh, right….Um, Anissa….Why am I only wearing boxers?”
“Because your clothes were covered in blood! And you were not about to ruin my $150.00 eight hundred count sheets….You pay well but not that well.”
She smiles at me as she walks out of the bedroom to the kitchen. She stands at the counter stirring honey into brewing tea.
I know we are very close partners. What I did not know, she is comfortable enough to ignore the fact that she is still in her bath towel.
Her skin and hair are still wet from the shower. The detail of her muscular frame is almost completely exposed. She stands with perfect posture as she squeezes fresh lemon juice into the tea.
Suddenly, she whips her wet hair around to her right shoulder as she looks back at me. It is like she knew I was watching and caught me red handed. I denied looking away and so did she as she brings me the steaming cup.
“This should help you feel better.”
“I already do.”
“Good. Well, I’m going to get dressed and go to the office for a while. I have some filing to do. You can stay here and rest as long as you like. Your car keys are on the kitchen table, I had your car towed here last night.”
I lay back resting my head on a fluffy pillow. Closing my eyes, thoughts drift to last night’s attack.
Who could this person be? How does he know me? How much does he know about me? What if Anissa was not there, would I still be alive? My thoughts turn into a dream, I have fallen asleep. As I dream, I relive the blow of the night stick that induced a deep slumber. That image wakes me in a panic.
Sitting on the edge of the bed, in a tri-pod position, I settle my breathing.  Looking around the spacious room, I spot the instrument from my dream. Propped in the corner by the bedroom door, covered with my DNA, the night stick mocks me.
The house is quiet. I guess Anissa is at the office by now.
Cleaned and neatly stacked on the ottoman at the foot of the bed, are my clothes. There is not a trace of blood stains to be found. Getting dressed, I wonder how she finds the time to do so much. Much of what she does seems to be for me.
Preparing to leave, I reach for my car keys. I see the note she left behind.
“Make sure you change your bandages when you get home. I will call to check on you later. Try and have a good day.”
She is truly an amazing woman.
10:00AM OFFICE
Anissa busies herself reorganizing client files. The phone rings, startling the files out of her hands.
She looks vacantly at the phone before answering. The caller’s ID is blocked.
“Hello, Dr. Rogers’s office.”
“I forgot about you, the doctor’s little helper.”
“Who is this?!”
“I am sure you and the good doctor are doing your research on what I left behind. It doesn’t matter. I will have my revenge for what he did! Pardon me, didn’t do! Tell me, did you clean his blood off the night stick?”
“Why don’t you tell me who you are and what happened? Maybe we can handle this in a civilized manner?”
“It’s too late for that! What’s done is done! But I will offer you a riddle.”
“Excuse me?”
“Sharing my pain, share on my dame, will drive the seventh sun insane, causing much pain, the end of share on, dionym the dame, tick tock one day tick tock three day Solomon C two V one perfect lily of the valleys.”
“Hello? Hello?”
The phone line goes dead. Anissa hurries to jot down the riddle. Piquing Anissa’s panic someone knocks on the door. Her stomach quivers, she is not sure if she should answer. Another knock on the door prompts her to grab a canister of mace. She kicks off her shoes and tiptoes to the door. Wishing there were a peep hole, she speaks in a barely audible voice.
“Who’s there?”
“Ms. Anissa? It’s Derrick, may I come in?”
HOME
Finally getting home, I begin to change the scar dressing on my forehead. Seeing the bruise for the first time, I realize the magnitude of the injury.
Staring at the open wound, I am made aware of a few important things. This man must have hate for me on the deepest level and this disgusting gash needs stitches. I cover the damage with fresh bandaging as I channel my attention to the who, what and why of such hatred.
In the garage, I power on my specialty equipment. This section of the garage is what I reference as “The Lab.” Here, at small scale, I am able to run the same testing as FBI Forensic technicians.
I place the night stick on the table glaring at the dried blood. The sight of the gore, charge me with determination to pursue my aggressor.
OFFICE
Standing just inside the office doorway, Derrick frantically quizzes Anissa on my whereabouts. He is in such a state of disorientation he does not notice the canister of mace tightly gripped in her hand.
“Ms. Anissa, may I speak with Dr. Rogers please? I know my appointment isn’t until tomorrow but this is urgent.”
Anissa scans Derrick closely. She has a very discerning spirit. She can see he poses no threat. But smartly she remains on guard.
“I’m sorry, but Dr. Rogers is out sick.”
“Oh my God, this is bad, really bad! I need Dr. Rogers to talk to Jonathan or maybe give me advice on what to do.”
Anissa also has a compassionate heart which is one of the reasons I hired her. Although she has issues of her own at hand, she is relieved to have the company.
“Derrick, I can see you are very upset. Would you like to tell me about it?”
“Yes, if you don’t mind?”
“No problem, have a seat.”
HOME
I successfully pull fingerprints from the weapon. The system runs the first print through its data bank instantly getting a hit. My heart races impatiently for the information to load. The first line on the computer screen reads, “INFORMATION RECOVERED: NO CRIMINAL RECORDS FOUND.” I intently continue to read: “U.S. citizen born in 1973 Renee’ Anissa Johnson.” The beat of my heart regains a safe rhythm.  It dawns on me her prints would obviously be on the weapon, mine too.
I chuckle to myself. I have known Anissa just about eight years. I never knew her first name was Renee’.  She made me promise to never look up her birth year.  I guess she did not want me to know she is a year older than me.
I motion to set up the next fingerprint for processing. I hope time is not wasted by duplicating the first findings or running my own prints.
The system’s scanner uploads the representation of the second print.  I go to the kitchen leaving the door to the garage open. As I reach inside the cabinetry looking for pain medication, I hear the computer beep.
Dashing back into the garage, I quickly sit, grasping the wireless computer mouse.
My face only inches away from the screen, my eyes widen as I read the informative profile.
OFFICE
Anissa sits at her desk. Derrick takes a seat on the brown leather chair positioned next to the main door of the office. Anissa places the canister of mace underneath her desk, still within arm’s reach. Derrick chimes into his woes.
“Ms. Anissa…..”
“It’s ok, you can drop the Ms.”
“Anissa, Jonathan is going to expose my secret for sure. It’s no longer a threat! He overheard a phone conversation between me and my sister last night.  What was a lie to my sister, Jonathan believes is true. My sister thinks of me as a real ladies man. She thinks I have women lining up to be with me. The thing about it is, I do have very attractive women interested in me and I’m interested in them. The lie I told her is I have a lady friend I’ve been seeing lately and things are going well. I had to be quick on my feet when she asked me her name. Of course not knowing Jon was eavesdropping I lied again. I borrowed Lisa’s name, who is me and Jonathan’s mutual friend from college. My sister is excited and wants to meet her. She wants to go out on a double date so I can meet her “new man” as she put it.  I finally understand what my mother meant when she would say “tell one lie, you will have to tell two more.” I have lived a lie for the past three years. I have lied to protect my pending football career. I have lied to my sister  who has such high hopes for my future! What my mother taught me when I was young, I didn’t fully understand. Telling one lie, you will have to tell two more, I thought only equaled three lies. But now I understand you will tell two more lies for the third lie. It never ends until you stop lying.”
“Well Derrick, are you ready to stop the cycle?”
“Yes.”
“None of your options are easy. You could ruin your chance at a football career and you could break your sister’s heart. But by telling the truth before you are exposed will take the power out of Jonathan’s hands and put the power into yours.”
“I don’t know? I never thought it would come to this. After three years of hiding, I now only have a few hours to figure out how to break the news to her.”
“Maybe you should give it a few days so you can get your thoughts in order.”
“Oh! I can’t do that! Jonathan knows Sharon works at the hospital up the street. He said he’s going to make a surprise visit at her job and tell her everything! He even has compromising photos of us! He’s so mad he probably will go there today!”
“What did you say your sister’s name is?”
“Sharon, why do you ask?”
Anissa closes her eyes for a moment thinking to herself: “Derrick is Shae’s brother!” She is not sure what to tell Derrick now that she knows he is related to a close friend of mine.
“It’s nothing Derrick. Here is what I think. I think you should go home and rest. As soon as you calm down you will be able to think clearly. I will see if Dr. Rogers is well enough to call you in a few hours.”
“Good idea Anissa, I will go home and at least try to get some rest. Thank you so much for your time.”
 
HOME
I am baffled at the results displayed. I read aloud:
“J. Leonard Sr.?”
This indeed is a link in the chain. But there is no way Mr. Leonard caused this damage to my face. He is about 65 years old now and uses a cane, although I may have something to do with his limp.
Mr. and Mrs. Leonard were one of my first clients when I started marriage counseling. Mr. Leonard is a retired cop and the first black man to make lieutenant in his precinct.  Mrs. Leonard is a white woman who enjoyed being a housewife and a mother to their only child.
Trying to match reason to evidence, many thoughts speed through my mind. The mental race for answers stalls as my cell phone begins to ring.
Seeing that it is Anissa calling, I answer as if I was calling her.
“Anissa! I have incondensable information from my research. Do you remember Mr. and Mrs. Leonard?”
“Yes, the middle aged interracial couple. But I have something to tell…….”
“I cannot rationalize why Mr. Leonard’s fingerprints would be on this weapon? This is totally illogical.”
“Not totally. He’s a retired cop, right?”
“Yes.”
“In his day, I believe cops carrying night sticks was a common thing. But Kenny, I need to tell you something.”
“Sorry Anissa, what is it?”
“I really don’t know where to begin. Well, I received another call from the stalker…..”
“Are you okay?!”
“Yes. Kenny listen, he called basically stating this ordeal isn’t over. But there is something else. Derrick stopped by with a pressing issue.  To make a long story short, he thinks Jonathan is going to expose their secret today.”
“Anissa, what does that have to do with our dilemma?”
“Nothing, Derrick’s issue is still linked to Sharon.”
“Ok, and?”
“Kenny, Derrick is Sharon’s younger brother.”
The overload of information causes my blood pressure to rise. I begin to sweat profusely.
“Derrick is little Ricky Hillian!”
“Little Ricky?”
“That is the only name I knew him by. Sharon would keep pictures of him in her dorm room while we were in college. She called him Little Ricky, he was very young then. And I have only seen photographs of him, I never met him until now.”
“What do you think we should do?”
“Anissa, the way Sharon would talk about him, you would think he was her child not her brother. It would not be good for her to find out something like this about Derrick. We have to follow through with the code.”
“Kenny, you’re in no condition for a code 7.”
“Who said it was a 7?”
We end the conversation with many details missing in our plan. Even still we have no idea how we are going to handle the unidentified assailant.
My heart is still beating abnormally high as my body temperature climbs to an uncertain degree. I wipe sweat from my brow and discover it is not sweat. My wound began to bleed again. Knowing it is only a temporary fix, I apply pressure to stop the bleeding. I am aggravated with the idea of traveling to the hospital. But I need to have a doctor look at the tear on my face.
OFFICE
Anissa stares blankly at the mess of client info packets scattered about the floor. She once again starts the mission of reorganizing the files.
Picking up a file folder, she notices the name on the label, “Mr. and Mrs. J. Leonard.”
She opens the file and begins reading the history of their counseling sessions. She finds my side notes on how their marriage affected other family members. Anissa gasps at what she reads in my annotation:
“The Leonard’s son, Junior, was medicated for depression at an early age. By the time he was a senior in high school he made eleven attempts of suicide. Four attempts were at school. One night, Mr. and Mrs. Leonard overheard Junior talking in his sleep. Quote: “I know it’s my fault, I know it’s my fault.” Understanding the affect on him from the constant threats to divorce, they sought help. Junior successfully completed a troubled youth program and was allowed to graduate with his peers. He then moved away to college studying criminal justice.”
Anissa then fingers through the pages to find the contact info sheet. She thinks if we turn all of the evidence in and file a complaint we could end this ordeal.
She finds the information page and is instantly reminded of Mr. Leonard’s status. She reads: “Lieutenant J. Leonard Sr., retired cop.”
She now feels turning in our findings would be a waste of time. She speaks to herself.
“Cops protect other cops.”
Anissa is curious to remember which partner set up their counseling. What she finds seems odd. She reads they were referred by Jason Leonard. She cannot remember why she logged Mr. Leonard as referrer.
“This doesn’t make any sense. Why would he refer himself?”
Dismissing the thought and her filing project, she checks the time. We have a strategic schedule to keep.
 
HOSPITAL
I pull into the hospital’s parking lot near the ER. Wearing a bandage the size of a pillow case, I speed walk through the automatic sliding doors.
I am standing at the receptionist counter with obvious blood soaked scar dressing. I impatiently wait for someone to acknowledge me.
The receptionist acts as if she really did not give a damn about my injury as she shoves forms in my hand.
“Please fill these out completely. A doctor will see you shortly.”
If I were carried in with two broken legs, she is the type to recommend I man up and walk it off.
Sitting in the lobby in a cramped, cold, hard chair, I complete the final form. Relieved to get away from the hibernating, open mouthed breathing bear sized man sitting next to me, I go to hand in the forms.
I am just about knocked over by a hustling teenage flower delivery boy. I pause in step, allowing the impatient lad to reach the counter before me. With the delivery made, the young man bolts for the door nearly toppling someone else over.
Once again, I stand at the reception counter totally ignored. I guess the recipient of the roses is more important than my festering wound.
The receptionist is smiling ear to ear as she gossips on the phone.
“Girl, he sent you another dozen roses! They’re beautiful, even more so than yesterday’s! Are you coming to get them now? Ok, see you in a minute.”
She hangs up the phone and turns her attention to me. I wonder if I stink or maybe I am giving off bad vibes. She seems to be beyond annoyed with me as she hands me more forms.
“Please fill these out completely. A doctor will see you shortly.”
“Are you serious? I was just up here three minutes ago. I have the forms filled out right here.”
“Well, that’s all you had to say sir. No need to be rude.”
Before my inner child had the chance to remind me how much I hate disrespect, someone calls my name.
“Kenny! Oh my God! What happened to your face?”
“Oh, um, I fell. I guess I had a little too much red wine with you guys last night….Sharon, do you think you could take a look at this for me?”
“Of course Kenny, why didn’t you call me?”
“Um, I did not want to interrupt your evening with your new friend.”
“Whatever Kenny! He’s a gentleman, he went home after the lounge. Anyway, I will take care of it for you, just give me one second.”
Sharon goes to the other side of the counter. She begins excitable, high pitched dialogue with the receptionist. They are beaming with cheer as they exchange incomplete sentences only elated women could understand.
As they continued their girl talk, I inconspicuously read the 2”x3” greeting card accompanying the roses.
“These roses represent YOU, my lily of the valleys.”
Sharon concludes her chat and carefully grabs the vase containing the aesthetic arrangement.
“They’re beautiful right!”
“Yes. Yes they are.”
“He sent me yellow ones yesterday….Ok, follow me, I’m going to put these away and then I will take a look at you.”
Sharon escorts me through several secured doors. As I walk alongside her, I cannot help but admire how gorgeous she is when she smiles.
We reach another door marked for authorized personnel only.
“Wait right here, I will be right back.”
I abide her request. I kill time looking through the glass partition, where the other ailing folks wait their turn.
I am able to see the receptionist from here robotically handing out forms. For a moment, I thought she had had enough. I am witnessing this young woman lunge from her chair and bear hug the next incoming patient.
It turns out this is not an attack, she is happy to see this person.  I take a closer look at the reunion. I cannot duplicate her feelings. The person wrapped in her warm embrace is Derrick.  I am sure he is here to fix his emotional illness and unwillingly break his sister’s heart.
I feel instantly exhausted at the sight of him. I know I have to stop this meeting between the siblings. But I am unaware how I am to achieve such a brash feat.
Without many options, I have no choice but reveal myself to Derrick. I need to convince him to let me follow through with my plan for his untidy state of affairs.
I see the receptionist giving Derrick directions to Sharon’s location. I start my way over to cut off his path as Sharon suddenly comes out of the private room.
“Where do you think you’re going, mister?”
“Oh, um, I was just going to the restroom.”
“Uh, Kenny, the bathroom is right here.”
“Hmm, alright then, I will be right out.”
I enter the restroom and pace the perimeter of this tiny space. I have no idea how to divert Derrick from this ungainly situation only moments from revelation.
Exiting the stall, I am greeted with a joke in a child like voice.
“Kenny had to go potty number two?”
Sharon is laughing but soon to be crying if I cannot somehow turn Derrick around.
“Over here, we will take this room. Have a seat on the bed.”
She puts on body substance isolation gloves as I anxiously stare into the hallway leading to this room. She comes over to me and removes the bandage from my forehead.
“WOW! You got this cut from a fall? You definitely need stitches.”
She begins to clean the wound as her pager starts to beep.
“Darn it! I’m sorry Kenny. I have to see what this page is about. I will be right back.”
She leaves the room closing the curtains behind her. Lying back on this uncomfortable bed, I ponder my impossible dilemma. It reminds me of what my mother would say when she needs to make an impractical decision: “I am stuck between a rock and a hard place.”
Anxiety is getting the better of me. I want to find Derrick and have him about-face, marching his way out of this hospital.
I get up from the bed to have a look around. I open the curtain to have the frigid hospital air touch my open sore. The cool temperature sends sharp pains through my scalp and all the way down my spine. It is a painful reveal. It is not a good idea to wander around this hospital with an open gash on my face.
I return, taking a seat on the bed but I am turned around by the sound of my nurse’s return.
“Kenny, I would like for you to finally meet my little brother, Ricky. Oh, I’m sorry, he wants to be called Derrick now.”
This hospital seems to be the right place for Derrick. He looks like he needs a doctor. I am sure I have the looks of a deer in headlights moments before it is struck down by a motor vehicle.
Thankfully my suppressed improvisation skills are awakened. I vigorously shake Derrick’s hand shutting down any possible words he could utter. I hope he has good improv skills too.
“This is little Ricky?! Your sister used to keep several photographs of you in her dorm room back in college. It is good to finally meet you for the first time!”
“Uh, it’s good to meet you too, doc…..Mr. Kenny.”
“Wow, I didn’t think you would be this excited to meet my brother. Any who, he just moved back in town. But it’s a temporary stay because my baby brother has several pro teams fighting to get him! Isn’t that right Derrick?”
“Yeah…….Yes, that’s right sis.”
I need to warn Derrick. He should not follow through with exposition. I can only give one more subtle clue, anything more and all three of us will understand the hint.
I shake his hand once again and look him piercingly in the eyes.
“This is excellent news Derrick. You have coaches and teams counting on you. Let nothing get in the way of you making your family proud………NOTHING!”
I know Derrick does not completely comprehend what is going on. But his simple and confident response makes me want to shout, “TOUCH DOWN!”
“I understand Mr. Kenny.”
“Ok you two, I still have to work. I really need to close this hole on Kenny’s forehead. Derrick, you can wait for me in the cafeteria.”
“Uh, that’s ok. I just wanted to drop by and say Hi. I’m going to leave you to your work, I will chat with you later Shae.”
“Oh, Derrick, don’t forget about our double date this week. I can’t wait to meet Lisa.”
“Um, yeah, sure.”
“It was a pleasure meeting you Derrick. Everything will work out fine for you.”
With a curious nod, Derrick leaves the room. A wealth of relief is the emotional effect caused by his exit.
Sharon continues to clean, stitch and bandage the damage on my brow. Doing so, she proudly updates me on Derrick’s promising future.
As Sharon speaks, I only hear bits and pieces of her ecstatic ramblings. I am more focused on the incomplete plan to guard her heart and her brother’s prospects.
With the favor completed, Sharon accompanies my exit of the ER. Standing just inside the doorway to freedom she informs me not to expect a bill. In a very happy mood she is riddled with jokes.
“Your facial is on me. I love having a-man-to-cure…..Get it, facial manicure?”
“Yes, I get it. Thank you, I will talk to you later.”
“Oh, we can’t talk tonight. My man is coming over later. He said he has a big surprise for me.”
“Ok then, have a good time.”
Trying to ignore the fact that she called her new friend, “her man”, I exit the building.
Not two feet out of the door, I pull out my cell phone to call Anissa. I need to update her on Derrick’s near miss and be updated on the progression of the plan to save his future. I call the phone line, I know she will answer. Her cell phone rings.
“Hello.”
“Hey, where are you?”
“I’m still at the office. Did you get that cut looked at?”
“Yes, I am leaving the hospital now. Guess who showed up while I was being treated…….Derrick.”
“What! Well, I guess the code is off?”
“No, I managed to evade him from his intentions, it is a long story. Tell me, what is the standing for tonight’s ensemble?”
“Well, I was able to find out that Jonathan works at the coffee shop on 21ST Street. He gets off at 6:30. Kenny, are you sure you’re up for this?”
“Yes, I will be fine. Jonathan will be followed and intercepted wherever his first stop is. The coffee shop is too risky of a location.”
“Do you think he really intends on showing up at Sharon’s job?”
“I do not know? If the plan unfolds properly, he will never get the chance. Jonathan will be persuaded into a change of heart and new residence.”
“Oh, I found the Leonard’s file. Looking through their information, I was able to find a possible connection to who the stalker is. Do you remember their son, Junior? You logged a full page of notes on how his parents’ marriage possibly affected him.”
“I have never met their son. But from what they told me he was a troubled young man regardless of whomever or whatever caused his issues. Do you really think he is the stalker? I cannot conceive why it would be. The Leonard’s concluded counseling with me in good standing.”
“I don’t know for sure but based on the information, their son is the only viable suspect.”
“Good point.”
“Kenny, whoever this crazy person is, when he called today he said something that didn’t make any sense. I guess it was a clue or riddle or something? I’ll read it to you: “Sharing my pain, share on my dame, will drive the seventh sun insane, causing much pain, the end of share on, dionym the dame, tick tock one day tick tock three day Solomon C two V one perfect lily of the valleys.” Wired right?”
“Yes very strange although some of it sounds familiar. I will be at the office in 15 minutes and I will take a closer look at your notes. Maybe there is a hidden message we need to know about.”
 
 
OFFICE
Hunched over the round table in the “shine down room”, I study the mysterious wording from Anissa’s notes.
Whatever this riddle means, it is evidently directed at me. I take a personal standpoint for the possible meaning of each phrase.
“Sharing my pain” I guess he is suffering and wants me to suffer too.
“Share on my dame” I know “dame” refers to woman. But what woman does he want me to “share on” and why?
“Will drive the seventh sun insane.” Something will happen that will alter someone’s sanity but whose sanity? “The seventh sun” must be the “who” in this entanglement. If I convert “sun” into “son” I get “seventh son.” I am the youngest of seven, making me the seventh child or “seventh son.” What is it that could “drive me insane?”
“Causing much pain the end of share on dionym the dame.” The end of something could cause me pain. I look up the definition of the word “dionym” to see if it is that something. The information from my Google search tells me “Dionym” means two words that form a name. Impatiently I move on to the next phrase. I am not certain about this diction.
“Tick tock one day tick tock three day.” “Tick tock” obviously refers to time or a countdown. “One day” equals 24 hours, “one” could also mean “first” as in “first day” of the week. The “first day” of the week is Sunday. Although most people think the “first day” of the week is Monday. I opt to use the common mistake of the numerical order. “Three day” may refer to a time period of 72 hours or the third day of the week. In choosing “one day” to represent Monday, that would make “three day” Wednesday. I wonder if this psycho has plans to do harm Monday and Wednesday. Monday’s harm has already come to pass, the evidence being the stitches on my forehead.
“But what does he have planned for Wednesday?”
I continue to decipher, focusing on the “one day” “three day” of this brain teaser. I am aware enigmas can cause a person to seek the truth or seek the unseen. I center on the unseen, the said not said of this cryptogram.
I notice there is a day missing between “one day” and “three day.” Per this complicated mystery, the missing day would be “two day.” Referencing my conclusion for the odd numbered days, “two day” would mean Tuesday.  I speak the results aloud.
“Two day” “Tuesday.”
My heart pounds at how it sounds and what it could mean. I unite the words “two day” and drop the “W”, the derivation equals “today.”
“Today is Tuesday!”
Excited with the idea I may be cracking this code, I challenge the final phrase.
“Solomon C two V one perfect lily of the valleys.” Being a dedicated bible reader, this line definitely comes from a biblical verse. I grab the bible from my desk opening it to The Song of Solomon. Confident that “C one V two” refers to “chapter 2 verse 1” I read the passage.
“The rose of Sharon, the lily of the valleys.”
Many emotions fight to take the top spot of my conscience. Denial is the winner of the battle.
“There is no way he could mean my Sharon!”
Ignoring I placed claim on Sharon, I begin compiling my judgment of this conundrum. The decoding has to be unambiguous, especially about Sharon’s involvement.
As I review the riddle, I concentrate on the very odd word “dionym.” Remembering the definition of this piece of information is: two words that form a name. I search the poser of phrases to see if a name is revealed.
I quickly take heed to duplicated words. Frightfully, the pattern becomes clear. Twice stated and followed by the reference to a woman (dame) is “share on.”  Joining the two words together and dropping the “E” is indeed “Sharon!”
I call out to Anissa having her join me at the round table. In a dazed state, I tell her the climax of my translation.
“He intends on doing harm to Sharon.”
“Sharon! What does she have to do with this?”
“I do not know but we must find out.”
“What makes you think he is talking about her?”
“It was the final line of his elusive wording. My decryption led me to a bible verse stating, “The rose of Sharon, the lily of the valleys.”
Repeating the verse gives me a science of reclamation. I feel I have recently seen this verse displayed in an endearing way.
Diligently searching the archives of my mind, I bark what I recover.
“Sharon’s roses!”
“What are you talking about Kenny?”
“While I was at the hospital, Sharon received a dozen roses. I read the greeting card. He called her his “lily of the valleys.”
“Do you think it has something to do with the riddle?”
“I think so, the card also read “these roses represent you” i.e. “The rose of Sharon, the lily of the valleys.”
“Ok then, who is “HE” that sent the flowers?”
“It was her new friend, Jason.”
“Jason? Jason who?”
“I met him for the first time Monday night at Lounge Seven. I was not given his last name.”
Anissa begins softly chanting his name as if giving fuel to an idea.
“Jason…. Jason…. Jason…. JASON!”
She sprints from her seat to her desk returning with a client file.
“Leonard! His last name is Leonard!”
“What do you mean?”
“The Leonard’s son!”
Scanning their file with diligence, the broken link in the chain begins to weld. The information contained in the folder reminds me, Mr. J. Leonard Senior is Mr. Jason Leonard the First. He referred to his son as Junior. Legally the son’s name must be: “Jason Leonard the Second!”
“What should we do about this Kenny?”
“Take the contact information page from their file. See if you can contact Mr. and Mrs. Leonard and quiz them about their son. I will call Sharon and warn her about this Jason guy.”
“What about Derrick’s dilemma with Jonathan? Is the code still a go?”
“Yes. We may only have one shot at managing Derrick’s future. To secure both of these situations we must work quickly.”
I begin dialing Sharon’s phone number as I ponder essential elements on why this is happening. I cannot determine why but it is happening nevertheless.
Tension mounts as my call goes straight to Sharon’s voicemail. I do not want to alarm her by leaving detailed information about my concerns. I choose not to leave a massage.
Anissa dials the phone number from the Leonard’s info sheet. Their information is over seven years old. She hopes the group of digits is still assigned to them.
“Hello? Is this Mr. Jason Leonard?”
A vibrant mature male voice comes from the other end of the line.
“Yes, this is he.”
“Mr. Leonard, this is Anissa Johnson from Doctor Rogers’ office. How are you?”
“Why, hello Anissa, I’m old but still alive. To what do I owe the pleasure of this call?”
“Mr. Leonard, I don’t know how this is going sound but it’s about your son.”
“Junior? What about him?”
“Sir, if I may, let me start by asking about you and Mrs. Leonard. How are you two doing?”
“Well Anissa, Betty and I divorced about six years ago, a year after counseling with Dr. Rogers. We just couldn’t live together anymore. We promised each other we would stick it out until Junior was settled into law school. We knew all of the fights and threats of divorce affected him and his grades while he was in high school. As a matter a fact, he is the one who referred us to Dr. Rogers. After Betty and I decided to go our separate ways, Junior took it very hard. But he still graduated from college with honors. He even started his own law firm.  Me, being an ex-cop and his father, I picked up on his personality change. I know to this day he thinks it was his fault his mother and I fell apart. But he had nothing to do with it, if anything he was the reason we stayed together so long. During the divorce and even long after, he promised he would “make things right.”  At first, I figured he was grieving but after a while that statement started to concern me. So tell me, what does this call have to do with Junior?”
“Mr. Leonard, Dr. Rogers was attacked last night. We believe the attack was by your son.”
“Is Dr. Rogers ok?”
“Yes, he’ll be fine…”
“What makes you think it was my Jason!”
“Sir, we have the night stick that was used in the attack. We processed the fingerprints from it and the results lead us to you. There are other pieces of evidence connecting to you and your family but I have no time to explain. We think Jason plans to hurt a dear friend of Dr. Rogers, possibly tonight. We need to know where he is so we can have authorities pick him up.”
“No! No cops………Ok, you definitely have my attention. When I retired, I kept a lot of my gear, a night stick being one of them. A few weeks ago I noticed it was missing. I can’t believe Junior could have something to do with this……Anissa, can I meet with you and Dr. Rogers so we can talk? Besides, Junior called me this morning. He seems very excited about his date tonight with his new lady friend, I’m sure he will be busy.”
“Would you happen to know her name?”
“Um, I think he said her name was Shhh…..Shae…..Sharon? Yes, Sharon, her name is Sharon. Why do you ask?”
“Mr. Leonard, Sharon is the person we are concerned about.”
“Oh my God!”
“Hello, Mr. Leonard? Hello?”
The line goes dead. Anissa tries calling Mr. Leonard again, he does not answer. She then solemnly enters my office as I hang up from my fourth failed attempt to reach Sharon.
“Did you reach Sharon?”
“No, straight to voicemail every time, what about you?”
“Yes, I did get in contact with Mr. Leonard. Our suspicions are confirmed, Sharon’s friend Jason is the son of the Leonard’s.   But our connection was lost after I told him the concerns for Sharon’s safety. And I still don’t know where Jason is.”
“At least we know who is at the center of attention. It would be nice to know why Jason is out for revenge.”
“Before the call was dropped, Mr. Leonard shared some pertinent information. Despite their counseling efforts, they divorced a year later. Jason Jr. was actually the one who referred them to you.”
“And because they divorced he holds me responsible. Ok, there is no time to spare, Jonathan gets out of work in 25 minutes. Sharon’s shift ends at 7:00. I will continue to try to reach her during Derrick’s restoration.”
 
 
 
 
 
6:30PM COFFEE SHOP
I am parked in a dark area that offers a perfect view of the coffee shop’s front door. As I watch patrons enter and exit the store, I try calling Sharon’s cell phone. This time my call does not go immediately to her voice mail, it begins to ring.
My adrenalin hormone begins to be very productive as the ringing continues and Jonathan suddenly walks out of the building. Annoyingly, after the fifth ring, I am once again connected to her voicemail. I end the call and focus my attention on the small white pickup truck Jonathan is driving.
I tail him closely as he heads east on 21st Street. Reaching an intersection, he turns right onto Orange Avenue. At this turning point, I am aware he intends on going to Sharon’s workplace. His route puts us within five minutes of the hospital.
As he takes the final right turn onto Lee Road, I am consumed with concern. It would not be a good idea to violently coerce him from his intentions in such a public place. He pulls into the parking garage near the ER.
Parked five cars down from the white pickup I am able to see Jonathan. He seems to be in deep thought as he sits in his truck. I check the time, it is 6:45.
I see Jonathan tampering with his cell phone. The phone is now pressed against his ear. It seems he is not speaking, only listening.
Suddenly, in a rage, he slams the phone on the dashboard and backs out of the parking space. I trace his every turn as he speeds through the parking garage.
He turns out of the public parking area and away from the hospital. I am relieved someone or something lit his fire causing him to vacate the hospital’s premises.
Traveling at a high velocity, we reach a quiet neighborhood and he reduces speed. Hidden by a large tree, I hang back. He positions his vehicle in the parking space of a small tan single family home. I am willing to bet this is where he and Derrick live.
The subdivision is very dark. There is only one street lamp providing light for several homes. Jonathan gets out of his truck as he shouts into his cell phone. He is engaged in a very intense conversation. He then abruptly ends the call and paces the sidewalk in front of the tan house.
Facing the opposite direction of my location, he walks over to his pickup truck and leans against it. He lights a cigarette, takes a long drag and releases the smoke in the air.
My adrenalin rush has not ceased. The perfect opportunity to engage the unsuspecting troublemaker presents itself.
“Now is the time.”
He is startled when he hears my car door shut, he peers in the direction of the sound. Protected from his line of sight by the large tree, he is unable to see my position. He shrugs it off and settles back into his previous posture. He puts the cigarette to his mouth and takes another deep pull of nicotine.
Suddenly, quickly and quietly, a slender figure moves surreptitiously towards Jonathan. Dressed in all black, the agile perpetrator gains ground.  I sit fully erect in the driver’s seat of my car as I watch the daunting event unfold.
I witness the assailant viciously grab a hold of their target. Jonathan’s cigarette drops to the ground as the attacker’s gloved hand muffles his screams.
Profuse profanities are traded between the two as Jonathan struggles to free himself from his aggressor.
An open palm blow is delivered to Jonathan’s face. His antagonist aggressively continues to deliver rapid fire dialogue. Jonathan is vigorously nodding his head agreeing with whatever is being said to him.
I then see the brutish figure dress their right hand with shiny gold plated brass knuckles. The aggressor forms a fist with the glossy weapon tightly secured in their grip.
Final words are spoken to Jonathan. He now seems to disagree, not against what is being said but against what he thinks will happen next.
Suddenly Jonathan’s aggressor draws their right arm back and delivers a brass knuckled strike. With impressive force, Jonathan’s head snaps back, his body goes limp.
The belligerent brawler stands over Jonathan’s body and scans the perimeter for potential witnesses. With the scene scrutinized, their full attention then deviates to my exact location.
With nimbleness, the masked slugger heads in my direction. I am amazed at what I just witnessed and retain my position.
Opening the unlocked passenger door of my vehicle, the warrior gets in and unmasks.
“Did he have a change of heart?”
“Yes, I believe so.”
“Good job Anissa.”
She is smiling ear to ear as if she thoroughly enjoyed the assignment. She interrogates me on the next course of action. Anissa seems eager for another bout.
“So? What’s next! Did you get in contact with Sharon?”
“I have not been successful in reaching her. But while I was with her at the hospital she said something about Jason coming over to her place tonight. I guess their “date” will take place there. We will just have to crash the party and explain later.”
“She lives all the way in Deltona right?”
“Yes. It is about a 30 minute drive from here if I ignore the speed limit. It is 7:35. She should be home by now. I will try and reach her en route.”
Merging onto Interstate 4 East, I glance at my partner…in benevolent crimes. Anissa is displaying an effervescent smile. She seems to be mentally reliving the past 20 minutes. I choose not to interrupt her recollection as we speed down the highway.
I grab my cellular and scroll through the contact listing. I find Sharon’s home phone number and press the call button.
The line begins to ring as I dart around slow moving traffic. This call attempt differs from the previous conclusions of my many efforts.
Sharon answers the phone in a manner that gives me an anxiety attack. She speaks first, fast and loud.
“Hello.......I can’t hear you! Your phone is breaking up! Besides, I’m taking a shower right now. Whoever this is call me back in about 20 minutes.”
She ends the call, I press the accelerator. She requested a call back in 20 minutes but I plan to be there in 15.
I tear through traffic as I near the desired exit ramp. I suddenly release pressure off of the throttle and make way to the right shoulder of the highway.
“What’s wrong Kenny?”
“The darn flashing blue lights! I am being pulled over!”
Anissa hurries to conceal incriminating gear, e.g. brass knuckles, black mask and such.
I press the power button to lower my window. Looking in the reflection of the rearview mirror, I see the Florida State Trooper exit the sedan. He does not seem to be in any type of a hurry as he strolls along the highway.
Finally standing at my open window, the usual request is made.
“License and registration, please.”
I hand the officer my ID and other necessities never making direct visual contact with him. He takes my info and retreats towards his vehicle.
From my side view mirror I see him reviewing my identity card. He stops in his tracks and then redirects himself back to my car.
Several steps before reaching my window he shouts my name. Unsure what to expect, I listen closely to his tone.
I feel considerable relief with his second approach. I make eye contact with the Trooper.
“Dr. Rogers! How are you? It’s me Douglas, Douglas Rinehart.”
The officer has a colossal smile on his face. He allows me a moment to recognize him. Thankfully, recognition comes to me for who this grinning young man is.
Douglas is one of my success stories from many years ago. He married his high school sweetheart only weeks after their graduation.
In short, Douglas was a very insecure young man before him and his wife counseled with me. To show power and control, he would hit his young bride. Sometimes he would beat her unconscious. Typical counseling did not work for the previously aggressive lad. I had to take another approach to make him understand.
“How is everything going with you, Officer Rinehart?”
“Things are going well, Dr. Rogers. Oh is that Ms. Johnson over there? Hello Ms. Johnson, it’s good to see you.”
Douglas forges ahead in idle conversation. I keep track of the time glancing at the digital clock on the dashboard.
Interrupting his ramblings, his portable radio prompts his attention. He depresses a button on the microphone and speaks a coded response. The officer terminates his transmission. Brandishing that same big smile, he bids us farewell.
“Well I gotta run, there’s a four car pileup near the Princeton exit. It was good seeing the both of you. Be safe.”
He gets into his cruiser and commands the fast lane as he rips down I-4.
I slowly maneuver onto the highway. In a reduced speed we pick up where we left off.
SHARON’S HOUSE
Sharon is hustling around the house making sure everything is in order for her special guest. There are pots of delicious food cooking on the stove. In the dining room, shimmering by candlelight, is a table dressed for two.
Sharon is aware of her curvaceous figure. Her evening attire is a red knee high spaghetti strapped dress that displays her symmetry.
As she places a bottle of red wine on the dining room table, she hears a knock on the front door. She smiles with delight as she adjusts her dress and checks her hair in the reflection of the microwave. She heads to the door speaking aloud to her guest.
“Jason, you’re early sweetie.”
Opening the door, to her surprise, it is not Jason. Standing before her are three little people dressed in green uniforms.
“Hello ma’am, would you like to buy some Girl Scout cookies?”
Sharon gives in to their request buying two boxes of the seasonal treats.
Collecting the change from the little ones, Sharon notices bright headlights. A prestigious black automobile pulls into her driveway.
The adorable happy troops scurry to their next potential sale. Sharon remains at the door.
Exiting the expensive vehicle is Jason. He walks towards Sharon looking as if he just completed a GQ Magazine photo shoot. He is carrying a small silver box in the shape of a tiny briefcase.
“Hello there mister, is that for me?”
“Yes  it most certainly is, but not right now sweetheart.”
They passionately embrace, devouring each other’s lips. The three little girls are giggling as they skip past Sharon’s house interrupting the sentimental moment. Sharon leads Jason into the house.
“I hope you like seafood.”
“Sharon, I love seafood.”
“Good! It’s almost ready. Would you like a glass of wine?”
“Yes, that would be nice. Do you mind if I clean up a bit before dinner?”
“Not at all, the bathroom is down the hall to your left.”
“I’ll be right back.”
Jason goes into the restroom shutting the door behind him. He leans over the sink bracing against the counter as he vilely stares into the mirror. With a devilish grin, he whispers to himself.
“Tonight long suffering begins for the good doctor!”
He opens the silver box and pulls out two vials. One vial contains three tablespoons of purified water, the other vial contains one gram of iocane powder.
He then combines the two, making a colorless tasteless poison when ingested can cause death.
He caps the vial and conceals the concoction in his front jacket pocket. He exits the lavatory and joins the unsuspecting woman in her kitchen.
“No sir! No one is allowed in my kitchen while I’m cooking. Out you go!”
“Ok Shae, have it your way. I didn’t know that was one of your rules….Oh, is this glass of wine for me?”
“Nope, that’s mine, yours is right here.”
“Thank you. You know, you look amazing as usual my lily of the valleys.”
“Thank you, so do you. I like the nickname you gave me. “Lily of the valleys.” What does it mean exactly?”
“It comes from The Song of Solomon 2:1. “The Rose of Sharon, lily of the valleys.” In short, it means perfection.”
“AW, that’s so sweet.”
“You’re perfect for my plan.”
“What did you say?”
“Never mind. Is dinner almost ready sweetheart?”
“Yes it is, so why don’t you refill our wine glasses and go sit in the dining room. I will be right in with dinner.”
Jason grabs the wine and wine glasses. He disappears to the other room. Pouring wine in both glasses, he discreetly takes the vile of poison from his jacket pocket.
Jason takes precaution making sure Sharon is still in the kitchen.
“Do you need any help in there?”
“No, you just relax. Dinner will be served in 60 seconds.”
He quickly uncaps the antidote and pours it into Sharon’s glass. Sharon enters with two steaming plates of food. He secretly discards the empty vial.
“This looks delicious!”
“I hope you like it.”
“Sharon, before we dig in I’d like to make a toast....”
Sharon’s cell phone suddenly begins to ring.
“Sorry, hold that thought. Give me a second to silence my phone.”
Sharon hurries into the kitchen and answers the call.
“Hello?”
A loud excited voice breaks through the other end.
“Hey girl, how’s your date with that fine lawyer going?”
“Neci! We are trying to have a quiet dinner right now! What do you want girl?”
“Nothing, I was just checking to see if you were having a good time…….Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”
“Well in that case my options are wide open. Girl I gotta go! I have a hot plate of food and a hot man waiting on me. I don’t want either of them to get cold. I will call you tomorrow.”
Sharon ends the call. She silences her cellular and the land line.
“I’m very sorry about that Jason. Where were we?”
“We were about to make a toast to a perfectly planned evening.”
“I’ll drink to that!”
“Salute.”
“Salute.”
They touch glasses and take a drink of the contents.
As they eat Jason eyes Sharon closely. Less than halfway into the meal Sharon can hardly keep her eyes open.
“Oh my, I guess that second glass of wine was a bit much. I’m feeling a little drowsy.”
Jason speaks in a sinister tone.
“This is both an ending and a beginning. Sharon, your life will end shortly. And a life filled with pain, sorrow and regret begins for your dear friend.”
Sharon is unable to stand as she tries to hold herself steady. Her words are slurred.
“What are you talking about Jason? What have you done to me?”
“I won’t waste time with details. I will just say sometimes unsuspected trouble comes as a result of personal association. Your association with Doctor Kenneth Rogers put you in this predicament. But there are no hard feelings between you and me Sharon. This is payback for vitally failed business between Dr. Rogers and my family.”
Suddenly Jason is startled when the door bell rings. He remains motionless.
Anissa and I arrive noticing the black luxury vehicle in the driveway. I vigorously ring the door bell, no one answers.
“Anissa, go around back and look through the window for movement.”
Anissa runs to the rear of the house. I continue to simultaneously knock on the door and ring the bell.
Jason blows out the candles as Sharon collapses to the floor clinging to consciousness. He then stills himself over Sharon’s limp body. He is very agitated by the unwelcome visitors.
Anissa returns to the front of the house.
“Did you see anyone?”
“No, but it looked like candles were lit and suddenly went out.”
A flood of rage washes over me. I am certain something is terribly wrong.
“Kenny where are you going?”
“I am going to the car for the sledge hammer!”
I retrieve the tool and charge my way to the front door. Anissa sees I am moving rapidly in her direction and swiftly moves aside. I pummel through the door with one strike of the eight pound long handle hammer.
I stumble into the living room, Anissa follows closely behind me. We both freeze our motion and listen tenaciously for the sign of other occupants.
The house is silent. Anissa taps my shoulder and signals my attention to the kitchen. There is steam coming from the pots on the stove, a sure sign that someone is still here.
Jason is still in the dining room. He experiences an episode of tachycardia, his breathing is also abnormal. Jason readies himself with a carving knife from the dinner table.
Anissa and I move slowly towards the dining room. I tightly grip the tool that now serves as a weapon. I speak assuming Jason is here restricting Sharon’s ability to communicate.
“Jason! I know you’re here. What have you done to Sharon?”
Concluding his elusive plan has been decrypted, he articulates.
“Very good Doctor, very good indeed.”
Anissa and I rush into the dining room. Jason puts the knife to Sharon’s neck.
“Be very careful you two!”
Anissa gasps and I am rendered speechless from the sight of Sharon’s condition. She seems to be in a paralytic state. She stares helplessly with streams of tears flowing down her face.
I roar with intense anger as I attempt to rush the blackguard. He applies pressure to the blade breaking the skin near Sharon’s jugular. Blood begins to leak from her neck.
“Don’t be stupid Doctor! You may get to me but lover girl here will be dead….Put the hammer down and step back.”
Every muscle in my body tenses as I grip the handle of the sledge hammer tighter. Anissa gently touches my left shoulder.
“Do as he says Kenny.”
I drop the tool and we stand back eyeing Jason’s every move.
He begins lifting Sharon to her feet. She is unable to stand on her own. He keeps the knife gouged into her neck as he drags her towards the front door.
“I wish I could stay, I haven’t finished my dinner. There is plenty left for the two of you though. Try the salmon with the creamy garlic butter sauce, it is delicious!”
“Jason you are not going to get away with this!”
“Well sir, I already have.”
Jason continues to drag Sharon’s debilitated body, nearing the front door.
“You know Doctor, it would have been better if you had rectified my parents’ marriage. Now look what you’ve done. I was actually beginning to like Sharon but not more than revenge of course.”
“Jason it is not my fault your parents divorced. They are two adults that made an adult decision. I only tried to help.”
“NO, NO, NO! You’re supposed to be the “relationship savior” as many prominent articles so eloquently put it. You failed! Now you will suffer as I did for so many years! By the way, thank you for coming. Although it wasn’t a part of my plan, seeing the look on your face right now is priceless!”
Still held in Jason’s grasp, Sharon fades in and out of consciousness. Jason quickly shuffles backwards towards the bashed open door.  Tears are still falling from Sharon’s face as I and Anissa watch helplessly.
Sharon’s eyes are precisely fixed onto mine. Her look is no longer terror but compassion as if to say “it is not your fault” or “good bye.”
Suddenly we are all startled by a loud pop. The noise breaks my attention away from Sharon to Jason. Anissa screams as Jason’s body stiffens and his eyes roll back.  Sharon falls from his grip as his rigid body trembles. Jason then collapses to the floor unconscious right beside Sharon’s weakened body.
Jason and Sharon’s descended bodies clear the view to the reason for this turn of events.
Standing at the open doorway with weapon in hand is Mr. Leonard.  He is overwhelmed with grief as he lowers the stun gun, dropping it to the ground. He then takes out his cell phone and dials three numbers.
“Hello, this is retired Lieutenant J. Leonard Sr., I need police and medical assistance.”
As Mr. Leonard summons help, Anissa and I dash to Sharon’s side. We encourage her to remain conscious as Mr. Leonard concludes the call for emergency personnel. He kneels over his unconscious son.
“Dr. Rogers, Anissa, I am very sorry about this. I always feared Junior would do something like this.”
I give him a nod in acceptance of his apology and sudden arrival. He looks after his son as we tend to Sharon’s needs.
Police and ambulance crews arrive within minutes. Jason is revived by a pungent ammonium carbonate held underneath his nose. He is then handcuffed and placed in the back of a patrol car. Mr. Leonard turns his back from the sight of his son. He is unable to watch the arrest of his only child.
With an IV penetrating Sharon’s brachial artery, paramedics quickly prep her for immediate transport. A team of EMTs and medics load Sharon into the ambulance and control the roadway with lights and sirens.
Mr. Leonard stands solemnly watching the police cruisers and ambulance fade in the distance.  He then briefly looks at us and turns to walk away.
I call out to Mr. Leonard hoping to have my curiosity satisfied. He stops and gives me his full attention.
“Mr. Leonard.”
“Yes?”
“I just have one question. How did you find us?”
“Doctor, I may be an old retired cop but I still think like one.”
With that said he gets in his car and drives away. I turn my attention to Anissa who is still in a dazed state. I touch her face.
“Are you ok?”
Actions speak louder than words. She falls into my arms and begins to weep. I hold her tightly in my embrace until she is content with her emotional release.
 
FRIDAY NIGHT LOUNGE SEVEN
Sharon, Neci, Lamar, Anissa and I are sitting at a large table in the middle of the lounge. Peter is taking our drink orders as he places Friday night’s complimentary chips and salsa bowls on the table.
We order alcoholic beverages, everyone except Sharon…she orders ice water. Due to the highly toxic poison she ingested, it is doctor recommended she not eat or drink anything that can further damage her liver.
While in the hospital, Sharon received a great deal of medical attention. She was treated by several highly skilled co-workers.
For the first several minutes of our gathering here at the lounge, we managed to share a few laughs. Inevitably the cheerful conversation diverted to the horrendous events of Tuesday night. Neci shows concern for our fellow alumni.
“Sharon, how are you really doing?”
“I don’t know? I mean, I feel fine physically but…..”
Being a counselor, I know very well evoking repugnant memories can be difficult but also healing through conversational discharge. I encourage Sharon to continue.
“Sharon you are among friends, let it out so you can let it go.”
Sharon gains our full attention. Anissa gently places her hand on Sharon’s shoulder silently offering further encouragement.
“Kenny, I was so scared. If you guys had never shown up I don’t know what would have happened….I was flying so high that night just to have my wings clipped for a crash landing. Why do I always end up with the loser, user or the crazy guy?”
A single tear falls from her face causing a domino effect of tears among the girls. A brief moment of silence occurs then surprisingly an astute response comes from Lamar.
“Look Shae, you are a very successful, talented and beautiful woman. You’re doing the right thing when you continue to try. You have set yourself up to be more than any man could hope for. As your friend, the only thing I can suggest is stop being a bag lady. What happened to you the other night and every other bad thing that ever happened in your life, don’t stick it in your memory bag. You have to unpack the luggage of your mind so when that special someone comes he will have room to move in.”
“Good point Lamar, thank you for saying that. There are fears and regrets I’m sure I will overcome. But one regret I’m not so sure I will ever get over... A long time ago I let a good man get away because I thought he was too involved in his career path. I thought he wouldn’t have time for me.”
Sharon pauses her revealing speech. She then makes me the focal point of her gaze as do the rest of those at the table. She resumes her confession.
“But that man has been a dear friend for several years now. As I look back on my life of many heart breaks and let downs, I realize that same man was always there for me. As I lay helpless at Jason’s feet, I could see the passion in this man’s eyes. I could hear the concern and despair in his voice for my safety. For a man to show that level of care for a friend, I can only imagine what it would be like for his lady.”
As the river of tears flow from her face, she stands to her feet. Sharon walks over to me, steadies my face with the palms of her hands, she then kisses me with both gratitude and remorse.
She pulls her lips from mine and remains only inches away from my face as she looks piercingly into my eyes.
“Thank you for always being there for me.”
She wipes tears from her face and returns to her seat. Peter is a welcomed distraction as he delivers fresh bowls of chips and salsa along with an unrequested round of drinks.
“Peter, we did not order these drinks.”
“I know Doc. It was the big tipper over there in the booth. I’ve already made fifty bucks off of this guy. He must be showing off for his girlfriends.”
As Peter retreats to the bar, the five of us turn to see who the showoff is. With a grandiose smile, waving at us is Allen Jovinsky. He is sitting with a beautiful blond woman and a beautiful black woman with a sophisticated short hair style. We all raise our glasses in gratitude for his generosity. I think we all appreciate the timing of Allen’s kind gesture.
As I prepare to say something in response to Sharon’s touching acknowledgment, another perfectly timed interruption occurs. Sharon’s face lights up with joy as she shouts.
“Derrick! Over here!”
Derrick walks over to our table.  Sharon jumps into his arms very glad to see him.
“I’m glad you came, sit down. Ok, for those of you who don’t know, this is my brother, Derrick, the next professional football star! Derrick, I thought you were going to bring Lisa so I could finally meet her.”
“No. Um, Lisa decided to stay up north close to her family. A long distance relationship wouldn’t work for us. But I am seeing someone I think I should tell you about.”
Anissa and I look at each other. We are unsure of the results from our efforts on Derrick’s behalf. We are apprehensively clueless of what this young man plans to reveal. The five of us listen to another declaration.
“Shae, I’ve been secretly seeing someone. It was a mutual agreement not to say anything to you at first. But I need to get this off of my chest so I invited…….Oh, look! My secret is walking through the door now.”
Anissa and I are feeling like failures as we blankly stare at Derrick. Everyone else looks towards the entry point of the lounge. Derrick cracks a smile as Sharon shouts with curiosity.
“Tasha?!”
Anissa and I swiftly partake in the directional view of the on-comer. I thought, never in a million years, would I be glad to see this young woman. At this moment being glad to see her is an understatement.
Standing before us with long curly lustrous hair and olive toned skin, is the ill mannered hospital receptionist. She greets us in her native tongue.
“Como’ estas?”
Derrick and Sharon both stand and Derrick greets Tasha with a cheek kiss. Sharon with an OMG look on her face solicits a hug from her co-worker.
“Are you two dating?”
“Well, we’re getting to know each other, sis.”
“Girl, you had to know I have a crush on your brother.”
“I guess so since you’re always asking about him.”
The table erupts into pleasant conversation. I smile with content as I listen to the friendly dialogue exchange. I excuse myself to the restroom.
Washing my hands, I notice Derrick entering the lavatory from the reflection of the mirror. He has a puzzled look on his face.
“Derrick is everything ok?”
“Yes Doc, I mean Kenny. Actually, things are better than ok. Tuesday after talking with you at the hospital, I went to the gym to release some stress. I always leave my cell phone in the car when I workout. But when I left the gym that night I had 29 missed calls, one from Tasha, the rest from Jonathan. I called him back just to hear him yell at me about going to the gym without telling him where I would be. That was the last straw, I was infuriated! I told him everything about us was unacceptable and we needed to make new arrangements. I didn’t care what the consequences would be. I just wanted Jonathan out of my life. The funny thing about it is he was actually gone by the time I got home that night. I’m not talking gone to the corner store, I mean gone, gone. His clothes were missing and his flat screen television was gone too. For a moment I thought we were robbed but I noticed the only things missing were Jonathan’s things. He left me a note that made me very happy but didn’t make sense. It said “I’ve had a change of heart, I’m outta here! I hope you’re happy.” I have to ask you Kenny, did you have anything to do with Jonathan’s sudden change of heart?”
I indirectly answer Derrick’s question with an impassive expression.
“Derrick, it does not matter why or how. Just enjoy the freedom to pursue what you think is suitable for your life.”
He smiles and nods in agreement as we exit the stall returning to our table of friends.
The rest of the evening is filled with stories, laughter and drinks. We are the last patrons to leave the lounge. It was a terrifying start to a pleasant week’s end.
TUESDAY NIGHT
Anissa and I are parked in a dark alley across from a popular nail salon. I pass Anissa the binoculars for visual aid of our mark. As she looks through the optical instrument, I request her thoughts of me and Sharon’s friendship.
“Anissa, what do you think of me and Sharon?”
“Sharon and Neci are blessed to have you as a friend. I’ve always known you still love Sharon but you’re not sure if you want to jeopardize the friendship by being exclusive.”
“Wow, very observant. Tell me this, how do you feel about me…You know, working for me?”
“Oh you want to go there, huh. Ok. Well Kenny, I will be straight up with you. I feel the same way you feel about Sharon. I love working for you. We have exciting secrets only you and I know about. Couples who have been married for over twenty years can’t say they have a relationship like ours. Any woman would want a man like you. But you never made a pass at me and I think for good reason. We don’t need an emotional entanglement to jeopardize what we do for others……But Kenny…..I do have a question. Would you be there for me the same way you were there for Sharon?”
“Anissa, it would take an army to stop me.”
She smiles as she hands me the binoculars and snugly fits her hands into leather gloves.
Looking with a magnified view into the nail salon, I prompt my partner to ready herself for another act of brass benevolence.
“You’re up. Here comes Mr. Fredrick’s gold digging, misleading, cheating wife.”
Anissa pulls a mask over her face as she exits the vehicle. She leans back in and recites the first half of our adopted motto from the plaque she gave me.
“If they don’t understand….”
“….Make’em understand!”
THE END
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