


Part I
.

.

“What is wrong with you? Get over here, sit down, and shut up!”

.

Valerie caught a reflection of herself in the full-length mirror, and it
froze her in her tracks. Her two-year-old daughter was sitting on the carpet at
the foot of the queen-sized bed, crying—in fear, the child’s eyes wide with
the horrible anticipation of what unknown outburst was coming next. Valerie
had seen that same expression on her own face, not at Sherry’s young age, but
later when she had been old enough to understand the harshness behind the
words, when she had been alert enough to know that the tone held hatred as
well as anger. She had survived that life only to find it inserting its remnants
in her new life with her child.

.

And the reflection was not a reflection of Valerie, but a flash of her
mother, Olivia, full of rage and contempt and a barely-contained bitter
cruelty. While she shared few physical features with her mother; at that
moment, Valerie saw herself as a replica of the same scowl wearing, mouth
flapping, scathing and, scornful woman who had raised her. She was an
extension of the behavior she had experienced most of her life, the impatient
and blinding violent disapproval she had sworn would not consume her. No!
This could not be happening!

.

Valerie did not hate her daughter; Sherry was the joy of her life. And Val



could not be this hateful woman, towering over an innocent child. How could
she replicate such behavior? Yet, here it was, all because the baby had been
playing in her make-up case. She collapsed beside her child. Tears trickled
down her face. She pushed aside the scattering of nail polish, foundation, and
miscellaneous perfume bottles and sat in front of the little girl, scooping her
into her arms. They sat there for a long time, Sherry cuddling against her
mommy and Valerie rocking, silent teardrops sliding down her face.

.

“It’s okay, Mommy,” the tiny, weeping voice said. But it was not okay.
Valerie was not okay.

.

Until recently she had thought she’d been a good mother, a kind and
patient mother. Those few moments of unbridled anger were enough to let
her know her control was tenuous, in danger of disintegrating. This was the
moment Valerie decided that she must gain better control of herself.

.

She could not bear the thought that Sherry might carry the memory of this
moment as a childhood scar. Valerie composed herself and searched through
the pile of beauty products for the circular make-up pads. Silently, she used
them to dry the tears from both of their faces. Then she put a light application
of blush and lipstick on her curious daughter’s face.

.

Valerie smiled and tried to create a happy memory out of the instant of
insanity. Sherry’s bubbling laughter as she studied her reflection in the
handheld mirror gave Val hope that she might succeed. She let Sherry spend
the next half an hour wearing various pieces of her jewelry before



announcing it was time for her bath and bedtime story.

.

As Val tucked her only child under the covers of her toddler bed, she
worried again about that emotional explosion. Where had it come from—and
how could she make sure it didn’t return?

.

Later that evening, Valerie’s sister came to visit. The two women sat at
the kitchen table eating pizza, drinking wine, and talking about what had
happened earlier. A Najee jazz CD played softly in the background. Like the
rest of Valerie’s home, the kitchen was decorated in vivid colors and lots of
plants. This room had shades of buttercup, cantaloupe, and grass green from
the curtains to the paint, to the towels, and the dishes. It was normally a bright
and happy room. Valerie was not happy tonight.

.

“What are you going to do?” her sister had asked as she used a paper
napkin to wipe pizza sauce from her fingers. Monica had listened quietly to
Valerie’s confession and knew all too well the depth of her concerns.

.

“I don’t know. I don’t even know where to start.” Valerie was the older of
the two, and she knew Monica normally expected her to have answers. But
this time she didn’t. She only had an overwhelming vision of what her own
childhood had been like and knew there had already been too many
similarities in her daughter ’s, even in a single explosion. “I just don’t want to
be like Momma.”

.



Monica laughed, but it was a bitter sound without any trace of amusement.
“Mom isn’t so bad sometimes. You should visit her. Do you know Jason came
over for dinner last weekend and Momma didn’t even argue with him? Come
to think of it, he couldn’t get much of any reaction out of her. She just kind of
sat there and pretended not to hear him most of the time.” She took a sip of
wine before continuing. “Sometimes I wonder if the stroke caused more
damage than the doctors are telling. Then, at other times, she acts like the
same mother we’ve always known.”

.

The stroke. Valerie had visited her mother while she was in the hospital,
but Olivia had been asleep and hadn’t known her oldest child was there. It was
better that way because everyone knew Olivia wouldn’t have wanted to see
her. Valerie had held her mother ’s hand and prayed her eyes would open (and
that she would be happy to see Val) but Olivia Weston hadn’t responded.
They hadn’t spoken much in the months before or during the year-and-a-half
since the stroke. It was what Olivia had ordered. In fact, Valerie had rarely
seen her mother since leaving home at age 17, and they hadn’t gotten along
for years before then. Now, too many years of strain had taken a big toll on
whatever mother-daughter relationship they were supposed to have. Valerie
sighed.

.

“Is she okay?” she asked. Monica just nodded. Good, Val thought
sincerely.

.

Monica had been able to live at home and was taking care of their mother
during her recovery. She was also in her fifth year of attending college part-
time. So, around 10:00 she announced that she had studying to do, said her



goodbyes, and headed home.

.

Valerie wasn’t sleepy. She rinsed the few dishes, went into the living
room, pulled out a photo album from the shelf under the coffee table, and
flipped through the book of family pictures. Of course, the most recent
photos were of Sherry; studio shots of a posed smiling baby or candid photos
of her as a curious toddler. The rest of them were from Valerie’s childhood;
holidays, reunions, birthdays, church events.

.

A mixture of emotions came over Valerie as she sat on the living room
sofa and remembered what it had been like living in her mother ’s house. She
recalled many occasions when the house was filled with music and laughter.
Even though their parents argued, her daddy had always tried to be gentle and
loving towards his children. The three Weston kids had had many happy
times, especially when their father had lived with them. Yet, many more
events were overshadowed by her mother ’s hot temper and brutal
punishments. Those came later, after Val was about age 10 and her father had
gone away. Those were not the type of memories she wanted for Sherry.
How many times had she, Monica, or Jason been embarrassed in public?
Beaten without mercy for minor accidents, such as knocking over a plant or
hitting a ball into the neighbor ’s yard? How many times had they been
slapped in the face or locked in a closet or kept from participating in an
important event because they had forgotten to make a bed, or because the
line of shoes in the closet wasn’t straight? And how many times had Valerie
vowed she would not be like her mother?

.

Today she had become the image of her mother, hadn’t she? No—that



wasn’t exactly true. She told herself she was overreacting. Today was not a
normal day in Sherry’s childhood, as it had been in hers.

.

Olivia was volatile and unpredictable, unless what you expected was
harshness. Her oldest daughter was a calm and dependable person, most of
the time. While Olivia seemed to take pleasure from making her children
miserable, Valerie detested herself for any occasional outbursts of anger or
intolerance. And Valerie was devoted to her child—which was definitely not
a skill learned from her mother. No, she was not like Olivia, and she needed
to keep reminding herself of this fact.

.

Even the mechanics of living were different for the two women.

.

Olivia had spent her entire life in the same neighborhood, catching the
bus every day to the department store where she had worked since age 16. It
had been a good job for the time when she’d first started working, and the
assertive woman had eventually moved into a supervisory position where she
could have remained comfortably ensconced for the remainder of her career.
(Unfortunately, she had not been able to work since the stroke had
diminished her mobility and coordination.) Olivia’s world had previously
revolved around the long hours at the store and the many responsibilities of a
department manager. She had never had any desire (or money) to attend
college or move into more challenging employment, although Valerie knew
her mother was an extremely intelligent woman. Olivia had also never
desired to leave her neighborhood; although the crime rate was rising, the
friendliness of her neighbors was diminishing, and the houses were not as
beautiful as they had once been with the homeowners moving away and



renting to people who barely took care of the properties. Everyone in the
neighborhood seemed tired or frustrated much of the time and Olivia seemed
stuck in a world that was deteriorating around her.

.

Valerie possessed very different ambitions. She had been the first person
in her family to complete college and was working a well-paying job in an
investment firm. Her responsibilities were challenging and demanding, and
she felt competent and accomplished. She owned a car and was renting a
house in a neighborhood where most of the occupants were the homeowners
and all the white people had not fled from fear of rising crime or sinking
property values. Blacks in the area seemed to be fairly happy with their lives,
rarely having the loud public arguments or drunken parties that were now
common where Valerie had been raised. Of course, there also weren’t liquor
stores or bars at every major intersection, as existed in her old
neighborhood. Sherry could play on a sidewalk not littered by broken wine
bottles and fast food wrappers. It was a neighborhood where people casually
walked their dogs (thoughtfully armed with pooper-scoopers) or watched the
children play together in the late afternoon sun. It was a clean and quiet
environment where the neighbors seemed relaxed and still smiled as they
passed you on the street. It was important that Sherry have this type of life,
surrounded by a peace that had eluded a large portion of Valerie’s childhood.

.
The poor relationships with her children were not Olivia’s only

shortcoming. She had openly and constantly berated her husband, even in
front of their children. She would nag and goad her husband into arguments
by telling him how much of a failure he had become. Olivia constantly
challenged his decisions and called him names. That was not how Valerie
treated her daughter ’s father. Valerie respected Tony’s role in Sherry’s life
and they got along well for their child’s sake but also because they had



largely remained friends.
.
No. Olivia Weston and Valerie Weston were not alike.
.
Olivia had never displayed remorse about her behavior. Guilt still flooded

over Val at recalling that day’s incident. Normally it wasn’t even tempting to
become so short-tempered. She generally loved Sherry’s inquisitive nature.
She enjoyed explaining the world to her bright-eyed, wonderful child and
sharing the excitement as Sherry learned about life around her. But Sherry’s
curiosity was changing, no longer contained to harmless items in the house
or whatever was within her reach from the grocery cart. She was a toddler
with all the curiosity, mobility, and no recognition of danger.

.
The truth was that despite her joy, Valerie was starting to feel a little

overwhelmed with the increased need for on her attention and energy.
Mothering was getting more demanding, and she wasn’t sure she knew how
to cope. Maybe she had made a mistake in deciding to be a single parent. But,
she’d had sound reasons for ending her relationship with Tony; reasons that
still existed. She sighed. Well, as a mother, she had done fine so far and
would just have to learn to grow as Sherry grew. Valerie wasn’t sure what
had made her so impatient today, but she vowed it would not be a regular
occurrence.

.

She put the photo album away and went upstairs. Sherry was asleep in her
toddler bed, her tiny body pressing slightly against the mesh railing that kept
her from falling out. She was beautiful, a tiny caramel-colored angel with
plump cheeks and curly black hair—the same as her father. Valerie kissed
her and smiled. Goodnight, my little sweetheart.

.



.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~

.

.

Monica arrived home around 10:20. Her mother ’s bedroom light was still
on when she parked the old car in the driveway. She hoped Olivia wouldn’t
complain about the noise her car made. She couldn’t afford a new muffler
right now—and anyway, the hole was small, so Monica didn’t think the noise
was all that bad. It certainly didn’t compare to a lot of the vehicles carousing
the street; either the blasting of a hip-hop beat or the roar of a suped-up
engine was common at all hours of the day or night.

.

She unlocked the kitchen door and went directly up the rear staircase to
her room that overlooked the back yard. It was the largest bedroom. Monica
used to share it with Valerie, each of them having a twin bed and a dresser on
separate sides of the room. A desk with her laptop computer and bookcases
filled with Monica’s reference material had long ago replaced Val’s
belongings.

.
Monica already had an Associate’s Degree in Medical Office Management

and was more than halfway through the Bachelor ’s program in Healthcare
Management. With so many demanding classes, she was adamant about never
loaning or selling any of her course books. Consequently, she had
accumulated almost two full bookcases of health, science, and business
material. They had been expensive, but were now invaluable sources of
information and saved her countless hours at the library.

.



She tossed her purse onto the unmade bed and sat down at the desk. Her
current study effort was spread out on the desktop in loose piles that
represented separate clusters of information. Just as she was starting to
review a stack of papers, her cell phone rang. She dug it out of her purse just
in time to keep it from going to voicemail.

.
“Hello.”
.

“Hi. Were you busy?” Patrick’s voice didn’t need any introduction. His
soothing, deep timbre made Monica smile.

.

“I was studying for Tuesday’s exam.” Well, it was almost the truth.

.

“Good; me, too.” She could tell he was also smiling. “Maybe we should
study together. I could be there in fifteen minutes. There’re a couple of
points I’m really having trouble understanding.” Liar. Patrick was receiving
one of the highest grades in the class. Monica could picture him on the other
end of the phone; his creamy chocolate skin and deep brown eyes lit by a
mischievous smile. She could image that six-foot-four, muscular body, naked
and casually stretched across her bed, tempting her to study more than the
basic concepts of hospital organization and management. How would it feel
for her slim five-foot-seven athletic body to lie curled against his, her auburn
hair mingling with his black locks? Hmm. She sighed and shook away the
image. It wouldn’t happen in this house.

.

“That’s not a good idea,” she reminded him.



.

“Why not?”

.

“Because.”

.

“Oh, that reason.” He was teasing her now. “Let’s see—because it’s a
weeknight and you have to get up early tomorrow? Or, because you know
how much this brother on the other end of the phone wants to spend some
time with you and you enjoy making him beg? Or, because it’s late and you
don’t want to disturb your mother?”

.

“That’s not funny,” she said softly. They both knew the reason she never
responded to his advances had to do with Olivia, even though Patrick didn’t
know how complex that issue really was. He had no idea of the reasons
Monica never felt comfortable bringing home friends—male or female. Yet,
she knew he had been told by people who’d known her longer than he that no
one from the college had ever been invited inside her home.

.

“You’re right. It’s not funny, and I’m sorry. But I’ve tried everything I
know to get to spend some time with you outside of a classroom or a library.
I think we’d make a good team, but you won’t let me get anywhere close to
being your man. What’s up with that, Monica?”

.

Before she could answer, Olivia banged on her door. “Monica!”



.

“Patrick, I can’t talk now. Maybe we could study tomorrow. I’ll meet you
at the Student Union around four o’clock, okay?”

.

“Yeah, sure.”

.

Monica hung up and went to open the door.

.

“Are you just now getting home?” Olivia demanded.

.

“What is it, Momma?”

.

“I needed you to run some errands for me earlier, but you weren’t here.
You at least could have told me you were leaving.” She leaned closer to her
daughter and sniffed. “You been drinking?”

.

Monica forced herself to be patient. She wouldn’t divulge that she had
been with Valerie, and she was certainly old enough to have a glass of wine.

.

“Momma, is there something you need right now? I really need to study.”

.

Olivia just turned and walked away. She slammed her bedroom door and



turned up the TV’s volume purposely to disturb her daughter.

.

Monica shook her head and went downstairs to get a glass of ice water.

.

She almost cried when she flicked on the kitchen lights. Monica had
stopped by the house after work, rinsed the few dishes in the sink, and put
them in the dishwasher. She had wondered why there weren’t more dishes
and now the answer was clear. Since Monica had left to visit Valerie, her
mother had brought trays of food and dishes from her bedroom and left them
all over the kitchen counters: breakfast dishes with dried-on eggs and
another plate with a hardened half-eaten grilled cheese sandwich and orange
peelings, half-filled glasses of soda. How many trips had it taken for Olivia to
accomplish this chaos? Since the stroke, she hadn’t been able to lift more
than a few pounds; and she couldn’t possibly have carried all of these dishes
downstairs at the same time. Olivia hadn’t even bothered to scrape them. Why
would she leave such a mess for Monica to clean? Why was she being so
hateful?

.

Because she was Olivia Marie Weston. That’s why.

.

Monica fought back the tears. Wasn’t this the way her mother had always
treated the Weston kids? No one ever knew when a nasty surprise would
await him or her.

.

Most of these filthy dishes could be loaded into the dishwasher; some of



them would need to be washed by hand. She started the water and began
scraping off the food. Monica definitely wasn’t in the mood to get any
studying done tonight.

.

The next day wasn’t any better. She worked at the rehabilitation clinic
from 10:00 until 3:00 and then rushed to the campus for her study date with
Patrick. But he wasn’t at all interested in studying. He was demanding to
know why she kept brushing him off. He knew she liked him—so what was
the problem? Did she already have a man? Just say so. She couldn’t. Finally,
he got angry and said he didn’t understand how someone as beautiful and
smart as she could be so dumb about life. He wasn’t going to ask her out
anymore. He didn’t have time for whatever juvenile game she was playing.
And he walked away.

.      
Although they had sat close together in a private area and Patrick had

been careful to keep his voice low, Monica was still humiliated by the
encounter.

.
He was right. It was juvenile for a 22-year-old woman to not be able to

bring a man home (even during the day) because she was afraid her mother
would embarrass her. But she was too ashamed to tell him that. Monica had
never been able to voice her feelings.

.
How many times had the young woman come home early from a movie

night with her girlfriends from church only to be berated by Olivia, accused
of being a slut? It didn’t matter that Monica took on most of the
responsibilities of the house (on top of working and going to school) or went
to church with her mother almost every week. Olivia didn’t see Monica as a
decent person and took every opportunity to hurt and humiliate her daughter,



succeeding in destroying any resistance Monica had left. She certainly wasn’t
raised to be disrespectful, not by the church or her mother. And anyways,
Monica needed to live here at least until she was out of school and could get
a better job. She couldn’t afford to anger her mother to the point of being put
out on the street. There would be time later for dating and freedom.

.
Monica would have her chance for a life—just not right now.
.
.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
.
.
That weekend, Tony took Sherry with him as he usually did. Valerie knew

that he was relieved that, even though she felt it was best for them to
separate, she had still wanted the two of them to share raising their child. And
he wasn’t sure what he would have done if both of them were completely out
of his life. Besides, Tony’s family had always been adamant that they wanted a
strong relationship with his little girl; now, she had become precious to them
and they enjoyed every moment she was around.

.
Valerie also knew that Tony loved being a father and that he resented

common stereotypes about black men not fitting well into family life. His
father had been a steadfast icon in his world, providing the family with
security, guidance, determination, discipline, and affection. Tony clearly
intended to happily do the same for his daughter; her weekends were filled
with as much attention and laughter as he could reasonably squeeze into
them. Valerie knew that her baby would never feel lonely or neglected or
afraid around Tony or his family. At least in that way Val was overcoming the
lessons of her own childhood. And, she knew Tony was pleased that she felt
so comfortable with their arrangement.



.
When Tony brought Sherry home on Sunday afternoon, Valerie was in the

front yard weeding the small flowerbed. She had planted impatiens and
snapdragons a few weeks earlier and was excited at how well the young
plants were growing. She loved “playing in the dirt” as her sister called it. It
was relaxing. But what she loved more was watching the tiny flowers grow
into beautiful, multicolored, bushy plants that made her yard look like the
person living in that house was happy to live there. Her garden was a
reflection of the overall contentment she felt about her current life. Of
course, she still had unresolved areas to work on, but she would eventually
weed them out—both in the garden and in her life.

.
“Hi,” Tony said from a few feet away. It was a bright, almost cloudless

day. She squinted up at him. From her position he looked taller than six-foot-
three, a well-built statue with broad shoulders that blocked out the sun in a
firm silhouette against the blue sky. Sherry was asleep with her head on his
shoulder and her tiny arms wrapped around his neck.

.
“We got too busy to take a nap,” he smiled, apologetically, “so she fell

asleep about two seconds after we got into the car.”
.
“That’s okay.” She stood. “I’ll take her.”
.
“No, it’s alright. I’ll put her to bed.” He walked up onto the porch and

disappeared into the house. Valerie had just finished the weeding as he
reemerged carrying two large glasses of Pepsi, hers with lots of ice. She
smiled; amused at his thoughtfulness.

.
“Thank you.”
.



“You’re welcome; especially considering it’s from your refrigerator
anyway.” He laughed and sat on the steps. Valerie sat next to him, but not too
close. She absently scanned the other homes and yards on this end of the
street. It was a nice looking neighborhood. All of the houses were built to
similar designs and the homeowners (or renters like her) put a lot of time
into keeping the lawns neat and the street quiet. Spring days like today, when
the sun was peeking out from behind the clouds and the temperature was
fairly warm, made her feel lucky to live in such a place.

.
“So, what did you do this weekend?” he asked. She was surprised.
.
“I usually ask you that question.”
.
“I know, but I thought I’d ask it for a change.” Her eyes narrowed

suspiciously. He sipped his drink. “My baseball team won yesterday. You
should have come; you would have enjoyed it.”

.
“Oh.” What was he talking about? She hadn’t watched him play ball in a

couple of years. “Well, I caught up on the house work, the laundry, the
grocery shopping, and the yard work, of course.” What did he think she did
with her little bit of spare time?

.
“Sounds pretty boring to me.” He took a longer drink of his Pepsi.
.
“Well, there’s no one here to do it except me.” Valerie wasn’t sure where

this conversation was leading, but it was making her uncomfortable. He often
made her feel uncomfortable if they were alone, although she always tried
not to let it show.

.
“So, when do you make time for fun?”



.
“Fun?”
.
“Yeah, you know—that three-letter word to describe things and activities

that make you happy, generally accompanied by smiles and laughter.” He was
smiling now; she could hear it in his voice. But she didn’t look at him.
Sometimes it was hard to look at him, so she chose to study the ice cubes she
was swirling in her glass.

.
“Being a single parent doesn’t leave a lot of room for ‘fun’, especially the

kind that doesn’t involve cartoons, stuffed animals, and McDonald’s kids’
meals.” She sighed. “Most of my fun centers around that little angel who’s
asleep upstairs. But then, of course, you know that.”

.
“So, does that mean you still don’t have a man in your life?”
.
That did it. She knew where this was leading, and she didn’t want to go

there.
.
“That’s still none of your business, Tony.”
.
“Yes, it is.” He reached over and lightly caressed her shoulder. “Sherry

needs a family. She deserves to have two parents in the same house. And you
need someone to love you, to hold you in the middle of the night, to care
about the things that make you happy or sad.”

.
Valerie did look at him now. “You don’t know what I need,” she snapped.
.
“Calm down,” he said before she could tell him off. He stood and tilted his

head towards the white couple across the street that was now looking in their



direction. “Come on. Let’s go in the house before your neighbors think we’re
arguing and call the cops. Not everyone in this neighborhood is comfortable
around those of us with permanent tans.” He reached down a hand to help her
up. She stood without it.

.
Once they were in the foyer, Valerie let loose.
.
“What makes you think I need your input? Sherry and I are fine. I’ve given

her a good home and she obviously has a father. You’re doing fine in your
department and I’m doing fine in mine. Please, keep your opinions about my
love-life to yourself.”

.
Tony just smiled, took both of her hands in his, and stepped towards her.

The scent of jasmine drifted off her skin and made him remember other
times they’d stood this close.

.
“Val, am I out of line to want to be the person to hold you and talk about

your plans, to live in the same house with you and our daughter? I’ve always
wanted to marry you. That hasn’t changed. So stop pretending like you don’t
know what I’m talking about.”

.
She snatched her hands away and walked into the living room—the foyer

was much too small, he was much too close, and she couldn’t bear to look
into those light brown eyes. She had to concentrate to slow her breathing.
“We’re not going to talk about this today.”

.
“Why? Are you still afraid?”
.
“Afraid?” Hell, yes she was afraid! Valerie thought for a moment and

decided it was better to redirect the subject. She turned to stare at him,



stubbornly tilting her chin and sending him a defiant gaze that refused to
reveal her nervousness. “Did something happen today to make you think I
would be willing to have this conversation? Did you get hit on the head with a
baseball? Or maybe you were out in the sun too long. Whatever it was, you
have definitely forgotten who you’re talking to, especially on the subject of
marriage.”

.
“No, Val. You’re the one who has forgotten.” Tony wasn’t smiling now;

he was just staring at her with a familiar passionate expression in his eyes
that she didn’t want to acknowledge. His words, although softly spoken, told
her this was not one of those times to debate with him. He was prepared to
settle this issue that had hung between them for too long. She walked over to
the sofa and sat down, hands resting on her knees.

.
Tony crossed the room and sat on the ottoman directly in front of her. He

leaned forward and clasped her hands in his. Hers were trembling. For a
moment, he just sat there, watching the light rise and fall of her breasts as she
refused to look at him. Her scent was intoxicating and an all-too-familiar
neediness spread through him. It made him sick to know that she was still
having such a difficult response to him. Didn’t she know that this relationship
she insisted upon was driving him insane with loneliness and longing? Hadn’t
he done all he could over the years to prove his devotion to her? He leaned
forward and kissed her gently on the forehead. On the cheek. On the side of
her throat where that pulse was beating wildly. He heard a small sigh escape
her as his lips traveled lower, to her collarbone, and then brushed against a
thin chain she was wearing beneath her tee shirt.

.
Suddenly, Val jerked away from him, her eyes wide with panic, her arms

guardedly hugging her stomach.
.



“Val?” Her body was trembling slightly. Why? What the hell was wrong?
Tony stared at her as his mind raced over those past few minutes trying to
figure out what he had done.

.
“Tony, please leave,” came out as little more than a whisper, a desperate

plea.
.
And then he figured it out. He reached over and pulled the chain from

beneath her top. A filigree ring dangled from it, the pinkie ring he had
bought in memory of their first Valentine’s Day. The swirling heart design
was unmistakable. He tilted her chin up, forcing her to look at him. He
wanted her to see the confusion that was wracking his thoughts.

.
“You don’t wear it where anyone can see it, but you haven’t broken your

promise, have you?” he asked bitterly. No answer. “Have you?” he demanded.
.
“No,” she admitted faintly. “I haven’t broken my promise.” She closed her

eyes for a moment to keep the tears of fear and humiliation from spilling
over. Outside of moving it from her hand to this chain, or removing it on rare
occasions, wearing his ring was a promise she had made and kept; and her
loyalty betrayed her.

.
“Then why have you forced us to be apart? You treat me like you don’t

even want to be in the same room with me; and yet, you still wear my ring? I
don’t understand, Val.” His confusion was fading and Tony was angry. He was
hurt. He stood and stepped away from the hassock to keep from grabbing her
shoulders and shaking some sense into the situation.

.
“I don’t want to do this right now.”
.



“Alright,” he conceded. “When?” Valerie just shook her head and closed
her eyes, blocking out the sight of his eyes expressing a myriad of feelings
she did not want to see. She could feel him staring at her and sense the depth
of his frustration. A few minutes later, she heard the soft click of the front
door closing and sighed in relief.

.
The living room was decorated in soothing tones of blues and purples and

magentas with large-leafed tropical plants in front of the picture window. The
sun shone into that room for most of the afternoon, making it a calming
space. But as soon as Tony left, it felt icy and empty. Likewise, coldness crept
into the pit of Valerie’s stomach and she couldn’t stop herself from shivering.

.
A showdown was coming—soon. One she had been avoiding for three

years. Well, Tony had finally found ammunition to force her hand. He’d left
tonight, but that meant nothing. It was clear she had run out of time.
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