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Moremimovedthemetalthatwasheavyonhis

fingerupanddown,hisguiltdrowninghim.This

pastweekhasbeenfilledwithsurprisesandhe

didn'tknowhowhewasgoingtoexplainhimselfto

Susan.Shedidn'tdeservethis.Godknowsshe

didn'tdeserveanyofthehurthewasabouttohurl

herway.Wasitbettertosaveherthehurt?He

woulddoanythingtoprotectherfromanykindof

pain.Hesighedandanxiouslyletgooftheringand

placedhishanddown.Theringfeelingheavierthan

usual.Areminderofwhatheshouldn'thavedoneto

hiswife.Hisphonerangonhisdeskandhiswife's

numberflashedonthescreen.Insteadofspeak,he

wouldphraseitas'thinkofthedevil.'Histhroat

bobbedasitrangforaminutebeforethecallcut.

Heslowlypickedthephoneandnotevenasecond

lateritstartedringing.Heansweredthephone,



looseninghistietobreathalittleandtrytonotlet

theguiltweighthimdowntothepointofher

noticingthechangeinhismood.

"HelloSu…"Therewassilence.

"WhyareyoucallingmeSu?Whatdidyoudodear

husband?"Sheaskedandheleanedback.

"Nothing.I'mjuststressedmogatsaka."Hesaidand

therewasapausebeforeheheardhervoiceonthe

otherend.

"I'llletthatslide.Fornow.Areyoufreetomorrow?"

Sheaskedasherhusband'sthoughtsranwildwith

whathewastodo,thenextstephewasgoingto

take.

"Ihavemeetingswithmybossestomorrow."

"Okay.Iunderstand.I'llseeyouathome.Bye."

SusanhungupandMoremirubbedhistemples,

feelingaheadachecoming.Theregretsarealways

goingtobetherebutwhatwashetodowithhis

currentpredicament?Hewasgoingtobescolded

likealittleboybutwasn'titbetterthantolosethe

womanheloves?Sheshouldn'tevenknow.



***

AtSusan'shousesheparkedthesmallcarinside

theyardbeforeshegotouttogoclosethegate.

Shecouldn'tshakethefeelingthatsomethingwas

wrong.Itwasafeelingthatjustcouldn'tgoaway.A

yearagoshefeltlikethatbutshethoughtitwasher

hormonesplayingonhersinceshewasinherlast

trimesterandshewasanxiousaboutthebaby,the

babyhadbeeninbreechpositionandshehadbeen

hopingshewasokaybutherlittlebabyturnedout

tobefine.Shesighedandwalkedtotgedoor.She

openedthedoorandfoundhermaidwatching

television.Shepushedhersoftdreadshairstyle

back.

"AusiLorato…"HervoicetrailedoffandLorato

turnedtolookatheremployer.Shewashomeearly.

Shereducedthevolumeoftheshowshewas

watchingandtriedtosmile.

"Dumelang.I'msorry.Ididn'tknowyou'llbehome



early."ShestartedandSusanjustnodded.Lorato

quicklystoodupinhermaiduniformandheadedto

thekitchen.Susansighedassheremovedher

pumpsandwalkedtothebedroomshesharedwith

herhusband.Intheroomshestretchedherbody

beforeshewalkedbarefoottotheroomherkids

shared.Theywereallnapping,herfiveyearoldwith

histhumbinhismouth,her,herthreeyearold

sprawledonthebedbesidesherbrotherandher11

montholdinhiscotwideawakewithhisbottlein

hispoutymouth.Shewasdonewithkids.Three

wasahousefullandshecouldn'tfathomanother

stressfulpregnancy.Shewalkedclosertothecot

andshetookhishandashegaveheragrinwith

onetoothshowing.Sheshouldprobablyputhimin

hiswalkertoenablehimtoatleasttrytotakehis

firststeps.Shewasalwaysanxiousaboutnotbeing

therewhenherlastborntakeshisfirststep.Such

specialmomentswereprecioustoherandshe

wantedtoknoweverything.Shepickedhimupand

hedroppedhisbottleandshesmiledpickinghim

up.



"Hithere,wanttospendtimewithmewhilewaiting

foryoursiblings?"Sheaskedtheinfantandwalked

outwithhiminherarms.Shehadtopreparefood

forherhusband.

Loratosawheremployerwhowasjustthreeyears

olderthanhermakeherwaytothekitchen.Heronly

jobwastocleanthehouseandtakecareofallthree

toddlers.Itwasagoodjob,foranunemployed

graduatewhohasbeenlookingforwork.Shetook

whatwasavailableandaslongasshewasableto

takecareofhergrandparents,anythingwasfine

withher.Herbossdidn'ttalkmuchexceptwhenshe

wantedtogetherpointacrossotherwiseshekept

toherselfandobservedsilently.

"LetmeleaveyouMrs."

"Lorato?"Shefacedherboss.

"Thankyou.You'rethefirsthelperwe'vehadandI

knowwehearalotaboutbadhelpersbutthankyou

somuch.You'reexceptional."Loratonoddedwitha

smile.

"Youcanhaveadayofffromtomorrow.You'llcome



backonSunday."Loratogrinned.

"Thankyousomuchma'am.Thankyou."Lorato

wantedtohugherbutSusanhadheryoungeston

herhip.Susansmiledbrieflyandnodded.Lorato

turnedaround.Shebettergopacktogohomeand

seehergrandparents.

***

Thatsamelunchhour,Moremirappedonthedoor.

Hisanxietyspikingandhisbreathcomingoutas

uneasy.Heneededaproperexplanationandhe

didn'tknowhow.Hisringburnedhisfingerandhe

closedhiseyes,hecouldalreadyseeSusan's

reactionandhelovedhertoomuchtohaveher

experiencethis.Shetrustedhimsomuchan-His

handsgotallsweatyashewipedthemonhisgrey

slacksandheswallowedhisownsaliva.He

knockedagainandthedoorfinallyopened.Hewas

metbyayoungladywhoopenedthedoor.Thelady

smiled.



"You'reMrMoremi?"Henoddedandthelady

openedthedoorwider.Hewalkedinsidethehouse,

seeingtoysscatteredallaroundandacotwitha

babyinpink.Hisheadstartedspinningandhe

paused.Themagnitudeofhisdecisionscoming

downonhimlikeatonofbricks.Theyounglady

pausedandlookedatthemanthenatthesweet

littlegirlinthecot.

"Areyouokay?"Sheaskedandhenoddedashe

raisedhishand.Herubbedhisheadthenhischin

lookingatthecot.

"MsEmilyisintheotherroom."Theladysaidand

henoddedashefollowedherafterstealinga

glanceatthebabyinthecot.Thedooropenedand

hesawthewomanhelastsawayearago.Allfrail

andweakinthebed,hergreenveinsshowingon

herarmandhepausedatthedoor.Emilyforceda

smile,usingalltheenergyshehadtoappearfine.

"HiMoremi."Herraspyvoicecroakedupandhe

lookedather.Hereyeshollowsocketsandthe

wordsdiedinhismouth.



.
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AtEmily'shouse,theireyeslockedandEmily

coughed.Herbrittlebodyshakingfromwhata

healthyhumanbeingcouldconsideranormal

cough.ThegirlexcusedherselfandEmilytriedto

situpright.

"S-sitdown."SheinstructedandMoremisatdown

onthechairnexttoherbed.Hedidn'tknowhow

shefellpregnant.Itwasonenight,onenightthat

shouldhaveneverhappenedandonenighthe



regrettedmorethananything.Emilycouldseethe

questioninhiseyes,howithappened.Shecoughed

againandMoremihelpedhersituprightandfixed

herpillow.Shesaidthankyousoftlyasshelooked

athim.Shecouldseethegoldringonhisfingerand

itdidn'tsitwellwithherthatshewasabouttobe

labelledahomewrecker.Itwasn'tsupposedtoget

thisfar.

"How?"Emilydidn'tthinkhewasgoingto

understandherlogic.Herreasoningatall.

"Iwaslonely."Shesaidquietly.

"Iusedprotection."Hecountered.

Emilybreathedoutheavilywhichwassuchatask.

Herlittlebabyneededacaringhomeandwho

bettertocallthanherfather?

"I-I-"Shelookedintohiseyesandcouldseethe

shatteredlookinthem.Hewantedtounderstand

how.Sheswallowed.

"Ius-usedthesemenintheco-condomtomake

myselfpregnant."Thereitwas.Thetruthfeltlikea

tonofbricksthrownintoMoremi'sfacewhileitfelt



cathartictoEmily.

"Y-youwhat?"Emilyjustnodded.Shewas

desperateforachildandsheneverthoughtshe

wouldhavetointeractwithMoremiagainafterthat

encounter,hellhewasn'tsupposedtobeinher

daughter'slifeuntilshegotolderbutlifehadother

plansandhereshewas.Moremistoodupand

coveredhisface.Wow!Hewasright,henevergot

herpregnant.Therewasnowayhewouldriskhis

marriageforabastardchildbutthisambitious

womanhadthenervetomakeherselfpregnant.

Emilybreathedout.

"I-Iwasdesperateandneededacompanion."She

saidwitharaspyvoiceandMoremishotheraglare.

Iflookscouldkill,hewouldhavekilledherthe

momenthesteppedintothiaroom.Emilycoughed

andplacedherhandoverherchest.Shesaidalot

ofthingsthattooktoomuchofherenergybutshe

hadmoretosay.Sheweaklypickedtheglass

besidesherbedandtheglassshookinherhandas

shebroughtittoherlipstowetherparchedthroat.



Sheclosedhereyes.

"'I'msosorryforimposingheronyou."Shesays

andMoremi'sangerdissolved.Hecouldn'tfighta

womanwhowasatherlowest.Emilyclutchedat

thesheetsandopenedhereyes,shelookedat

Moremi.

"SheneedsaguardianandI-Iha-"shecoughed

beforeshecontinued.

"Havenoonebuther.Justher."Shesaidandhe

couldseethelookinhereyes.Shedidn'twantto

leaveherinfant.Itwasgoingtotaketimeforhimto

beabletoviewthechildashisbutthechildwashis

blood.Godwasthishiskarmaforthatonefuckup?

HecoukdalreadyseeSuziepackingherbagsand

walkingoutwiththeirtoddlers.Thatwoulddestroy

him.

"I'msososorry."Emilysaidseeinghowhiseyes

hadapainedlook.Hewasmostprobablythinking

ofhiswife.

Shetriedtogetoutofbedbutfailed.Moremi

walkedcloserandhelpedhergetoutofbed.



"I'llintroduceyoutoher."ShesaidandMoremi

noddedasheheldhersteady.Shewasonlyaframe

ofthelushwomansheusedtobe.Hesighedand

walkedslowlyoutofthebedroomwithhertothe

loungewheretheyounggirllookedatherbossand

excusedherself.Theywalkedtothecotand

Moremicouldseethebabywhowaswideawake.

Nodoubtshewashis.Shecouldtelllookingather

eyeswhichlookedsomuchlikehismother's.

"That'sAlora.AloraMoremi."Emilysaid.Pridein

hervoiceatthelittlegirlshehadcarriedandbirthed.

Moremilookedatthegirlwhowaslightskinned

thanallhischidlren,makinghertheoddoneout.

Probablybecaudehermotherwasbasicallybiracial.

Hislargehandspickedthebabywhogavehima

gummysmile.Shewasinnocent.Godwhatwas

happeninghere?

"HelloAlora."Hesaidandrhegirlbroughtherwet

fiststohisface.

.

.
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MoremilookedatAlorathenbackatEmilyashis

throatbobbed.Alorawasinnoncent.Soinnocent

andwhatEmilydidwaswrong.Hedidn'tknowifhe

couldsayitwasillegalbutitwaswrong.Heenever

consentedtotheconceptionofAlora.Emilysat

downonthecouchasherkneesgaveout.Emily

releasedaheavybreathasshelookedattheduo.

"Iamso-sorry."Shesaidwithadryvoiceand

Moremididn'tknowhowthatsorrycouldturnback

thehandsoftime.Hiswifewouldneveraccept

Alora.Heknewthat.Tearsfilledhiseyesashe



thoughtofSusan.Hewasbringinghomeevidence

ofhischeating?Andthechildwaslightskinned?

Hiswifewasnotlightskinned.Shewasadark

skinnedwomanwhowasbeautifulinsideandout

andhehadspentthefirstyearsoftheirrelationship

assuringherthatshehadabeautifulskintoneand

sheshouldn'teventrytobuybleachingcreamsto

lightenherskinandhecheatedwithalightskinned

woman.

"Fuck!"HemutteredunderhisbreathandAlora's

wideeyeswereonhimbeforeshegiggledand

touchedhisface.Shewasbeautifulbutshewasn't

apriorityrightnow.Hismarriagewas.

Emilycouldseehowhewasfightinghisthoughts.

Maybesheshouldhavegonetothespermbankbut

theassuranceofknowingyourbaby'sfatherincase

somethinghappenstoyouwonandshedecidedto

usehissemen.Nowsheknewthateventhoughshe

createdmoreproblemsforhim,herlittlegirlwas

goingtobeokay.

"I'llseewhattodo."HesaidfinallyandEmily

nodded.Itwasbetterthannothing.Shewillhaveto



acceptthat.

"Thankyou."EmilysaidandMoreminoddedplacing

Aloradowninthecot.

"I'msorry."EmilysaidonceagainandMoremiblew

outabreath.Itwastimetocomeupwithasolution.

"Howoldisshe?"Moremiasked.Aloralookedolder

thanthreemonths.

"Fivemonths.Shewasaprematurebaby."He

nodded.

***

Hourslater,Susanwaitedinthehouse.Her

husbandwasn'thomeasofyet.Shetriedcallinghis

phonebutitwasn'tgoingthrough.Sheplacedthe

phonedownwithalongsigh.Maybehehadalong

dayorwasworkinglateeventhoughheusuallytells

her.Shecouldn'thelpbutwonderifsomethingwas

wrong.



***

Moremiraspedonthedoor,waitingforTsholofelo's

door.Thelightswentonandthedoorlockturned

beforethedooropened.Tsholofeloheldaknifein

herhandbeforeshesquintedhereyesandhergrip

loosenedontheknife.

"It'smeTsholo."

"Whatareyoudoinghere?Gobosigokana."(It's

late.)MoremirubbedhischinandTsholotiltedher

head.Shenoticedthefinelinesaroundhiseyesand

thelostlookinhiseyes.Wassomethingwrong?Did

hefightwithSusan?Shedidn'twanttobelievehe

foughtwithhiswife,Susanwasn'tthekindtofight

andshewastoosoftifshemaysaythat.No

wondertheirmotherwalkedalloverSusanand

couldevenutterhorriblethingsaboutSusanwho

usuallysighedandwalkedaway.Thefactthatthe

childrenhadSusan'sskintonetoowasjustmore

ammunitiontotheirmotherwhoalwayssaidSusan

ruinedhergrandchildrenandaskedMoremiwhyhe



didn'tmarryalightskinnedwomaninsteadof-

Shestoppedhertrailofthoughts.Thewordswere

harshanyway.ShewaitedforMoremitosay

something.

"CanIcomeinside?"MoremiaskedandTsholofelo

steppedbacksoherbrothercangetinside.She

walkedtothetelevisionandplacedtheknifeonthe

tvstandbeforeshefoldedherarmsandgaveher

brotherallherattention.

"Imessedup."Moremisaidashecoveredhisface

withhishandsandsatdownonthecouchslowly.

***

Thatsamenight,Emilysatonherbedasthecool

windblewandshecouldfeelherchestclosinginon

herassheheldAlorainherhands.Herlittlebaby.

"I'ms-sosorryI'mleaving."Shewhisperedtothe

sleepingbaby.Herbrittlefingerstouchedthose

pinksweetlips.Shegentlyplacedthebabyonthe



bedandheldontotheheadboardtogetupslowly.

Shewantedtolookatthestarswithherbabyand

talktoher.Shewasnevergojngtohavesuchan

opportunityeveragain.Shedrewthestrengthto

pickherbabyandAloraopenedhereyesbeforeshe

startedtocryherlungsout.Emilyrubbedherback.

"Wearegoing-"shecoughed.

"Tolookatthestars."Shetooksmallstepstowalk

outoftheroomwithherwailingbaby.Thegirlwho

helpedaroundthehouseopenedthedoorandshe

lookedatthecryingbaby.Aloramustbesoheavy,

Emilywasbarelyholdingherright.

"Letmehelp."

"No.Iwanttodoit."Thegirlsighedandwatched

Emilywalkoutslowly.

"Canyouopenthedoorforme?"Thegirlnodded

andwalkedtothefrontdoortounlockit.Emily

arrivedfiveminuteslaterasshesteppedoutside

withaquietAlorawhowasquietlyobservingher

now.ThecoldwindblewaccrossEmily'sfaceand

shelookedatAlorawhowasdressedwarmly.She



calledthegirltotakeAlorafromherhandssoshe

cansitdown.Shesatdownandinstructedthat

Alorabeplacedinherarms.Shelookedatherlittle

baby.

"IamsosorryAlora."Shecoughedbeforeshe

continued.

"IfIkneweverythingwouldgowrongallofasudden,

Iwouldhaveneverbroughtyouintothisearth."She

said.Shedidn'tevenknowwhatwaswrongwithher

andthedoctorssaidmaybeasevereinfectionbut

theycouldn'tdetectathing.Tearsfilledhereyes.

ShehadthoughtofherfriendtostaywithAlorabut

shedidn'tknowherfriendthatlongtoleavea

newbornbabywithher.Shedidn'tknowhowshe

suddenlyfellilltwomonthsafterdeliveringAlora

viaac-sectionwhatwentwrongbuttherewas

nothingshecoulddo.

"Iguesswe'reallgoingtodieatsomepoint."The

tearsfellonAlora'sfaceandEmilysniffed.

"AtleastIbirthedyoumylittleprincess.Youwere

alwaysmydream,keepdreaminglittleone.Noone



canstandagainstyourdreams."Emilysaidandthe

tearscamelikeafloodandshesobbedlookingat

herbabywhostartedtocrytoosensinghermood.

"Iamsosorry."Shesaid.Sheapologisedoverand

overagainbeforesheplacedherlipsweaklyon

Alora'sforeheadandthetearsfellonAlora'sred

face.

"Iloveyou."Shesaidweakly.

Thegirlwatchedthemonthestoepandshesighed

asshewalkedaway,takingoutherphone.Itrang

foraminutebeforeitwasanswered.

"Isshedeadyet?WhoissheleavingAlorawith?

Shedoesn'thavefamily."

"Therehasbeenanewdevelopment.Alorahasa

father."Therewasapause.

"What?"

.

.
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Thegirlrepeatedherwordsandthewomanatthe

otherendofthelinesighed.

"I'llpassbytomorrow.Idon'tknowhowshehidthat

fromme.IsAloragoingtogowiththefather?"

"Seemsso."Thewomanattheendoftheline

wantedtopunchthewall.Thiswassomereverse

unocardright?Everythinghadbeengoing

accordingtoplanandallofasuddenthereisa

fatherinthepicture?Shesighed.

"Anytraceofpapersaround?AWillmaybe?"She

askedagain.Shedidn'tevenknowEmily's



goddamnlawyeranditwasprovingtobeaharder

tasknomatterhowmuchshewasthereforEmily.

"No.Nothing."

"Okay.Thankyousomuchforupdatingme."

"It'stheleastIcandoafteryoufoundmethisjob."

Thegirlsaidandthecallwascut.Shelookedatthe

blankscreenbeforesheslidthephoneinherback

pocketandwalkedbacktothesittingroom.Emily

washummingtolittleAlorainbetweensobsand

shewalkedaway.Itwastoopainfultolistento.

EmilykissedAloraagain.

"Iswear,I'llbethebestguardianangelthereis.Your

conceptionwasnotabeautifulonebutyouareone

beautifulgirl."Shesaidbeforecatchingherbreath.

"Alora,Ihopethenightbecomesyourfriend

becaudethat'swhendreamscomealive."Shesaid

andlookedupthesky.

***



Tsholofeloshookherhead.Shecouldn'tbelievethis.

"Soyou'reactuallysayingyou-"

"Ee."Tsholofeloclappedherhandsonce.Twice.

"Youcheatedandfatheredachild?"

"Shemadeherselfpregnant."

"Thechildisstillyours."Moremicoveredhisface.

"Yes."

"Youcheated.OnSu?Suwagogorataosemotho

wasepewhenshewasjustasecretary,Suwhois

stillwithyouregardlessoftheinsultsthatare

hurledherwayeverytimesheisatherin-law's

place?Suwhowasstressedduringthelast

pregnancyandyoucheatedonherthattime?"

Tsholofeloasked.

"I-Idon'tknowhowtoexplainmyself.Idon'tknow

howtoapologisetoSusan.She'llneverforgiveme."

"Iencouragehernotto.Susanhasbeennothingbut

agoodwifetoyou.Howwouldyoufeelifshefell



pregnantwithanotherman'sbaby?"Moremifisted

hishands.Hewouldobviouslykillthemanshe

cheatedwith.

"Yousee?You'realreadyangryandshrhasn'teven

cheatedyet.Youareonyourown."Tsholofelosaid.

Moremibeggedherwithhiseyes.

"Ican'taffordtoloseSusan.Iambeggingyou

Tsholofelo.Justthisonefavour.Keagokopa

nnake."Tsholofeloreluctantlylookedathim.

"Please,atleastwhileIfindawaytotellherandto

tryanddealwithwhateverpunishmentthat'sgoing

tocomemyway."Hesaid.

Tsholofelofixedthedoekonherheadandletouta

sigh.Itfeltwrongtodothis.

"Ican'ttellthefamily,motherwillgloatinSusan's

faceandhurther.Idon'twanttohurtSusan."He

saidandTsholofelocouldhearthedesperationin

herbrother'svoice.Helovedhiswifebutcheating

wasjust,unforgivableinherbooksanyway.



"Okay."

"Tanki.Thankyousomuch.Itmeansalottome.I

promise,I'lltalktoSusan."

"Youbetter."

"Canthisstaybetweenusfornow?"

"Ofcourse."

"Thankyou.Ihavetogohomenow,sheisprobably

worriedaboutme."Thetwosiblingsstoodupand

Tsholofelowalkedherbrothertothedoor.Hegave

heragratefullookasTsholoopenedthedoorand

hewalkedout.Tsholofeloclosedthedoorand

lockeditbeforeshesighed.

***

Susanpulledhergownandtiedittighterasshe

fjnallystartedswitchingoffthehouselights.She

heardthecarengineoutsideandpausedbeforeshe

continuedwithhertask.Thecardoorclosedjustas

shewalkedtothebedroom.Hedidn'tbotherpicking



upherphonecallsorevensendingatextmessage.

Sheswitchedoffthebedroomlightaswelland

walkedtothebedwhereshegotundercovers.

Moremiusedhissparekeytounlockthehouse,she

wasprobablypissedoffrightnow.Thekidswere

asleep,hewassureofthatbutshemustbeangry

rightnow.Hepushedthedooropenandswitched

onthelightashesteppedinsidethehouse.He

closedthedoor,lockeditandswitchedoffthelight

again.Usingthisashiachancetonavigatetothe

bedroominthedark.Heswitchedonthelights

thereandheplacedhisbagdownbeforeheundid

histie.

"HiMrsMoremi."HesaidandSusandidn'tturn.She

justremaindedintheblanketsandMoremihadto

actnormalorelsehiswifewasgoingtoask

questions.

"Iwasatworkandtherewasalottodo.I'msorryI

didn'treturnyourcallsorsendatexttellingyouI'll

behomelate."Hesaidasheunbuckledhispants

andtheyfelltohisfeet.Hegroaned.Heshould

haveremovedhisshoesfirst,Moremiawkwardly



walkedtothebedandsatdowntoremovehis

shoes.

"Su,you'renotasleep.Isawyouswitchoffthe

lights."Hecontinuedandhegotnoresponse.He

finishedgettingundressedandheslidinbesides

her.Hetouchedherwaistandsheremovedhis

hands.Helaughed.

"You'renotasleep.Lookatme."Heaskedherand

sheremainedinherposition.Heheldherwaistand

pickedhersoshewasontopofhim.

"MrsMoremi,lookatme."Shetightlyshuthereyes

andhelaughedsomemore.

"TlhemmaSusan,I'msorryIcamehomelate."He

saidandkissedhercheek.Hecouldshewas

blushingeventhoughhecouldn'tseeanycolouron

hercheeks.Shefinallyopenedhereyes.

"Itshouldn'thappenagain."Shesaidandhenodded.

"Eemma.Itwon'thappenagain.Ever."Hemoved

hishandsupanddownherwaistandgrinned

againstherlips.Heopenedhismouthtoenclose

herlipsinakissbutshemovedherhead.



"Notsofast.Youhavetobepunished."Shesaid

andhelookedather,movinghishanddownto

squeezeherbutt.

"AoSuziemma?"

"GoodnightMoremi."Sherolledtohersideandshe

gavehimherbackasshemovedcloser.Moremi

heldher.He'lltakethat.Howcouldhetellherwhen

shelovedhimlikethis?Howcouldhebreakhis

beloved'sheartwithhisselfishways?"

***

ThefollowingmorningatEmily'shouse,thehouse

helperfedAlorawhowokeupahappybaby.The

littlegirlwassobeautifulandonecouldtellshe

wasgoingtobethecentreofattention.Thehouse

helperwenttocheckonEmilywhowasawakebut

staringattheceiling.Emilyturnedtofaceherhouse

helperandtriedtosmile,hereyeswerefilledwith

despair.



"Isthissomeformofpunishment?"Emilyaskedher

househelper.

"Idon'tthinkit'spunishment."

"Th-hedoctorsdon'tknowwhat'swrong.Idon't

knowwhat'swrong.Keamomonegahelake

bopame."(I'mfadingawayandlosingweight)The

househelperlookedatherboss.Sheshookher

head.

"You'llgetbetter.ForAlora.Sheonlyhasyou."

Emily'seyesfilledwithtears.

"CanIseeher?Iwanthernearme."Thegirlnodded

andwalkedoutoftheroomtogopickAlora.Emily

coughedandcoughedbeforeshelaidherheadon

herpillow.Sheclosedhereyestemporarily,toease

thetension.Sheopenedhereyeswhensheheard

Alora'sgibberish.Herheartdidabackflip.Alora

washerworldnowandshedidn'tknowhowlong

Moremiisgoingtotaketothinkaboutit.

Outside,Lina'scarparkedandsheplacedherhead



onthesteeringwheel.Shewasgoingtohaveto

pretendwhenshegetsthere.Samegoesforwhen

shevisitshersister,shehastopretendtolikethat

sheismarriedwithahappyfamilyandaloving

husband.Shewantedtogag.Whenwillitbeher

turn?Sheaskedherselfeverhdaybutshehad

startedtofigureoutthatifyouwantsomething,you

goforit.Fullforceanddamntheconsequencesor

shouldsherathercollateraldamage.Shewasclose

togettingwhatshewantedandshehadhopedthat

itworkedfasterandnowtherewasanewfactorto

consider.Great!Thewitchdoctornevertoldher

aboutthatotherfactor.Shesighedandpickedup

theyoghurt.Sheopeneditandthenher

compartmenttotakeoutthepowderinthesmall

plastic.Shepoureditinsideandclosedit.Sheis

heretotakecareofadearfriend.

.

.

.

*



*

*
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Linaknockedonthedoorwithplasticsandthe

househelpopenedthedoor.

"Hi.Whereisshe?IsAloraokay?"

"SheisinthebedroomwithAlora."Thehouse

helpersaidandLinasteppedinsidethehouse.She

lookedaroundandsawthetoysonthefloor.Soon.

Shesaidtiherselfandshewalkedtothebedroom

withtheplasticsinhand.Shelightlyknockedonthe

opendoorandshesmiledseeingEmilywiththe

cutestbabyshehaseverseen.

"HiEm,howareyou?"SheaskedandEmilygave

heragenuinesmile.

"Stillweakbutwekeepfighting."Linanoddedand



placedtheplasticsdowntositonthesideofthe

bed.ShefixedEmily'spillowasshelookedatAlora

whogaveagummygrin.Thatbabywasbeautiful.

"Didthedoctorsfindanything?"Sheasked.

"Theycan'tfindanythingtobehonest."Linaletout

afakesigh.

"I'msosorrythatthisishappeningtoyou.Youhave

alottolivefor,includingthislittlecutie."Shesaid

asshetouchedAlora'scheekandEmilygaveasad

smile.

"Iknow.I-Imaybeit'sfate."

"Haveyoutriedthespiritualroute?"Sheasked.

TestingthewaterstoseeifEmilymightbeontoher.

"Idon'tbelieveinthatbogusbecauseitmakes

peoplebelieveinthingsthatdonotexisttobe

honest."

"Isee."Shesaidandshetookouttheyoghurtfrom

theplastic.Shepickedtheteaspoonfromthetable

besidesthebedandlookedatEmily.

"Ibroughtyoghurtandfruits.Isitokay?"



"Thankyousomuch."EmilysaidandLinanodded

withasmile.SheopenedtheyoghurtasEmily

shiftedherattentiontoAlora.Shemixedthe

yoghurtandshesmiledatEmily.

"ShouldIfeedyou?"Emilygaveoutadrychuckle

beforeshecoughed.

"I'lldoitmyself."Linamixedtheyoghurtandplaced

itonthetable.ShegotonherfeetandfixedEmily's

pillowsoshecouldsitupright.

"CanIholdher?"EmilynoddedandLinapickedup

Alora.Shelookedatthecutebaby.

"HeybabyAlora."Shesaidsoftlyandthebaby

scrunchedhernosebeforeshestartedcrying.Lina

triedtohushAloraasEmilytookonespoonfuland

placedthespoonback.

"Ssshit'sokay."LinacooedbutAloracriedtillshe

wentredstillnotstopping.

"Bringhe-her."LinasighedasEmilyopenedher

skeletallikearmsandsheputAlorainherarms.

Emilybithercheekassheplacedherbabyonher

lapandshewentsilentimmediately.Linahumphed.



Whywasthechildactingup?Shewasgoingtotake

thebabyanywayonceEmilydies.

EmilysmiledandkissedAlora'sforeheadwhile

wipinghercheeks.Aloratouchedhermother'sface

andgiggledasifshewasn'tcryingafewminutes

ago.

"Shedoesn'tlikebeingtouchedbyotherpeople."

Emilysaid.

"Iunderstand."Linasaid.Shedidn'tunderstand.

Thechildwaaactingupbutnottoworry.

"Iwasjustcheckinguponyou.Ihavetogobackto

work."

"Th-thankyousomuchLina.Itmeansalot."Lina

noddedwithasmile.

"Can'twaittoseeyouatworkEm."Shesaidbefore

shewalkedoutandEmilylookedatAlora.Shedidn't

crylikethiswhenMoremiheldher.Emilykissed

Alora'sfacebeforeshepickedtheyoghurttotry

andresumehereating.



***

AtSusan'shouse,sheplayedwiththekidsas

Loratodidthelaundry.Afterallitwasherdayoff

eventhoughherhusbandwasnotoff.Herphone

rangandshewatchedhersister'snameflashon

thescreen.IttookherenergytotalktoLina

becauseitwaseithershewasthrowingsubtlesubs

atherorplainlytellingherthatmendisappoint.She

pickedupthephone.

"HelloLina."

"Hellonkgonne.Iwasjustcheckinguponyouand

wonderingifwecandolunch."

"Iamspendingthedaywiththekids."

"Wellyoustaywiththemeveryday,I'llbookatable

forusandyoucanshowup."Susansighed.

"Linaifyouwantlunch,whydon'tyoucomeover?

Loratocanmakelunchandwespendtime

together."

"Ngng.Icanaffordtopayforlunchatarestaurant



Susan,Iwon'tsubjectmyselftolunchyeowhenI

havethemoney."Susansighed.

"AndIcan'thaphazardlywastemoney."Linashook

herhead.

"I'llpayee,whymarryamanandgivehimalotof

kidsifpayingforamerelunchseemslikeatask?"

"Idon'twantyourlunchifetlakatsheleLina."

"Sorry.I'msorry.I'llsendyouthelocation.Bye."

"Bye."SusanhungupandlookedatRebantle,her

threeyearolddaughterandsmiled.Shehopedshe

wasn'tgoingtobebulliedbecauseofherskin

colour,shewasdarkbutnottoodarklikehersoit

wasbetter.

"HeylittleReba.."shesaidandtickledRebantlewho

laughedoutloud.Rebantle'syoungerbrother

crawledcloserandheheldRebantle'sfootwhich

wasabitbigforhissmallinfanthands.

"Mooketsiae…"hegrinnedrevealinghisfronttooth

andshesmiled.TheirolderbrotherBokamosowas

busywithhistoycarsintheroomallthethree



childrenshared.

"Mama?"

"Ma?"ShehadstoppedticklingRebantlewhowas

nowcatchingherbreath.

"Kaolata."(Iloveyou)

"Iloveyoutoobaby."Shesmiledbeforeshegotup.

Sheshouldgetreadyforthelunch.Shesighed.She

didn'twanthermothertobeonhercaseabouthow

shehasabandonedheryoungersisterandbeing

askedifsheisjealousthathersisterismore

educatedandhasahigherpayingjob.

***

Aroundlunchtime,Susanwalkedinsidethefancy

restaurantwearingawhitedressthatwasa

contrasttoherskintone.ShespottedLinawho

wavedherhandandshewalkedtoher.Linasmiled

asSusansatdown.

"Thatdressdoesn'tlookthatgood."Susan"ssmile

droppedandshesighedasshesatdown.



"HelloLina,howhaveyoubeen?"

"I'mokay.Howareyourkids?"

"GrowingLina,growing."Linanoddedasthewaiter

camewiththemenuandSusan'seyeswidenedas

shelookedatthemenu.

"Ican'taffordthis…"

"I'llpaySu,relaxandorderanythingonthemenu."

Susangaveherawarylook.Shecan'tmakeher

sisterpayforthis.Shetriedtolookforthecheapest

itemshecanaffordbutitwasworthherweek's

salary.Shecan'tbespendingsuchabizarre

amountwhenshehaskids.

Linawatchedhersister,itwasalwaysfunseeing

hersquirmoverpricesshecan'taffordandtryingto

lookforthecheapestthingtobuy.Susanliftedher

headandherlargeforeheadshined.Linawasglad

thatthegenesthatmadeSusanthatdarkskipped

her,whatdidMoremiseeinSusan?OhMoremi

wasn'texactlyrichsolikepolesattract.She

guessed.

"I'llhavewater."SusanfinallysaidandLinaburst



outlaughing.

.

.

.

*

*

*
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Susanplacedthemenudown,embarassed.Lina

didn'thavetoinvitehertoanexpensivediner.

"Justorderanythingyouwant.I'llpay."Linasaid

andSusansighed.

"It'salot."

"Idon'tmind.Notatall."Susanreluctantlypicked

themenuandshetriedtofindsomethingcheaper



thantherest.ShelookedatLinawhowassnapping

herfingersrocallthewaitertocometaketheir

orders.LinaturnedtofaceSusan.

"Haveyoumadeyourdecisionyet?"Susanshook

herheadandLinaplacedthemenudown.

"I'llhaveFrenchporkrilletesformystarters.Su,

pickastarter."Susan'seyesskittedoverthemenu

beforeshechose.Shehadneverhadmostofthe

mealsonthismenu.

"Cheesebroccolisoup."Thewaitertooktheorder

andlookedattheladiestomakesurethatwasall.

Linanoddedanddismissedhim.Thewaiterwalked

awayandSusanrubbedherpalmsonherdress.

"Howiseverything?Work?"

"Workisgood.Imightgetapromotionsoon.How

longareyouintendingonbeingasecretary?"She

askedSusanandSusansighed.

"Itpayswell."

"Doesit?AreyouconvincingmeoryourselfSu?"

LinaaskedandSusanclosedhereyesforabrief



secondbeforesheopenedthem.

"Itdoes.Icanpaymybillsandwecanbuyfoodas

wellaspayourhelper."

Linachuckled.

"You'reconvincingyourselfsweetheart.Whylet

yourhusbandmakeyoupregnantthismuchwhen

yourjointincomeisnotevenenough?"Linaasked.

"Lina,ourhouseholdfinancesarenotyour

business."SusansaidandLinaleanedbackand

thoughtfullylookedathersister.

"Whenwasthelasttimeyouboughtyourself

clothes?YourhairisoldandyoulooksooldSusan

it'snotaprettysight."Susanconsciouslytouched

herhair.Ithadtosurviveonemoreweek.

"Anywaysyoudoyou,marrypoorandstillremainin

poverty."Linasaidandsheglancedatherphone.

"Butifyouneedanythingincludingmoney,I'mhere

tohelp."

"We'reokayandcanwedropthissubject?"

"Sure."



"Haveyouthoughtofhavingkids?"Susanasked

andshesawLinapause,hereyeshardeningand

thenasmileonherface.

"Idon'twantkids."

"Oh."

"I'mbuiltdifferentSusan,Iamnotthatdesperateto

havekidswithjustanyoneincludingastruggling

manwhowon'tprovideforthekidsasefficientlyas

heshould."

"Ok."

"ButyouhavekidssothatshouldbeenoughthatI

havenephewsandaniece.Whydoyouneverlet

themvisitme?"

"Yourbusyscheduleshouldn'tbeinterruptedby

kids,it'sokay."Susansaid.Tenminuteslater,their

mealscameandSusanlookedatthefoodwhile

Linasmiled.

"Goaheadandeat,Ihavetriedthatsoupbefore.I

didn'tlikeitbutyoumightlikeit."

"Osure?"



"Everyonehasdifferenttastebuds.Youwon'tknow

unlessyoutryit.NjaSusan."Susanpickedaspoon

anditwasthewrongone.Linashookherhead.

HowwasSusangoingtoeatherothermealswhen

sheusedthewrongspoon?

***

AtEmily'shouse,EmilysmiledasshesawMoremi

walkinsideherroom.Shehadgottenweaker.She

lookedathim.

"Hi."

"Hi.I'lltakeher."Emily'seyeslitup.

"Youwill?"Moremisighed.

"Ican'tignoremyownbloodregardlessofhowshe

wasconceived."Emily'seyesfilledwithtearsas

shelookedatAlora.ShekissedAlora'scheekand

foreheadthenherhead.

"Thankyou."Shecoughedbeforeshelookedathim.



"I'llhaveherbagspacked.Allofherstuff."Shesaid.

"Iwanttotakeherrightnow."Emily'ssmilefaded.

Shewantedtosaynobutsheisgettingweakerby

theday,itwasbetterAloraadjuststoanew

environmentright?

"Sosoon?"

"Ijustwantedtogeteverythingoveranddonewith."

"Okay."ShetouchedAlora'scheeks.

"I'llaskmyNellytopackherstuff."Moreminodded

andhewalkedcloserasEmilycoughedbeforeshe

calledNelly.Nelly,thehousehelpwalkedinand

sawAlora'sfather.ShewillupdateLinalatertonight.

"CanyoupackAlora'sstuff?"Nellyfrownedbut

quicklyplasteredasmile.

"Ofcourse."ShewalkedoutandEmilykissedAlora.

Whisperingstuffinherear.

"Uhmcanyougetthatsuitcaseforme?"Sheasked.

Hersuddensicknesshadmadeherprepareforher

daughter'sfuture.Shestartedcoughingallover

againandittookafewminutestillshewasokay.



Hereyesweretearyandshetouchedherthroat.

MoremiputthesuitcasedownandEmilygavea

weaksmile.

"Gowithit.It-"sherubbedherchest.

"Hassomeofherstuff,documentsforstuff.My

othercopiesareatthelawyer'soffice."Moremi

lookedatEmily.Shehadreallypreparedforher

death,heknewhewasn'trichbutthefactthatEmily

hadmaterialthingsandhehadbeenlookingfora

quickf*ck.Nowondershecalledhimwhileshewas

onherdeathbed.Shedidn'tneedhiminraisingtheir

daughter.

"I'msorry."ShesaidagaintoMoremibeforeshe

lookedatherchild.Shewillmissher.Dearly.

.

.

.

*

*



*
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Moremiparkedhiscaroutsidehissister'syardand

walkedtothebacktoopenthedoor.Alorahadbeen

peacefulonherwayhereandhewaswonderingifit

wasbecauseshecouldsenseorwhatbecause

Susanhadoncesaidbabiessenseemotionssohe

guesseditwastrueforAlora.Heunbuckledher

babyseat.ThefactthatEmilyhadwentalloutfor

thisbabyandboughtherthingsthatevenhe

couldn'taffordforhischildrenandshethoughtit

wouldbeagoodideatousehissperms.Hesighed

andheldthefivemontholdinhisarmsandwalked

tothedoor.HeknockedonthedoorandTsholofelo

opened.Shegaspedseeingthechild.Shelooked

backatMoremi.

"Isthisher?"MoreminoddedandTsholofelolooked

atthelightskinnedbaby.Shetouchedhercheek



andlookedatthebandonherhair.Shewasso

pretty.

"Ngwanaomontlejang."(sheissuchabeauty)

Tsholosaidasshesmiledatthebaby.Something

stuckinMoremi'sthroat.Hissisterneverhadthat

reactionwhenhesawhisdaughterRebantle.She

hadsaidsheisabeautifulbabybutithadlacked

thismuchenthusiasm.Helickedhislipsasshe

openedthedoorwiderandhesteppedinside.

"I'lltellSusan."Tsholonoddedandfocusedon

Alorawhowascuriouslylookingather.

"Whodidyousayhermotherwas?Ogodiretse

ngwanaomontlejangMoremi."

"Thanks."

"Letmehelpyouwithher."Hegaveherthebaby

andhewalkedbacktothecartogetAlora'smany

babybags.Tsholofelosatonthecouchandshe

lookedatAlora.

"Mmalekgoabatho!"Shesmiledandtouchedher

chubbycheeks.IttookMoremitenminutestoplace

everythingAloraownsinhissister'sbedroom.He



tookthesuitcaseEmilygavehimandputitthere.It

hadacodeandhewasn'tsureifheshouldgivehis

sisterthecode.Tsholofelostoodbythedoorand

lookedatthesuitcase.

"Whosesuitcaseisthat?"

"Alora's."

"Itlookslikethoseonesfromfilmswhichpeople

putnumberstoopenthem."

"Itis."Tsholofelonodded.Hesaidandhelookedat

Alora.

"I'llbudgetandgiveyouP500orP600amonth."

Tsholofelonodded.Ittookmoretoraiseababybut

hehadbroughtAlora'sstufffromtheunopened

milktinstotheunopeneddiapersandthecarseat.

Shewillhavetosleepwiththebabyonherbedbut

itwasasmallpricetopay.

"Youknowwhatitentailstoraiseachildbutfor

nowit'sokay."Moreminodded.Emilyhadextraof

everything,hecouldtellAlorawasherworldyetin

his,shewasmoreofaweapontodestroyhis

marriage.



Heslidhishandsinhisformalpantsandnodded.

Hecanworkhardforthatpromotionandmaybe

justmaybemakeenoughmoneyforhisfamilyto

moveoutofthathouseandthenbringupAlora's

existence.

"Ihavetogobacktowork.Thankyousomuch

Tsholo."TsholonoddedandMoremiflashedasmile

atAlorabeforehewalkedout.Tsholofelolookedat

Alora.Shepracticedwhatshewasgoingtosay,she

hadadoptedherfriend'sbaby.Thatwasthestory.

Noonewasthislightinthefamilysoitwasgoingto

beeasy.

"HiAlora,shouldIcallyouRora?Omontlegore

nnana.Wenawagoretsenyastresskabontlejwa

gago."(You'resobeautifulbaby.You'regoingto

stressuswithyourbeauty.)Sheheardtheengine

andsmiled.

"I'mauntTsholo,I'llstaywithyouwhileyourfather

sortsouthisissuesandhopefullyyou'meetyour

stepmotherandsiblings.Yourstepmotherisanice

woman."Tsholofelosaid.Alorastartedcryingand

sheheldherwhilepattingherback.



"There,there.Doyouneedanappychange?Orfood?

Let'stryadiaperchangefirst."

***

Atthefinediningrestaurant,thebillcameandLina

lookedatthetotalbeforeshelookedathersister

whowasuneasy.Shecouldtellfromthewayshe

lookedaroundthenshesmiledlookingather.

"Su,relax.IsaidI'llpay."Shelookedatthewaiterto

bringtheswipingmachinesoshecanpayofftheir

meals.

"Whatisthetotal?"

Linalookedatthebillagain.

"1.5Susan.Relax,it'snothing."Susan'seyes

popped.Thatwasalottobewastedonfoodfora

day.Withthemoneyshecouldfillhertankforthe

month,payLoratoforherservicesandmaybebuy

icecreamforthekidstoshare.Itwouldbeenough

foratleastsomeoftheircosts.Thewaitercame



andLinaswipedhercarbeforeshepressedher

cardpin.Thetransactionwentthroughandshe

shooedthewaiteraway.Susanlookedatthetime.

"IthinkIhavetogo."Linastoodonherfeetand

wenttohughersister.

"Okay.We'lltalkandIlovedspendingtimewith

you."

"Metoo."

"Motherwouldbeproudwearegettingalong."Lina

saidandSusanchuckled.

"Wehavebeengettingalongmmekana."Shesaid

andLinachortled.

"True.Letmenotkeepyouhere."Shebrokethehug

andSusansmiledbeforeshewalkedout,theguilt

ontheamountofmoneyspenttodayeatingherup.

Shewascomingupwithwaysonhowtopayher

sisterback,maybepayherhalfofthemoney.

Linawatchedhersisterwalkoutbeforesheleaned

back.Whywasshejealousofasisterwhowas

strugglingwithherhusband?Theyhadkidsandshe



wasenviousofthat.Shesighed.Shewaslyingto

herself,shewantedahusbandtooandkidsbutshe

couldn'thavekids.Shereallycouldn'tandthemen

alwaysleftafteraweek.Sayingshewastoo

possessiveandcrazyforthem.Shesighed.Atleast

ifEmilycouldleaveAloraandshewillhaveamini

littlebestfriend.Thatwasthepurposeofallher

efforts.Shedidn'twantEmily'smoney.Justthe

beautifullittlebabygirlwhocaughtherattention

whenshewasamontholdandEmilytoldhershe

couldvisit.Shesmiled.Shehadalreadyplaced

ordersonbabystuff,theadoptionprocesswastoo

longforherlikingandshewasabusywomanit

wasnotgoingtobegrantedbutachildwhomshe

ismadealegalguardianofwaseasier.Shehad

thoughtaboutthisforweeksbeforeshewentahead

withit.BesidesEmilyhadnootherfamilytothe

pointofsayingshewasreallyimportant.She

smiled.Shewasgoingtobeamommy.

***



AtMoremi'soffice,hetookoutapenandpaperand

justforreferencehewrotedownhisproperty.The

littleheownedanddivideditamonghisfour

childrenandwife.Hedidn'thavemuchtobegin

with.Hestoppedwriting.Itwasuseless.Heputthat

roughdraftinbetweenadiaryheusedforhis

schedule.Ahouseandacarplusasmallmoraka

wasn'talotofproperty.Hestruggledforthoseand

itwasn'tmuch.Helookedathisringagain.The

goldbandheworeeverydaytoshowhewasa

marriedmanyethehadachildoutsidemarriage.

Heclosedhiseyesandleanedback.Hewilltell

Susan.Hewill.Hetoldhimself.

***

AtEmily'shouse,shecoughedmorethanusual,

coughingoutbloodwhichhasn'thappenedin

weeks.Nellywasbyhersidewithwaterand

painkillers.Emily'seyeswatered.Shedidn'twantto

fight.Alorawassafeandshedidn'twanttofight.



"N-Nellym-mybag."ShesaidandNellyrushedto

getherbag.

"Op-openit."Anothercoughingfithitherandshe

wantedtocryinpain.Nellydidso,herbossseemed

worseafterLinaleft.Nellyhadonejobandthatwas

reportingtoLinaaboutMsEmily'sstateofhealth

andAlora'swellbeing.Thatwasit.

"Money.Take…."Anothercough.

"Takemoney."Emilytookoutthepurseandshe

foundalotofP200notesinthere.

"Wh-whenIdie…"shecoughedagain.Itseemedso

painfulandNelly'seyesfilledwithtears.

"You'renotdying."

"IamEmily.Cremateme..tell…"

"TellthemIwanttobecremated."Emilyshookher

head.

"Alora.MswhataboutAlora?"

"She'sokay."Emilystoppedtalkingasshecoughed

andlookeddown.Herheadhurtandachedsobad.

Itwasactuallyworsethanonotherdays.



"Than-thankyouforbeingwithmeonmylastdays."

Shesaidandsheforcedasmile.Nellywipedher

tearsandwalkedtothebedtohugEmily.

"You'llbeokay.Justhavehope."Emilyjustnodded.

"Sleep…"

"Ofcourse."Nellyfixedthebedandshehelped

Emilylayherheaddown.Emilyknewthatshetold

MoremiwhatthereistoknowaboutAloraand

Alora'sinheritance.

"Th-thankyou."EmilysaidandNellynodded.She

gotupandwalkedout.Emilyclosedhereyes,her

chestgoingupanddown.Shewantedpeace.Just

peace.Shesaidagainandagaintillshecouldn't

hearherownthoughtsandshewentstill.

.

.

.

*

*



*
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Susan'seyesfilledwithtearsasshelookedatthe

letterontheboardroomtable.Herbossgavehera

sympatheticlook.

"WehavenochoiceMrsMoremi,thecompanyhas

beenoperatingatalossandwehavetoletsome

employeesgo."Shebitherlowerlipandnodded.

Whatwasshegoingtodowiththreekids?Three

kids?Shewasn'taloneyes,shehadherhusband

butthentheywouldhavetoletLoratogoaswell.

"Wehaverecommendedyoutoothercompanies

sinceyourworkethicissomethingtobeproudof."

"Iunderstand."Shesaid.Shetookadeepbreath

andshepickedtheterminationletter.Shestoodup



andranheldittightlyinhersweatypalms,not

allowingherselftobreakdownatwork.Sotoday

mighthaswellbeenherverylastday.

"You'llgetyourpayforthedaysyouworked.Thatis

allthecompanycanafford."Shenodded.Sheknew

whatshehadbeengettingintoworkingforasmall

company.Suchwasboundtohappen.

"Ilovedworkinginyourcompanyandthankyoufor

hiringme."Thebossnodded.Knowinghehadten

moreemployeestodotheverysamethingto.

Knowinghewastakingtheirsourceofincome.He

releasedasighasSusanwalkedoutandhehadhis

PAcallthenextemployeewhowasterminated.

Susanforcedherselftoworktotheofficeshe

sharedwithfourotherladies.Timetopackher

thingsandgo.Shedidn'tevenneedabigbox.

***



AtMoremi'soffice,hisphonestartedringingandhe

sawTsholofelo'snameflash.Hewantedtoignore

hercall,shewasgoingtosaythesamethingshe

alwaysdaidwhenevershecalled.Hetookadeeo

breathbeforehepickedthecall.

"Hello?"

"Moremi,haveyoutoldSueyet?Roraisalmosta

yearoldandyouhaven'ttoldyourwifeabouther.

Whatareyourintentions?Ifyoudon'ttellSuI'lltell

her.Youcan'tkeepawholehumanchildasecret

andnnayaanongsephirisagagosankimelarra."

Moremiswallowed.

"I'llt-"

"Ifyoudon'ttellherIwill.Yoycheatedandyouhave

toownuptoyourmistakes.IknowSumetAlora

thinkingsheisminebutownuptothetruth,you're

oldandyouhavetodealwiththeconsequencesof

youractions."Moremirubbedhisface.

"I'lltellher.Today."

"Please,thischildneedsafamilyandIamnother

mother,sheismyniecebutsheisabouttospeak



andverysoonshe'llstartcallingmemama.You

rarelyvisityourownchild.Justsendmoneyand

youthinkit'senough,shealsodeservesthelove

yougiveyourotherchildren."Moremirubbedhis

chin.

"Ihearyou."

"Good.Bye."Tsholofelohungupandheleaned

back.Heloosenedhistie,hisbodugettinghotall

over.Hetriedtotellhimselfitwillbeokaybuthe

wasabouttobreakSusan.Heswallowed.Hetook

hisphoneanddialedSusan'snumber.Thephone

startedringingandwipedhisforehead,hisheart

beatingfastashewaitedforhertoanswer.She

answeredafterafewseconds.

"Hello.."

"Himylove.Iwantedustotalkaboutsomething

tonightathome."Therewassilence.

"Iagree.Wedoneedtotalk."Sherepliedandhis

heartrateskyrocketed.Didsheknow?Did

Tsholofelotellher?Whywassheagreeingsoeasily.

"Tonightathomethen.Byebyelove."Susansaid



andhungup.

Moremirubbedhisheadasthecallcut.He

unbuttonedthefirsttwobuttonsofhisshirt.

***

Linaclosedthelaptop.Howdidthishappen?Allof

asuddenEmilygaveAloraherfatherandshedied?

Herplansbackfired.Badlyforthatmatter.Whowas

Alora'sfather?Shedidn'tevenknow.

.

.

.

*

*

*
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Moremiwatchedtimemoveasswiftlyasthewind.

Whywastimerushing,hehaddelayedthisandhe

closedhiseyes,imagininghiswifecrying.Hehurt

herandhadproof.Howcruelwashe?Hisphone

rang,pullinghimawayfromhisthoughts.He

answeredhismother'scall.

"Hello.."

"Moremi,youdidn'tsendmoneydikgweditse

dingwe."Moremisighed.Hishandsweretied.He

hadfourkids,hecouldn'taffordtotakecareofhis

motherandhistwosistersandtheirkidswholived

onhismoney.

"Iwasusingit."

"Thatyouforgotaboutyourmotherandsiblings.Is

itthatburntcharcoalrefusingwithyourmoney?"

"Mamakekopalebuisemosadiwamesentle.And

noit'snother,Ihavemyownpriorities.Ifyouare



goingtoinsultmywifeyoushouldn'tcallme,I've

haditwithyourinsultsbecausemywifehasdone

nothingbutrespectyou.Bye."

Hecutthelinebeforehismothercoukdrespond.He

didn'tneedanymorestressaddingontothestress

hehad.Herubbedhistemples.Hecheckedthetime

againandleanedback,hishearttellinghimtonot

tellSusan.Hedidn'twanttohurthiswife.Tears

filledhiseyesandherubbedthemaspainchoked

him.Whathadhebeenthinking?Hedidn'tknowto

behonest.

***

Susansatonherbedathome.Shewaswaitingfor

herhusbandtotellherwhathewantedthemtotalk

aboutbeforeshedropsthebombshellabouther

suddenterminationatwork.Sherubbedhertears,

shedidn'twanttobreakdown,herkidsmightwalk

inandBokamosomightwalkin.Hewasaboutto

startstandardonesoon.Thiswastheworsttimeto



beunemployed.ShouldsheaskLinatohelpher

lookforajob?Linaknewpeople.Shepickedher

phoneandmovedfromthebedtositonthefloor

againstthebedstillinherformalwear.

ThephonerangandshewaitedforLinatoanswer.

"HelloLina?"Shesaidattheotherendoftheline.

"Hisis.Howareyou?"TherewassilenceonSusan's

end.

"Notsogood.IneverdothisandIhopeIwon'tbe

inconveniencingyou."

"YoucanneverinconveniencemeSu."Susan

swallowedherpride,Moremi'sincomealonewon't

beabletomaintaintheirhousehold.

"I-IlostmyjobtodayandIamlookingfor

employment."Therewassilence.

"Okay.I'llseewhattodo.SendyourCVand

everything."

"Justlikethat?"Susanasked.

"Yes.Ithinkbytheendoftheweekyouwillhave

something."ReliefwashedoverSusan'sfeatures



beforeshewasguiltridden.Butthentherewere

peoplewhoweregoingtoapplyforthejobandthey

wouldn'tgetitbecauseshehadbeenfavoured.

"It'sokayifyoucan't."

"Su,I'llfindsomethingforyou.WenasendyourCV

helaotlabonadilodiitobetsa."(You'llseethings

workingout.)

Susanbitherlowerlip,therewasnoneedtostress

Moreminow.SheshouldwaitonLinatogiveher

feedbackbeforeshebreaksthenewsthatshehad

beenretrenched.

"SuIhavetogo.Mamawaletsa."(momiscalling)

"Bye."Susanhungupandbitherlowerlip.Where

wasMoremi?Sherubbedherchestandsmiled.

Linawasserious?

***

Linaansweredhermother'scallassheoepnedher

laptoptoseewhatpostswereavailableinthe



companysheworkedin.

"HelloKatalina…"Linarolledhereyes.

"MomLinaisfine,Isentmoneyyesterdayforall

yourbills."

"IamnotcallingaboutmoneyKatalina,youare

gettingold."Linachortled.

"Notthismarriagetalkagain.AndIamnotold."

"You'llbelonelyandbitter,youragemateshave

stablehomesandfamilies.Lookatyoursister."

"Ngng.Iwouldratherremainsingleandalonethan

marryamanwhocan'tprovideandisdirtpoor."

"Youalsostartedfromthebottom."

Linashrugged.

"AndIworkedhard,MoremidependedonSuat

somepoint.LehaSuesemothowasepe,Moremi

enekemowahelaandSuallowshisequallypoor

familytomistreather.Lovegayannasentle."

"Katalina,youarebeingbitter."Linasighed.

"Canwedropthismarriagetalkandchildrentalk?"



"ButyouknowIhaveapoint.Yourcousinisgetting

marriedan-"

"I'llbebusyontheday."

"Katalina!"

"Iamabusywoman.Otherfamilymembersare

there."

"Okay.ByeKatalina."ThecallcutandLinasighed

assheleanedbackonherchair.

***

Moremi,whohadfinallygainedsomeliquid

couragetogohomeandfacethemusic,stoodup

fromhischair.Hegothisworkbagandhisphone.

Susanmustbecookingrightnowinthatwhite

apronhegiftedher.Hisheartbroke.Hewalkedout

oftheoffice.Inminuteshewasattheparkinglot,

hismindcomingupwithvariousscenariosthat

werelikelytotakeplaceafterhisuntimely

confession.Hedidn'thaveagoodfeelingabout



todayorwasittheanxietytalking?

.

.

.

*

*

*
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Moremidroveataslowpaceashisthoughtstook

over.HewassoscaredaboutSusan'sreactionas

hedrovethroughtheheavyGaboronetraffic.Inhis

case,hismindwanderedoffforthemillionthtime

eversincehesaidhewilltalktoSusan.Whatif

TsholofeloalreadygottoSusanandshewas

waitingforhimsoshecoulddivorcehim?That

filledhimwithsomuchdreadandhehadtofight



histhoughts.Susanlovedhim,shewouldnever

divorcehim.Notbyalongshot.Yesshewasgoing

tobeangrybutadivorcewastoodrastic.The

trafficlightswentgreenandsincehewasslow,

carshootedandhepanicked.Insteadoftakingthe

curve,hedrovestraigjtaheadandcollidedwithan

oncomingcar.HislastthoughtswereofSusanas

hisbodymovedforwardashecollidedwiththe

brokenglassandhitthesteeringwheelwithsheer

forcethenbackwardandhisbodyshotoutof

brokenwindow.

Ontheroadcarsstoppedmoving.Thishappened

sofastandtheydidn'texpectitashisbodylanded

onthesideoftheroad.Theyheardthebonesbreak

andsomeheldtheirhearts.Justlikethat,

Gaborone'slateafternoontrafficturnedintoa

tragedy.Theyweren'tevensureifhewasaliveor

notbecausethewayhiscarspithimoutwastoo

violent.Somedialedthepolicewhilesomedialed

paramedics.



***

LinalookedatherlaptopandopenedSusan'sCV.It

wasgood.Wellshecan'texactlycomplainsincr

Susanknowingthatpeoplewentforcourseslike

Accounting,MedicineandEngineeringinthe

country,shewentforasillylittlecourselike

Journalism.Itwasarelevantlynewcourseandthe

countryhadfewnewspapersbutstill,itwassilly.

Shesighedandpickedupthelandline.Shedialeda

numberanditrangforafewminutesbeforeitwas

answered.

"Hello."

"Hi,IsawyouropeningforanewPA.Ihavea

recommendation.Justarecommendation."

"Okay.Sendtheperson'sCVandI'llgetbackto

you."

"Thankyou."ShesenttheCVandclosedherlaptop.

Sheleanedbackandsighed.

"ThethingsIdoforyouSu."



***

Athome,Susancheckedthetime.Therewasstill

nosignofMoremi.Shegnawedonherbottomlip

asshesatonthebed.Thatsamebadfeelingshe

hadwhenthedaystartedwasbackagainandshe

wantedtoignoreitbecausealreadysomethingbad

happened.Shelostherjobtoday,whatmorecango

wronginherlife?Heisprobablyworkinglateand

theywilltalkinbedwhenhearrives.Shestoodon

herfeetandwalkedouttocheckonherkids.

Twohourselapsedandshewasnowdialinghis

phonebutitwasn'tgoingthrough.Shesatonthe

couchandsentamessage.Sheworriedalot,

especiallyaboutthepeopleshecaresabout.She

leanedbackonthecouchwhensheheardacar

outside.Shewalkedtothewindowandinsteadshe

sawtwopoliceofficersinsideapolocevan.What's

goingon?



Sheopenedthedoorjustasthemensteppedoutof

thecarandopenedtherustygate.Thepolice

officerssawherstandingthereinablackdress,the

shorteronenudgedatthetallerone.Shewaslikea

Nubianbeautyorsomething,herdarkskinlooked

kindofexotic.Theyclearedtheirthroats.

"MrsMoremi?"

"Yes.."

Theylookedateachotherbeforethetallonegot

close.

"IthinkyoumightwanttositdownforthisMrs

Moremi."Theairaroundhershiftedandshenodded

assheopenedthedoorwidertolettheminside.

Sheclosedthedoorassoonastheywereinside.

.

.

.

*



*

*
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Insidethehouse,Loratolookedattheuniformed

menbeforeSusangaveheraquietlooktoexcuse

them.Loratogreetedbeforeshewenttohersmall

bedroominsidethehouse.Susanplacedherhands

thatonlyhadagoldbandonherringfingerasshe

facedthepoliceofficers.Shewashopingitwas

nothingseriousbutshewasnotGodsoshe

couldn'tknow.

"MrsMoremi,wehatetobebearersofbadnews…"

TheshorterpolicemanpausedasSusantapped

herthighwithherfinger.Badnews?Whatcouldbe

badenoughtomakethisdayworse?Shelookedat

herhandsbeforesheforcedherselftolookatthe

policeofficers.



"I'mlistening."

"Today,thislateafternoonanaccidenttookplace."

NowthatsentwarningbellstoSusan'smind.An

accident?Today?Lateafternoon?Hereyesfleeted

tothewallclockassheheldbacktears.Shelooked

atthepolicemenandshecouldseethepityintheir

eyes.Whyweretheypityingher?Why?Shedidn't

needtheirpity.Maybetheaccidentwasnothing.

"MrMoremigotintoanaccident."

Susantouchedherheartassheopenedhermouth

butnowordscameout.

"Hewasaliveandjustbleedingprofuselywhenthe

paramedicsarrived.Unfortunatelyhediedtwenty

minutesafterarrivinginthehospital."

"Bommaaaaaweeeee!"Shescreamedastears

quicklyfilledhereyesandrolleddownhercheeks.

Shefelltoherkneesinagony.Theywerelying.She

spoketoherhusbandaroundlunchtimeandhehad

saidhewasonhisway.Theywerelyingtoher.

Thetwopoliceofficerslookedatoneanotherasthe

ladywholeftthemafewminutesagocameintothe



smallsittingroomandfoundMrsMoremionthe

floor.

Loratobentdownandshetouchedherboss's

shoulderasshecriedoutloudtothepointofthe

twoolderkidscomingouttoseewhatwaswrong.

Loratoshooedthemawayandlookedatthepolice

officers.

Thetalleroneremovedhispolicecapandlowered

hishead.Itwaspainfultodeliversuchnewsbut

theyneededMrsMoremitoidentifythebody,

maybetheygotrhewronghouseholdandtheywere

makingheragonizeoversomethingthatdoesn't

concernher.

"MrsMoremi,weunderstandyourdistressbutyou

needtocomewithustoidentifythebody."

AchillrandownLorato'sspine.Body?Hereyea

widenedasrealisationsetinandshenowcould

understandheremployer'sagony.

"He'salive!"Susanhalfyelledassheliftedherteary

eyes.Moremiwasn'tdead.Theywereplayingwith

her.Itwasajoke.Abigjoke.



***

LinadialedNellywhoansweredimmediately.

"NellywarewhoisAlora'sfather?"Therewas

silence.

"NellyIhaveaskedthisquestionformonths,it'snot

asifIwantEmily'shouses.Idonotcareaboutthat.

Notatall.WhoisAlora'sfather?"

"Iforgot."

"Maaka.You'relyingtome,howmuchdoyouwant

ee?It'snotasifyouhaveajobanyway."

"Threethousand."

"Forafuckingname?Youhavegottobefucking

kiddingmeNelly."

"GoodbyeLi-"

"Okayfine.Fine.I'llgiveyouthethreethousand.

Whoishe?"



Nellybreathedinandout.HopefullyLinadidn't

knowthemanandhowcanshegetabahyfromit's

legalguardian?It'simpossible.

"Moremi."

"Hng?Justthat?"

"MoremiMoremi.That'shisname."Linapaused.

Waitadamnminute.Waitafuckingdamnminute.

"MoremiMoremi?"Sheaskedslowly.

"Areyousure?"

"Eemma.Whenareyougivingmethemoney?"

"Tomorrowmorning.You'resuresure?"

"Very.Heistall,hasaconnectingbeardwithafaint

scaronhischeek,hehasalightbrown

complexion."NellyaddedandLina'seyeswidened.

Shewasdescribingherbrother-in-lawtotheT.

"You'llgetyourmoney.Bye."Katalinahungupand

bitherlowerlip.Aha!Susan'smarriageisnotso

perfectafterall.Hecheatedandfatheredachild?

DoesSusanknow?Maybeshecanblackmailhim

intogivingherAlorabecauseifSusanknewshe



ouldbetakingcareofthatcutebabyorbetteryet

despisingAlorabecausesheisnothinglikeher

charcoallikebiologicalkids.Shelaughed.Okay

blackmailwillworkonMoremi,maybeoffermoney.

Themanispooranyway.Sheturnedinheroffice

chairwithahugegrinonherfaceasshedeviseda

plan.

***

Atthehospital,adistraughtSusanwalkedbehind

thepoliceofficersasanurseledthemtoaroom.

Theywerelying.Herhusbandwasstillalive.Very

muchaliveandhewasonhiswaybackhomefrom

work.Theystoppedatadoorandthepoliceofficers

stoppedoutside.Thenurseopenedthedoorand

promptedSusantogetinside.Susanheldherself

rigidasshewalkedinside.Thenurseclosedthe

doorandshecouldseethewhitesheetcoveringthe

bodyonthebed.Hertearswerequicktospringout

assheshookherhead,takinginthatformshe



recognised.

"Nononono!"Shecriedoutquickly,notwantingto

believewhathereyeswereseeing.Theywalked

closertothebodyandthenursegavehera

sympatheticlook.Deathalwaysbrokeeventhe

strongestofpeopleandshewasn'tsureifthelady

wouldsurvivethis.ShelookedatSusanoncemore

beforesheremovedthesheet.Susanpaledand

stoodthereinhorrorasherkneesfailedberand

shewishedshewasn'tseeingthis.

.

.

.

*

*

*
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Atthehospital,thenurseheldSusansteadilyto

keepherfromfallingdownandhittingthefloor.

“Notmyhusband!”Shewailedashercriestore

throughtheroomwherethebodywaskept.Another

nursewalkedthroughandsawthescene.Itwasnot

alwayseasytobreakdownthenewsletaloneallow

thefamilytoidentifyabodyafteranaccident.The

nursewhoheldSusanledheroutastheotherone

walkedtothecorpsetocoverit.Itshouldbetaken

tothecoldroomandthefamilywillhavetopicka

mortuarywherethebodywillgo.Ashealthcare

workers,theysawthiseverydayandhadgrown

numbtoit.Itwaspartoftheirjobandtheyhadto

doitsomehow.ThenurseledacryingSusantothe

benchesasshebrokedowncryingintoherhands

assoonashenurselethergo.

“Wewerefineyouknow?”Susansaysmidtears.

“Anormaldaytodayan-“shecoveredherfaceand

criedsomemore.Peoplestaredatherand

wonderedwhyshewascryingthismuch.Itwasat



thispointSusanknewherlifehasirrevocably

changed.

***

Linalaughedasshesatonthecouch,thatpoor

uselessmanhadtheaudacitytoevencheat?She

didn’tknowhehaditinhim.Shecrackeduponce

againknowingitwasgoingtobeeasytogetAurora

becauseitlookslikeSusandidn’tknow.Shesipped

onherorangejuiceandplacedtheglassdown.Her

planwasgoingtobefoolproof.Nellywasthe

witness,shewasgoingtodragNellyfromwhatever

holeshewasintoidentifyifshewastalkingabout

theMoremisheknewasherbrotherinlaw.Her

phonerangandshesawthecaller.Susan.She

chuckled.PoorSusie.Herpictureperfecthomeis

notsopictureperfectafterall.

“HelloSu.”Sheansweredwithahappyvoice.There

wassilenceandshefrowned.

“Su,hello….”



“Gone,he’sgoneLina.”Susansaidasshetriedto

holdbackhertears.

“StopspeakinginriddlesSusan.”

“Mo-“SusanbrokedowncryingandLinamovedthe

phoneawayfromherear.Shewasn’tgoingtolisten

toSusancryingreally.ShedidknowwhySusan

wasevencrying.

“Susantlhemmaakoobue.”(pleasespeakup!)

“Moremiisgone!Heisdead!”Shescreamedand

Linapaused.Wait.Shemissedachaptersomehow.

Whatdidshemeangone?Therewereafewmissing

chaptersinthisstory.

“WhatdoyoumeanSu?Hekilledhimself?”Lina

asked.Thatwasthereasonableexplanationsince

hehadasecretandsecretsareheavy.

“What?Howcouldyoueventhinkofthat?”Susan

exclaimedmidtears.ShehasneverheardSusan

thatheartwrenched.

“Acaraccident!Hediedtodayinhiswayhome!”

SusantearedupagainandLinabreathedout.



“CalmdownSusie,youcryingisn’tgoingtohelp…”

“Wow!”SusanhungupandLinathrewherhandup

intheair.Itwasthetruth.WithMoremigonethere

wereotherimpendingissues.Susanhadtodeal

withthefamilyandthreekidswithnoincome,well

ifshegetshiredit’sokaybutwhatinheritancewas

shegoingtoget?Thatstuffyhouseandthosetwo

oldcarstheyowned?Sheshookherhead.Shetold

Susantogoforarichmanbutdidshelisten?Now,

lookathernow.

Lina’sphonerangagainandsheansweredher

motherimmediately.

“Mom…”

“Katalinastaywithyoursister,I’montheway…She

needsalotofsupportandhelphercallotherpeople.

Sheisnostatetodealwithherin-laws.I’llhaveto

taketheeveningbus.”

Linasighed.

“Ihavetogotothatmustyhousemama?”MaSu



sighed.

“Foranight,yoursisterjustlostherhusband.It’s

noteasytolosetheoneyouloveandthekidsmust

besocluelessandhavenoideawhatis

happening..”

Katalinasighed.

“Fine.Don’ttaketheeveningbus.Accidentshappen.

Comeinthemorning.”Linahungup.Thesecretwill

havetowaitorwillit?Shewillseehowtodealwith

it.

Shegotupfromhercouchandstretchedherslim

body.Shewalkedoutoftheloungeheadingtothe

bedroomtogethercarkeys.

***

Athome,Susancriedhereyesoutonthebedshe

sharedwithherhusband.We’lllatehusbandand

justthatwordstartsanewbatchoftearsthatshe



can’tseemtostop.Loratoiswiththekidsandshe

isgratefuleventhoughsheknowshewillhaveto

letLoratogoafteraweekbecausehowwill,shepay

Loratowhenshehastheheavyburdenoftaking

careofthreekids?

Thebedroomdooropenandshedoesn’tliftsher

headtolookatthepersonwhojustwalkedinside

thebedroom.

“HiSu.Ibroughtfoodforyouandthekids.”Lina

startsoutassheholdherhandsandthenlooksat

thecrumpledmesshersisterwas.Susanwouldn’t

becryinglikethisifsheknewherhusbandwas

suchacheat,sheknewhersisterdetestedcheating

witheveryfibreofherbeing.Shewastemptedto

stopthissuddenmourningbutellingSusanwhat

sheknewsotheycanfindAloraandletLinatake

thechild.

“MomsaysIshouldhelp.Withthecallsand

everything.”Susanfinallyliftedherheadandithas

onlybeentwohourssinceshefoundoutbuther

eyeswereredandswollenwithtearstreaksvisibly

showingonherdarkskin.



SusanpointedtoherphoneandLinapickedthe

phonesoshecanstartcallingSusan’satrociousin-

laws.Shehatedthatfamilywithpassion.She

almostgaggedatthethoughtoftalkingtothatold

womanwhowasstilltakingcareofgrownwomen

withchildren.Disgusting.

.

.

.

*

*

*
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LinaheldthephonetoherearasitrangandSusan

sobbedonthebed.Shesatdownbythecornerand

waitedforSusan'smother-in-lawtopickupthe



phone.Itjustrungandsheplacedthephoneonher

chestasshelookedatSusan.

"Su,areyouguysgoingtoMolepololetoburyhim?I

havetoknowthesethings."Susannoddedasshe

triedtowipehertears.

"Okay.Momisonherwayandtheyarenot

answeringthephone."

"Hello."Linaheardthemuffledhelloandsheputthe

phoneonloudspeaker.

"HelloMaMoremi…"Linasaid.

"Heywena!Youaretheonewhosaidmyson

shouldn'tsendmoney?Omoloingwanyanake

wena.Omoloi!"(You'reawitch)Linarolledhereyes.

"Reetsaha!Youhavenorighttocallmysistera

witch."LinalookedatSu.Shetoleratedsuch

bullshit?Ngng.Thiswomanwasgettingapieceof

hermind.

"Omangwena?"(whoareyou?)

"IfIwereyouIwouldspeaktomenicelybutlegale

lemolehumengebilelagooketsegakaore



breadwinneretlhokafetse."

"Lina!"

"What?AeSu,mosadimogoloyoogaanabothoke

raa,whycallyouawitch?Hersonisnomoresowa

gojamadiagamang?"

MaMoremipaused.Whatdidtheymeanherson

wasnomore?

"Whatdoyoumean?"

"IcalledtotellyouthatMoremidiedinacar

accidentafewhoursago.Happy?Good.Start

makingfuneralarrangements."Linasaidbeforeshe

hungupandlookedatSusan.

"Nowdoesthatladysoundlikethetypetocomfort

you?"LinaaskedandSusanrubbedhereyes.She

wassostressed.

"Aslongaswegetthefuneraloutoftheway,

everythingwillworkout."

LinaandSusanlookedateachotherandSusan

breathedout.

"Asmuchasyou'reintolerable,thankyoufor



showingup."

"Iwouldsayanytimebut-"sheshruggedandSusan

smiled.Thatwasherobnoxioussisteralright,the

onewhofeltlikeshedeservedeverything.Linahad

herflawsbutit'sokaytoacceptpeoplewiththeir

flaws.

"Noweat.Ihaveafeelingyourmotherinlawwill

startcallingagain.Doyouhavetowearallblack

now?"Susan'ssmallsmilefadedandtearsfilledher

eyesagainasshelookedatthegoldbandonher

finger.

"Ihaveto."Linanodded.

"I'llbringthefood."LinastoodupandSusan

watchedhersisterleavebeforehermindreplayed

allthememoriesshesharedwithherhusband.

Fromholdingdowntwojobswhiletryingtofind

waystopayforhisdiplomainaccountingsohe

couldatleasthavesomething.Theycamealong

wayjustforeverythingtoabruptlyendlikethis.

Theyhadplanstodobetterandgetbetter.Tears

burnedhereyesandsherubbedherchest,trying



nottocrybecauseshewasnotgoingtostopcrying

theminutesheletthetearsfall.

"OhMoremi,whyyou?Thiswastoosudden."She

saidwithashakybreathandpickedthepillowthat

stillreekedofhisscent.Sheplacedthepillowon

herkneesbeforeshelaidherhead.Tears

threateningtorolldownhercheeks.

***

TsholofeloputAloratobedasshefoldedherarms.

ShehopedMoremiwasserioushetoldhiswife,as

muchasshewascoveringforhimshewantedto

liveherlifeandnotbehelddownbyachildwho

wasnotherstobeginwith.Herphonerangandshe

pickeditup.Shehopedhermotherwasn'tasking

formoney.Shewasnotgoingtosupporttwogrown

womenwhosleeparoundandstackchildrenlike

theyarebottles.Sheanswered.

"Hello."Hermother'swordsweremuffledbytears

andTsholofelofrownedasshewalkedoutofthe



bedroom,headingtothesmallsittingroomtoclear

Alora'stoysandeverything.

"Moremi!Moremiweee!Ngwanakeoiketse

badimong!"(mychildisgone)

Tsholofelopaused.Waitwhat?

"Ma?"Sheslowlysatdownonthecouch.

"Moremiisnomore!Bakwenaweeee!"MaMoremi

criedattheotherendofthelineandTsholofelo's

heartpounded.Moremi?Gone?Shecouldn'tbelieve

it.Shequicklyhungupandlookedaroundtheroom.

Herhearddizzy.Hecan'tbegone.Whagwasshe

supposedtodowithAlora?No!No!Shecalled

Susan.Thephonewasansweredbutnotbywho

shewasexpecting.

"Hello,canIspeaktoSusan?"

"Sheissleeping."

Tsholofeloswallowed.Susanwasprobablywithher

richsister.Theyhavealwaysbeenintimidatedby

KatalinawhohadeverythingandMoremialways

saidhehatedhissister-in-law.



"IsMoremiactuallydead?"

"Ee.Anaccidentafterwork.Confirmedafewhours

agobySu,anythingelse?"

"No.Thankyou."

"Alright."Thelinewentdeadandtearsfilled

Tsholofelo'seyes.WhatwasshetodowithAlora?

ShereallyhadnochoicebuttotellSusanbecause

shecan'tkeepawholechildasecretandtakecare

ofachildwhileshewasstillyoung.Shehadbeen

doingherbrotherafavour.Shegotupandwiped

hertears.SheneedstopackAlora'sstuff.Susanis

understanding,shewon'trefuseanotherchild.It

washehusband'schildafterall.

***

Linasatonthecouchandshesighed.Thiswasso

uncomfortable.Shelookedaroundthehouse,

hopefullyshewillgetthejobandshecanmoveher

nephewsandniecetoabetterplace.Susanrefuses



hermoneybutshewillsee.Shesighed.Shewill

cometotheAloraissueafterthefuneral.Itwasjust

onstandby.

.

.

.
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Semphetewenayoorategang

Mmolokiwaaka

Faontseosesababangwe,semphetelenna
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Thechurchladiesendedthesongastheywalkedto

theirseats.Susanwassittingnexttohermother

andsisterwhowerecomfortingherasshecried

whiletheyweresinging.Shedidn'tthinkshewas

strongenoughtoseehiscoffingodownoreven

hearthedeathrecitalbythepastor.MaMoremiwas

cryingwithherdaughterssurroundingher,shelost

heroneandonlysonanditwassopainful.Tsholo

haddecidedtoleaveAloraatherhouse.Itwastoo

earlytocauseastir.Theobituarywasreadas

Susancontinuedsobbingonhermother'sshoulder.

Onceitwasread,itwastimeforthecoffintobelaid

downandthatwasthehardestpast.Susan'sheart

broke,itwasstillhardtobelievethatherloverand

themanshehadknownformostofherlifewas

gone.Justlikethat,shewasexpectedtomoveon

withlifeasifsheneversharedherlifewithhim.As



ifheneverexistedonthisearth.Quicktearsrolled

downhercheeks.Godshedidn'tknowhowtotake

awaythispain.Sheclutchedherchestasshelet

outthatsobandhermotherrubbedherback.

Linawatchedcarefullybeforesheturnedtolookas

thecoffinwaslowered.Hediedwithhissecret.

Luckybastard.Linathoughttoherselfbeforeshe

glancedoverathermotherwhowasconfortingher

oldersister.Oncethecoffinwaslowered,family

wascalledtothrowsoilintothegrave.MaSusan

helpedSusantostandandSusanlookedather

oldestwhomshebroughttothefuneral.Hewasthe

onlychildshebroughtbecauseshefelttheother

weretooyoung.Bokamososatthereonthechair.

Rigid.Hisimmaturebraintriedtoprocess

everythingthatwashappening.Hisfatherwas

longercominghometothem?Hewasintheground?

Heshookhishead.Theirdadalwayscomesbackto

them.Helookedathismotherwhoextendedher

handtoholdhis.Theywalkedtotheholethatwas

sixfeeddeep.Shetoldhimtograbahandfulofsoil

andshedidthesame.Shelookeddownonthe



graveandhertearsrolleddownhercheeks.She

wassayinggoodbyetohersoulmate.Shesqueezed

themshutbeforeshetoldBokamosotothrowthe

soildownandshedidthesamebeforeshewalked

awayinherblackpumpsandblackshawl.

Morefamilymembersdidthesameuntilitwastime

forthementofillthegravewithsoil.Eachshovel

madeittoorealforSusan.Hewasgone,hewasn't

goingtogetoutofthecasketandsayitwasaprank.

Hewasreallygone.Shewasawidow.Sheclosed

hereyes.TsholowatchedSusanandshefelt

immenseguilt.Howwasshegoingtotellherkate

brother'swifewhowasgrievingthatthemanshe

grievedforcheatedonherandfatheredchild

outsideoftheirmarriage?Shehadtodoit.Yes

AlorawasherniecebutsoonerorlaterSuhadto

know.Itwasinevitablereally.Shesighed.Shewill

callSusantothesidetotellheraboutit.Shewon't

causeasceneoranycommotion.



***

Ithadn'tevenbeentenminutessincetheguests

andfamilywerebackfromtheburialsitewhenone

ofMoremi'ssistersthrewsubtlesubsatTsholofelo.

"Tsholo,youhaveniecesandnephewsandyou

decidetotakecareofafriend'schild?"Tsholo

rubbedherhead.

"Notnow.Theguestsneedtoeatandweneedto

discussthewayforwardasafamily."

MaMoremilookedatTsholofelo.

"Iamstilldisappointedthatyoudecidedtotake

careofastranger'schildwhenyoursistershave

niecesandnephewsthatyoucanoffertotakecare

of."

"Thoseniecesandnephewshavetheirmothers.Ga

sennayookerilengborrraabonebabaitatole."(I

didn'tsaytheirfathersshoulddenythem)

"Tsholofelothat'srude."Tsholofelosighed.She

didn'twanttodothisnow.Hersister-in-lawwas



mourning.Shestoodonherfeetandwentoutside

wheretheguestswerebeingservedseswaaand

phaleche.Therealityofthedeathwasgoingtohit

onceeveryonewasgoneandonlyfamilyremained.

Howtheylostabrother,afatherandahusband.A

son.Tearsfilledhereyesandshelookedup.

"BrotherIpromisedbutI'msorry.I'lkhavetobreak

thatpromiseandtellher."Shesaidunderherbreath.

Shewavedattheguestswhowavedbackandsat

downinthetenttoeatthefood.Thewholeweek

waseveryoneextendingtheircondolences.Susan

wasgoingtositonthatmattressandshehadno

ideahowSusanwasgoingtocope,atthispointshe

canonlyoffertobabysit.Shehadpausedherown

lifeforsolongtotryandhideherbrother'sinfidelity

buthewasnotheretoanswerforhimself.

Outside,Linaworeahatandsighedasshehelped

servetheguests.Hermotherforcedherandit

lookedawkwardforherinatightblackskirtand

stockingsandheelstobeservingpeople.Itwasnot

evenherfuneralandtheonlyfeelingshefeltfor

Moremiwasdisgust.Disgustedthathewoulddie



poorandleaveSusantodealwithhisequally

uncivilizedfamilyandhisaudacitytotakeAloraand

yetshecouldn'tfindthelittlegirl.Shewasalmosta

yearnow.Onlytwomoreweekslefttillherfirst

birthday.BasicallyAlorawasanorphan.Thatmade

itbettersomehow,shdwouldadoptthechildlegally.

Shehadthefundsbutfirstshehadtofindthedamn

child.

Shelookedatthenextpersoninline,anoldwoman

whoshookherhead.

"Yourheartisdarkngwanaka."Theoldwomansaid

andLinaservedtheseswaaontotheplatetheold

womanheld.

"Darkheartsattractbadthings,youwon'tbehappy.

Youhavebloodonyourhands."Theoldwoman

saidandLinapaused.Shekeptafaceof

indifference.

"I'msureyou'retalkingtothewrongperson."

"Peloyagagoemasweetlogobolayanakonngwe

ngwanaka."(yourdarkheartwillkillyouoneday)

TheoldwomanwalkedawayandLinashrugged.



Shewasnotgoingtostressherself.Sherefusedto

stressherselfwithwhateverthatoldwomanwas

saying.

Twohourslater,alltheguestswereseenoutand

onlyfamilyremainedinthehouse.Susansatonthe

mattressashermother-in-lawwalkedinsidethe

room.

"Iknowyouhadahandinmyson'sdeath."Susan

sighed.Therewasnoneedtofightthiswoman.She

didn'twantto.

"Youdon'tdeserveanythingthatmysonworkedfor

withhishardearnedmoney.Thathouseyoulivein

isnotyours."Susanraisedherhead.

"That'snyhouse,Ibuultitwith75%ofmymoney."

Shesaidandtheoldwomanclappedherhands.

"We'llseeaboutthat.Youdeservenothing,oleswe.

Letlakalalamosadi,youandyouruglychildrenwill

notinheritathing."

"Theyareyourgrandchildren."Susancountered.



"Theydon'tevenlooklikeMoremi'schildren,totake

ntsekesabatlegobuammekatswaopateleysa

ngwanakebanaesebagagwe.Youaregetting

nothing.Iwillmakesure."Theoldwomanwalked

outandSusanbroughtherkneesroherface.She

heldbackthetears.Shewasn'tgoingtocry.She

wasn'tgoingtocry.Thedooropenedand

Tsholofelowalkedin.

"Don'ttellmeIdeservenothing."Tsholofelo

frowned.

"Whatdoyoumean?Youbuiltallofthatwithyour

husbandandyouhavetogethisthingsbecause

youhavetotakecareofhischildren,whichiswhy

I'mhere."SusanlookedatTsholowithherchinon

herknees.

Tsholofelo'sheartpounded.

"Ihavetotellyousomething."JustasTsholosaid

that,Linawaspassingbytheroomandshepaused

bythedoor.

"Tellmesomething?"

"Yes.Thereisnorightorwrongtimebutit's



important."Linaleanedagainstthewallandwaited

tohearwhatTsholofelohadtosay.

"I'mlistening."

"WellMoremi-"

.

.

.

*

*

*
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TsholofelobreathedinandlookedatSusan'spuffy

eyes,thewayhercheekswerehollowedandthe

tirednessinhereyes.Sheshookherhead.The

moreshedelayed,themoreitwasgoingtobehard



totellher.SusanwaitedforTsholofelotocontinue,

whatdjdMoremiwant?

"Moremi,wellmybrothermadeamistake."Shesaid

andSusantiltedherhead.Whatmistake?

BythedoorMaSusansawLina.

"Lina,let'sgoclearoutthethings."Linarubbedher

head.Hermotherruinedeverything.Hermother

heldherhipandLinaturnedonherheeltowalk

awayfromthedoor.

Meanwhileinsidetheroom,Susananxiouslywaited.

"YouknowAlora?"Susansmiled.

"Sheissweetandbeautiful.Thatwaskindofyouto

staywithyourfriend'sdaughter.Notmanywould

dothat."Tsholoclaspedherhandstogetherasshe

satonthebedandlookedatSusan.

"A-Aloraisnotmyfriend'schild."Silence.Asecond

wentby.FollowedbyanotherasSusangave

Tsholofeloaperplexedlook,makingTsholofelo

explainherlaststatement.

"Alorais-Aloraismyniece."Silence.Susanslowly



lookedatTsholofelo.Niece?NoneofMoremi's

sisterswerepregnantlookingatAlora'sage.

"Niece?"Tsholofeloslowlynodded.

"Yourniecesstaywiththeirparents."Susandidn't

wanttobelievewhathermindwastellingher.

"It'sMoremi'child."Tsholofelowaited.Tohear

screaming,cryingorsomekindofreaction.She

hasneverheardsilencequitethatloud.Shedidn't

knowhowmuchtimepassedinthatsilence.She

finallyliftedherheadtolookatSusanwhowas

wipinghertearsandtryingtostandupfromthe

mattress.

"Suwhatareyoudoing?"Susanchuckled.

"I'mleaving.Notgoingtomournamanwho

cheatedonme.Wasn'tIenough?Wasn'tIenough?

Isitmyskincolour?AmItoodocile?Whyyy?"She

coveredhermouthasthetearscameandshefellto

herkneescrying.Tsholofeloquicklystoodtohug

her.Shebentdownandheldher.Susanpushedher

away.

"Wh-whyareyoutellingmethis?"



Tsholofelobreathedout.

"Youhadtoknow.Moremidiedonthedayhewas

supposedtotellyou,Iforcedhimtotellyou."Susan

letoutabitterchuckle.Herhusbandactuallybroke

theirvows?Theaudacity.Sheletoutalaughthat

didn'tsoundlikeherown.

"Youweretakingcareofthechildsoyoucanstilldo

that."

Tsholofelosighed.

"Ican'ttakecareofhernow,Ihavemyownlifeto

liveandshewassurvivingoffthemoneyMoremi

sentme.Hermotherdiedsixmonthsagoandnow

herfatherisdead."Susanletoutaloudlaugh.

"Howisthatmyresponsibility?Ididn'tsendhimto

goinserthispenisinanotherwoman'svaginadidI?

Thatchildisnotevenrelatedtome.Idon'tknowher,

sheisgoingtobethesourceofmypain.Areminder

thatmyhusbandcheatedonmeandbrokwhis

promisestome."Tsholofelonodded.Shecould

understand.Susanwashurt.Reallyhurt.Susan

shookherhead.Howcouldsheevenmournhim?



Nowallshecouldthinkwashimsleepingwith

anotherwoman,hermemoriesofhimwerealready

tainted.Hereallyblewthis.No.Shewasnot

mourninghim.No.Sheheldontothebedandgot

up.Shewalkedtothewardrobe.Shewasleaving

withherkidstoday.Shewasn'twaiting.Ifthey

comeforherhouse,theyknowwhereitis.Sheis

notspendinganothernightheremourningacheater.

"Su,calmdown."

"AsewenaocheatilwengakereTsholofeloand

havethreekidstotakeoffandjaanongobatlake

tlhokomelangwanawanyatsi…."(you'renottheone

whowascheatedonandnowyouwantmetotake

careofasidechick'schild.)Tsholofeloshutup.

IntenminutesSusanwasfinishedpacking.She

lookedatherblackattire.Shewasn'tdoingthis.No!

ShechasedTsholofelooutoftheroomand

TsholofelohadneverseenSusanangry.She

assuredherselfitwasjustangerspeaking.She

walkedouandfoundthefamilyinthelounge.



"WeneedtodiscussMoremi'sproperties."Ma

Susanshookherhead.

"Myson-in-law'sbodyisstillwarminthegraveand

you'realreadyafterhisproperties?"MaMoremi

ignoredherandLinashookherhead.Those

propertieswereonespeoplewanted?Forher

sister'ssakeshehopedMoremihadawill.

"Iwantthecar."Theyoungersistersaidand

Tsholofeloshookherhead.Wow!

"Wearesharingthehouseright?Ithasthree

bedrooms."Theoldersistersaid.Theyengagedina

debateoverthosethingsthatMoremiownedand

MaSusanshookherhead.Twentyminuteslater,

Susanemergedwithherkidsintowasshetold

themtogotothecar.Everyonefrownedandthe

uncleswhowereoutsideraisedtheireyebrows.

Susanwasinawhitedressandnotinthe

customaryblackformourningspouses.

"Myson'sbodyisnotevencoldandyouwantto

leave?"MaMoremistartedandLinasawtheanger

inSusan'seyes.Susanheldhertongue.Sheliked



peace,shewasleavingthisplacewithoutraising

hervoice.

Shewalkedbacktotheroomsandcamewiththe

children'ssuitcasedraggingittothecar.They

watchedherasshepassedandcamewithhers.By

thetimeshereachedthedoor,theunclesstopped.

"What'swrongngwanaka?You'restillinmourning."

"NotanymoreI'mnot.Keakopakabotho,kekopa

gotsamaya."(Canipleaseleave.)Theysteppedout

oftheway,hopingtherewasgoingtobesomesort

ofexplanationforthiasuddenbehaviour.Susan

walkedtohercarandloadedeverything.Sheput

herkidsinthebackandshesighedholdingback

tears.Moremididthistothem.Why?Shesighed

andwalkedbacktogetherhandbagthathadthe

carkeys.Shewasnotspendinganighthere.When

sheheadedtothebedroom,Linafollowedherand

closedthedoor.

"Suwhat'swrong?"Sheaskedsoftly.Susanwho

hasbeentryingtoholdherselfforthepast40

minutesbrokedownagainandLinawalkedcloser



tohugher.

"H-hecheatedonme.Linahecheatedonme."Lina

rubbedSusan'sbackasshesobbedlikealittlechild

withinaudiblewordsinbetween.

"OhSu,heneverdeservedyou.Iamsosorry.He

wasjustaselfishbastard."

"B-butIstilllovehimbutsoangry.Soangry,allI

canpictureisthemhavingsexandthenerveto

makeachild."Shecriedmore.Linaconnectedthe

dots.Aha!

.

.

.

*

*

*
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LinarubbedSusan'sbackasshecriedsomemore.

"It'sokay."Susanmovedbackassheblinkedher

tearsawayandrubbedhercheeksinanattemptto

stopcrying.

"It'snot.Itwillneverbeokay."Susansaid.She

sighed.Sheneededtoleaveandgohome.

"I'mgoinghome,Iwanttobealoneandgathermy

thoughts."

"Yousaidhehasachild?Whereisshe?"Susanin

hertearspaused.HowdidLinaknowit'sashe?

How?

"It'saboy.Onethatlooksjustlikehimapparently."

SusansaidandLinaquicklynodded.Nellyliedto

her?

"Areyoutakinghim?"Susansighed.

"Ihavetothinkokay.Ihavetogo.Thankyoufor

showinguptodayandbeingthereformethiswhole

week.Iappreciateit."LinahuggedSusanagain.



"Alright.Haveasafejourney."

"Iwill."SusanwalkedoutwithherhandbagandLina

bitherinnercheek.FindingAlorawasprovingtobe

ahardtask,oneshedidn'tthinkshewillsucceedin.

IfNellyliedandgaveawrongdescriptionaftershe

sentmoney,shewasgoingtofeelherwrath.She

satonthebed.Sheshouldjustletitgoright?Nobig

deal,afterallithasbeensixmonthswithnoluck.

Susanpassedbythesittingroomandtheylooked

ather.Shebreathedoutlookingatthemtoobefore

shewalkedout.Afteralltheyweregoingtocome

takeherthingsbecauseherin-lawsfeltthey

deservethemmoreandshedidn'tdeserveathing

eventhoughsheworkedharderthanMoremiand

shecontributedmoreinthehouse,hellsheputthat

manthroughschoolbutdotheyseeit?No!Allthey

arethinkingaboutishisproperties.Shegotinside

thecarandlookedatherkidsattheback.She

breathedoutandstartedthecar.IfLinacomes

throughwiththejobshewilkbesafe.Everything

willworkoutforher.



Meanwhileinthehouse,MaMoremiclappedher

hands.

"Shekilledmyson.Aftetthefuneralsheleaves

whenwearesupposedtodivideMoremi's

properties?"

"WhatifhehadaWillandhegavehiswife

everything?"

Tsholofeloasked.Theyweremarriedincommunity

ofpropertyifsherememberedwell.

"Hedidn't.Heoncetoldmehedoesn'thavemuch

thatdeservesaWill."

"Still,youhavenorighttotakeSusan'sstuff."

"Sayssomeonewhodecidedtotakeastranger's

childtotakecareofinsteadofyourniecesans

nephews.OselfishTsholofelo."Tsholofelo

chuckled.

"AtleastIworkanddon'twhoremyselfaroundto

menakerennaka?"Shesaidandhersisterturned

redinthefacewhileTsholofelostoodup.



"Excuseme."Shewalkedoutandtheunclesjust

lookedatthem.

"It'snotnecessaryforyoutofightSusanonthe

properties,shehasthreekidstotakecareof."The

firstunclesaidandMaMoremiglaredathim.

"Iamhismotherandhowsurearewethatthoseare

hiskids?"Sheaskedandtheyshooktheirheads.

***

Twohourslater,Susanwashome.Inthehouseshe

builtwithherhusband.Nowcamethehardpart,

packibghisclothesandeverything.Hisboxfrom

workcametwodaysearlierandshehadleftitinthe

sittingroom.Loratohadbeebdismissedfromwork

andthelonelinesscreptin.Shewantedtogetangry

athim.Tobesoangrythatsheloathedhismemory

butshecouldn't.Shecouldn'tfinditinherheartto

hatehimtothatextent.Sheclosedhereyesand

leanedbackonthesofaastearsrolleddownher

alreadypuffycheeks.Shehadtothinkabout



everythingandputitintoperspective.

.

.

.

*

*
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DayspassedandSusanwokeupontheemptycold

bed.Alone.Widowed.Byamanwhocheatedonher.

Sheshookherhead.Shegotoutofbedjustasher

phonestartedringing.Shepickedupthephoneand

lookedattheunknownnumber.Sheanswered.

"Hello.MrsMoremispeaking."

"MrsMoremihi,I'mcallinginregardstoyourCV."



Susansatdownonthebedandlistenedcarefully

asthemanpraisedherCVbeforehesaidthewords

thatputasmileonherlips.

"Igotthejob?"

"Yes.Iwillcallafterlunchforthedetailsandyou

canstartonMonday."

"Thankyousomuch,youwon'tregretit."

"Ihopeso."Thecallcutandsheplacedahandover

herheart.

SheimmediatelycalledLina.

"HelloSusan,I'mabitbusyatw-"

"Igotthejob."

"Hecalled?Heaskedforyournumberand-

congratulations."

"Thankyou.Ineedthis.Totakecareofthekidsand

maybeworkwillbeamuchneededdistraction."

"Didtheycometotryandgetthehouse?"

"ShecalledandthreatenedmebutI'mmarriedin

communityofproperty,theuwon'tgetthehouse



andthecarisinmyname.Moremi'sinsurance

policyhasn'tpaidoutyetbutthat'stheonlymoney

I'mgetting."

"Idon'twanttosayItoldyousobutSu,youare

gettingpeanuts."Susanbreathedout.

"Iknewhewasn'trichwhenwegotmarried."

"Youhadbetteroptions."

"Theheartwantswhatitwants."

"Doeshisfamilyknowofhisbastardson?"

"That'snotniceLina,thechildisinnocent."

"Heisabastardsonsokereng?Idon'twantto

sugarcoatit."Susanswallowed.KnowingAlora

waslighterthaneveryonesheknewfromboth

familiesandherownchildrenmightevenfeel

insecureatsomepointintheirliveswhentheygrow

up.

"Nothing."

"Good.Moremineagotlwaela.Letthatchildstay

withthemother.Ihavetogookay?Congratulations

sis."LinahungupandSusanfinallygotuptoget



ready.

***

TsholofelolookedatAlorawhosmiledather.

"You'regoingtobeaheartbreaker."Shesaidand

Alora'seyeslitup.ShelookedateverythingAlora

ownedallpackedupinthesuitcasesandthatbig

suitcasewithacodewasamongthebagsaswell.

SheleftAloraallaloneinthesittingroomandtook

thebagstohercar.Afterallwaspackedupinthe

car,shecamebackforAlora.

"HiAlora,I'mtakingyoutoyourstepmommy's

place.Sheisaverysweetwoman.Your

grandmotherisnotsosweetandwon'ttakecareof

you.We'lltellhersomeothertimeaboutyourreal

identityokay?Nowyou'llmeetyoursiblingsandI'm

surethey'llloveyou."

Shesaidassheheldherhandwalkingslowlyoutof

thehouse.



***

LinacalledNellyagain.Shewasn'tevenanswering

herphone.OkayshewillletthisAloraissuego.It

wasnobigdealright.Sheleanedback.Sheused

thelandlinetocallherdoctor.

"Drhi."

"HiKatalina,howmayIhelp?"Linasighed.Her

effortstogetAlorawereinvainandshekilledEmily

justtogetoutemptyhanded.

"Iwanttohaveachild."Herdoctorsighed.

"Isaiditwasimpossibleforyoutocarryyourown

childLina,wetalkedaboutthisextensivelyforthat

matter."Linablinkedbacktears.

"I-Ican'tyouruntestsagain?"

"Wedidthatplentyoftimes."

Linabitherlowerlip.

"Icanfindasurrogate,isitokay?"



"Iftheotherpartydoesagree,surrogacyisfairly

newandIamnotsurethateveryonewouldagree

butitisaroutethatyoucantake.Veryexpensiveon

thebasisthatwehavetogiveyoufertilityshootsto

beabletoextractyoureggsandspermbanksin

Botswana?Unlessyouhaveacandidateyou're

consideringtogiveyouspermtofertilizetheegg."

Linaleanedbackandrubbedhereyes.Sheknew.It

wassosoexpensive.Expensivethantakingher

friend'sbabyandraisingherasherown.

"I'llthinkaboutit."

"Alright.Linalook,noteveryonecanhavekidsand

it'sokay.It'salrightandnothingtobeashamedof."

"Yeah.Bye."Shehungupandcoveredherface

crying.

***

AtSusan'splace,Tsholofeloparkedthecaroutside

andshegotAloraoutofhercarseat.Alorawasso



beautiful.Shekissedhercheek.Shewalkedtothe

housesincethegatewaswideopen.Sheknocked

onthedooracoupleoftimesbeforeBokamoso

openedthedoor.

"AuntyTsholo!"Thesixyearoldsaidwithgleeand

shesmiled.

"HiBk.Mamaokae?"(whereismommy?)Thatexact

momentSusanwalkedtothedoorandshesucked

inadeepbreath.

"HiTsholo.Comein."Tsholofelowalkedinandput

Aloradown,instructinghertogoplaywiththeother

kidsintheirroom.Thosekidswerehersiblings.

Assoonasnokidswereinsight,Susanlookedinto

Tsholofelo'seyes.

"Iwanttoknoweverything.Don'tskipanydetail."

Tsholofelonodded.Shelookedatherhandsand

startedfromwhenMoremivisitedherhousetotell

heraboutAlora'sexistence.

Susanlistenedcarefully,notinterjecting

unnecessarily.AfterTsholofelowasdoneSusan

clappedherhandsonce.Shewasnotsurewhat



hurt,herhusbandcheatingonherwithalight

skinnedwomanorthelightskinnedwoman

impregnatingherselftoshowtheevidenceof

cheating.Orthemerefactthatherhusband

cheatedandhewentonwithlifeasifhedidn'tdo

anythingwrong.Susanpushedherhairback.

"Ican'tpromisethatIwillloveherbecausesheisa

constantreminderofmyhusband'scheatingways

butsheisachildsoI'llsee."Tsholofelonodded.

Shdwasokaywiththat.Itwasjustthefirststep.

.

.

.
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*

*
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SusancheckedherwatchasRebantleposedforthe

camera.Ifsomeonetoldhershewouldbea

mommymanagershewouldhaveneverbelieved

them.Notatall.

“Tjat’sawrap.”ThecameramansaidandRebantle

relaxedherbodyasthecamerasstoppedclicking

andshecouldn’tseetheflashesinhereyes.She

lookedathermotherwhogaveherastrainedsmile.

Hermotherwastiredofthis,shecouldtellbutshe

wasthenewhotthinginthemarket.Abeautiful

blackteenagerwhohadthequalitiesthefashion

marketwaslookingfor.Sheworeherfluffywhite

gownthathadhernameembroideredattheback

beforeshewashandedabottleofwater.

“Wearedonenowright?Youhavehomeworktoget

through.”Rebantlegroaned.

“Mom,Iaminvitedtothispartytonight,Ihavetobe

there.”Susantouchedherforehead.

“Weagreedthatonschooldays,noparties,you’re



barely18Reba.Honestly,schoolshouldbea

priority.”Rebantlesighed.Hermodelinggigswere

payingforallthathomeschoolingandallshehad

todowhatshowupforherIGCSEexams,nobig

dealbuthermothermadeeverythingabigdeal.

“Mom,noteveryoneisAlora.”Susansighed.

“Schoolisimportant.Youwon’tbeamodelforever

Reba.”Theymovedfromthegreenscreenasthey

walkedtoherchangingroom.Susanclosedthe

doorandlookedather.

“Wetalkedaboutthis,afewyearsfromnowthere

willbeanotherfaceorbodytheyareafter.”

Rebantleplacedthewaterbottledown.

“Mom,relax.Igotthisundercontrol.”

Susannodded.

“I’mproudofyou.Getdressed,I’llbeinthecar.”

SusanwalkedoutandRebantleslowlyremovedthe

gown.Shegotridoftheclothesshewasmodeling

andthenlookedatherbody.Shegottoofat,she

touchedherthighs.Herbodywasn’tsupposedtobe

likethis,shehasbeenslackingatgymandit



showed.Shesighedandopenedherwardrobeto

getherclothes.Sheworethosesweatsandhoodies

beforeshepickedherphoneandtextedhermodel

friendsthatshewon’tmakeittotheparty.Her

motherwassuchaboresometimesbutsheloved

herallthesame.

***

Alorasatquietlyinherbedroomasshereadher

favouritebook,goingoverherannotations.Her

bedroomdooropenedandsheglaredatthedoor.

“Asimpleknockwouldsufficetobehonest.Iget

tiredofrepeatingthesamethingoverandover

again.”

“CalmdownMsKnowItAll.”Sheshotherbrother

anotherhotglarethathadhimchucklingand

closingthedoorinfear.Thedoorclosedandshe

breathedin.Ah.Peaceandquiet.Shewaswaiting

forSusanormother,whicheveroneofthetwoshe

feltliketoday.Shewasgoingtogowithmother



althoughtheyallknewherpast.Herfamilyknew

shewasanillegitimatechildandherfather’sfamily,

shewishedthosebloodywomenwenttohellsome

daydidn’tstoptoremindherthatsheisan

illegitimatechildthatwasunwantedbythefather

andevenencouragedSusantothrowherouttime

totime.Shehatedthemandcouldunderstandwhy

Susanloathedthemmore.

Shepaused,sheheardthecaroutsideandthegate

slideopen.Hersisterwasbackfromhermodelling

shootalongwithhermother.Carefullysheclosed

herbookandgotup.Shewalkedtoherdeskand

pickeduptheletterfromschool,shewalkedtothe

windowandsawthemgetoutofthecar.She

movedbackandwalkedoutoftheroom.Shehad

notseenBokamosothewholedayandshehad

beengravelyannoyedbyMooketsi.Hewasonlya

yearolderandheactedasifitwassomekindof

feat.Shehatedit.

Whenshegottothelounge,Bokamosowasthere.

Shesawhimhandtheirmotheraletterandshesaw

thejoyonSusan’sfaceasshereadit.Bokamoso



smiledshylyandSusangrinned.

“Ican’tbelievethis.Wow!”SusansawAloraand

smiled.

“Rora,hiwhatdidyougetuptoatschool?”

“Sameold,sameold.”

Susanchuckledandnodded.Ofcourse,itwasthe

sameforAlora.Shewasneverfazedbyanything

reallyandshewonderedifitwasahabitAlora

inheritedfromherlatemother.Susanshookher

head,shewaspastthat.

“BKdidyoutellyoursiblings?”Thethreeyounger

siblingslookedattheirolderbrotherwhorubbed

thebackofhisneckandlookeddown.Hewas

almost20andcouldn’tspeakuptosavehisown

life.

“Uhm,I’mmoving.”Hesaidasamatter-of-fact.

AloraheldherquicktongueasRebantlewaited.She

waspatientwithhimandpatiencewasnotAloraks

strongestvirtue.

“Igotascholarship.”HesaidslowlyandAlorakept



herstraightface,asmilethreateninghersteely

resolvebutshewasn’tlettingit.

“Okay,letmesummarisewhatIreadfromtheletter

then.”Susansaidandtheyalllistened.

‘Basically,beingthebesttennisplayerhis

UniversityhasakaUBhehasasponsorshipto

continuehisdegreeinanyinstitutioninAmerica

exceptofcourseIvyLeagueschools.”Aloranodded,

fairenough.

“CongratulationsBK.”Mooketsisaidandtheothers

followed.AloracarefullylookedatMooketsiwho

hadahugesmileonhisface.Toohuge.Sherarely

smiledandapparentlyshewasalwaysangryso

she’llquietlyobserve.Therewaschatterandshe

quicklycrossedtheroomtogettoSusan.She

handedherthepieceofpaperandSusanlookedat

it.Shereaditandsmiled.

“Wehavetopack.”

“I’lldothat.Idon’twantanyonetouchinganything

inmyroomandruiningtheorder.”Susangavehera

sympatheticlook.Whenwasittooearlytotryand



bookachildintotherapy?

“Anyway,restassuredI’llcomebackinvictory.”She

saidandSusankissedhercheekandAloraresisted

theurgetorubhercheeknotindisgustthough.She

didn’tsmileassheturnedonherheel.

.

.
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SusansignedtheletterandwalkedtoAlora'sroom.

ShefoundAloraonherdesktickingoffwhat

seemedtobelikrato-dolist.Shelookedaroundthe



roomthatnooneshouldn'tdarerearrange.Itwas

scarythatatfiveyearsoldAlroawasfluentandby

sevenshecriedhereyesoutinpanicwhenshe

foundoutsomthingofhershadbeenturned.Even

asshewentthroughthegrades,girlcouldn'teven

studyunlesseverythingwasplacedinacertain

order.Shesighedasshelookedatherfourteenyear

old.

"RoraIsignedtheletter."

"Thankyou."Shesaid.Grateful.Susansmiled.

"Iknowyou'regoingtowin."Alora'slipsliftedin

whatwasalmostasmile.

"Ihaveto."TheMaths&SciencefairwasAlora'sfirst

one.Shehatedthattheydidn'twanthertobeonthe

teamwhenshewasinForm1.Verysexistmoveon

theirpartbecauseshewasagirlandtheythought

ohwell,sheistooyoungandsheisagirl.Her

intellectprovedthemotherwisealongwithher

glaresthateveryonehated.Shedidn'twantanyone

gettingclose.Shefullyfacedhermother.

"ButdoIhavetogocamp?Thecompetitionisheld



inUBandweareadriveawayfromtheschool."She

saidandSusanchuckled.

"Maybeforteambuildingandall."Alorapaused

beforehereyeslandedonherbook.Susanwalked

closer.

"You'restudyingFrench?"SheaskedandAlorawho

hadrecentlystartedaselfstudyinFrenchlookedat

hermother.

"It'sinteresting."Susanwillneverunderstandher

highachievingdaughter.Howdoesonemanage

ninesubjectsandfindtimetoreadclassicliterature

andlearnanewlanguage?Mooketsiwhowasin

Form3atthisverymomentwasbarelyholdingon.

"Isee.Letmenotboreyouokay?"Shenoddedand

Susanwalkedout.Alorastoodupandwaitedtill

theirmotherwasabitfarbeforeshewalkedoutof

herownroom.SheknockedonMooketsi'sbedroom

door.

"Onlyonepersonknocksliketheywanttokill.."

"It'sonlynaturalIwanttokillmybrother,openthe

doorMoks."



"FineMsIKnowItAll."

"Idoknowitall.Wantia."Mooketsiopenedthedoor

andAloracarefullywalkedinsidetheroom.Thebed

wasamessandsheheldherselfrigidlyasshe

lookedaround.Shefistedherhandsonhersidesto

trynottotouchhisstuffandcontrolhis

environment.Sheforcedherselftolookathim.

"Areyouokay?"

"Doingbetterthanever."HesaidandAlorakepta

straightlook.

"Youarenot.YoursmilewastoowidewhenBk

sharedhisexcitingnews."ShesaidandMooketsi

lookedatthosehazeleyesthatwerehis0sister's.

Hecouldtellwhenshewasn'treallyshooting

bulletsintohisskullandwhenshewasconcerned.

"Everyoneisanachieverinthishouse."Mooketsi

saidunderhisbreath.Hismotherhadneverbeen

calledforawardsoranythingonhisbehalf.Allshe

eversawwasaverageCsonhisreportcard.His

olderbrotherwassomesortoftennissuperstar,his

oldersisterahighindemandmodelandyounger



sisterwassuchanerdthatshescoopedallprizes

atschool.

"EveryonehastheirstrongforteMooketsi.Ican't

sayIunderstandbutIsympathisewithyou."

Mooketsiburstoutlaughing.

"YoucansympathiseAlora?"

"Don'tantagoniseme."He'llhavetolookthatword

up.

"AsIsaid,Iunderstandyourpointofview.Mother

lovesusallthesame,sbedoesn'tputanyoneunder

pressureandapparentlyCshireAmaterialstudents

orwhatevergibberishthatsillyauthorwrote."

Mooketsilaughed.

"You'renotdoingagoodjobatcomfortingme

sister."Alorashrugged.Itwasnotherfort.Rebantle

diditbetter.SpeakingofRebantlethedoorburst

openandRebantlelookedatAloraandMooketsi.

"Don'ttellmesheconvincedyoutolethertutor

you."Alora'seyesdartedtoRebantle,herjealousy

sproutingwhensherealisedwhoRebantlewaswith.

TheneighbourboywhowassomewhatReba'sbest



friendandhadsincetookhersister'sattention

whenhemovedinandshestoppedtaggingalong

becauseRebabarelynoticedher.

"Rora,we'regoingtogeticecreamwanttojoin?"

MooketsisawlonginginAlora'seyesathersister's

proposition.AloraandRebawereclosewhichwas

expectedsincetheyweretheonlygirlsandthen

Rebantlehadabestfriendwhentheymovedhere,

theguywhowasalwaysaroundherandtherefor

her,whichexcludedAlora.

"Ofcourse."Alorasaid,hereyesstillassessingher

sister'sbestfriend.

***

Susanscrolledthroughsocialmedia.Checkingout

Rebantle'sofficialTwitteraccounttoregulatethe

tweetsalongwithRebantle'sFacebookaccount.

Heryoungestdidnothavesocialmediaunlessthey

disobeyedherwhichwasunlikely.Aloraloathed

cheatingandsheloveddoingthingsbythebookso



shewassure.ShesawRebantle'stweetabout

icecreamwithherbestfriendandsister.Shesmiled

asshelikedthetweetandpassed.Shewentto

Bokamoso'saccountsandscrolleddown.She

pausedandthoughtfullylookedathispictures.He

wassociallyawkwardsoshehadquestionstoask

him.Withoutmakinghimfeelawkward.Justasshe

gotup,herphonerangandshelookedatthe

unknownnumber.Whatifitwasanagencyora

clothingbrandwantingRebantle?Sheanswered.

"Hello.."

"Susanhi."Herbloodrancold.

.
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Sheslowlysatdown.

"HiSusan,areyouthere?"

"Whatdoyoywant?"Susansaidasherfreehand

creptuptoherneck.

"I'myoursister."

"Sistersdon'thurteachotherKatalina."

"Sistersforgiveeachother."

"Didyouthinkwe'dbefine?Istillhavescarsonmy

backfromyourknifesodon'tthinkit'sinthepast.

Thesekindofwoundslastandtheylast.Iwillnever

forgiveyouKatalina."

"Foroveryears?WearestillbloodsistersSusan,I

saidsorry."

"Timecanhealbutthiswon'theal.No."

"Iloveyou,you'remysister."



"Thenifthatisyourdefinitionoflovethenblood

runscoldheysister."Susansaidthewordsisterin

awaythathurtLina'sheart.

"Pleasedon'tcallagainanddon'ttrytogotomy

children'sschools.Whenitcomestothem,Iwill

mostdefinitelykillyousister."Susansaidandhung

up.Everyonereallyhadalimitandshehadreached

herswhenitcametoKatalina.Shehadcadually

ignoredalltheredflagsturningthemwhite.Atfirst

shecriedherselftosleepwonderingifshemade

therightdecisiontocutheroff,shebeggedand

Linadidn'twanttolisten,insteadshehurtherso

much.Sodamnmuchandshewasgladthekids

weretooyoungtounderstand.Shehadtoprotect

herpeaceandenergy.Sheclosedhereyes.Shehad

toforcedeepbreathesbeforeshegotupand

headedtoherson'sbedroom.

ShefoundBokamosoonhislaptopresearching

Universitiesabroad.Shesmiledandheliftedhis

headtolookathismother.Hewassucha

handsomeboyinallhissixfeettallness.Helooked

likehisfathereachandeveryday.Apainful



reminderofthemanshelosttooearlydespitehis

flaws.

"Hey,Ihaveaquestion."

"Okay."Hesaidandlookedather.

"Areyoustillavirgin?"Sheaskedandshewatched

himbreathheavily.

"Notthatyoushouldn'tbeBK,justaskingjustso.."

"Istillam."Hereyesdidn'twideninsurprise.

"Isuspected."Hechuckleduneasily.

"Ican'ttalktogirlstosavemylife."

"Areyouperhapsuhm…"shedidn'tknowhowtoput

itwhenhesmiled.Manheroldestwasso

handsomewhenhesmiled.

"IfIwas,Iwouldbehavingamalefriendand

disguisinghimasmybestfriend.I'mnotgay

mother."Hepickedhispenandtappeditonthe

tablesurface.

"Okay.Notthatit'swrongaswell,I'llloveyouthe

same."



"Iknow."

"WasthatasubatRebantle?"Hetappedhispen

louder.

"Idon'tbuythatbestfriendactmother."

"Anyway,you'restillavirgin.Idon'tknowifIshould

berelievedorscared."

"Ithinkrelievedthatthegirlsdon'tthrow

themselvesatyourson."

"Yes.That.Mmewabatshababanyana?"(you're

scaredofgirls?)

"Very.LivingwithAloraisjust.."hechuckledand

shesmiled.

"Sheislikeasharkandisn'tscaredtogoaftershe

wants,Iadmirethatqualityinherandyetsheis

closedoff.Ican'tunderstandmysister."

"Noonedoes."

"AndIamgladnoonecrossesthatlittleballoffire."

Susanlaughed.

"Otlabonagonnapinkabodulogaaboare'Ifindit



awasteofmyprecioustimetoarguewithpeople

whosimplywon'tunderstandme.'Andshewalks

awaykapuff'nyanaorwithherhairinherface."

Theylaughed.Yep.ThatwasAloraandtheyloved

heranywayandshelovedthemtoo.Inherweird

way.

"Speakingofherhair,Ihavetohelpherundoitin

preparationforhertrip."

"Maths&Sciencefair?"

"Yes.Weshouldgowatchher."

"Ithinkthatwillbeokay.Ihavenothingtodosince

schoolisclosed,justhavetosortthatswitching

Universitiesthing."

"Bathongyou'regoingabroad?Youhavenoidea

howproudIamofyou."Shehuggedhersonandhe

huggedherback.

"Thanks.Iwassurprisedbytheofferaswell."

Susansmiled.Herlittlenestwasnowgoingtobe

empty.RebantlehadherIGCSEexamsinafew

monthsandshewasgoingtogotoUniversity.Then



shewouldbeleftwithtwochildren.Itwasgoingto

getlonelyoncetheyleaveaswell.Whydidn'tshe

remarry?Oratleasthaveanotherbaby?Itwastoo

latenow.

"Byenow.You'reondinnerduty."

"Sure."Hesaidandturnedtohislaptopasshe

walkedout.

***

Inthecaronthewaytoicecream,Aloraquietly

observedhersisterwithHades.Whywasheeven

namedafteragreekgod?Sheunderstood,hewas

evil.

"Rebantleyoursisterhastakenherclawsout."He

saidandRebachuckledasshelookedathersister.

"Hades,sheisachildandwhatclaws?"

"Figurativelyspeaking."Hesaidasheparkedhis

carinRiverwalk.Aloracouldn'tunderstandhowthat

oneboywhentheymovedbacktherecouldhaveall



ofhersister'sattentiontothepointthatshecoukd

forgetherorstopdoingthoseactivitieswithher.

Alorausedtogoforicecreamwithhersisterwith

hermotherdrivingthemaroundandRebantletrying

tobaptiseAloraintoherstyleofclothing.The

skinnyjeansandhoodieswithsweats.She

breathedout.Hadesoustedherinhersister'slife.

Thatmadehersadbutofcourseshewasnotgoing

totellRebantle.Rebantlewassweetandshe

thoughtshewasbalancingitallout.Hadesand

Rebantlegotoutofthecar.Sheundidherseatbelt

andheldherphoneinherhandasshegotoutofthe

car.Hadeslockedthedoorandshefollowedthem

behind.Shekeptquiet.Theygottotheicecream

shopandRebantlesmiledathimashechuckled.

"Yourfavouritevanillaswirldippedincaramel?"He

askedandshenoddedbeforehelookedattheshort

demonbehindthem.

"WhichicecreamAlora?"Shesighed.

"Vanillaisokay."Shesatonthechairsandlooked

athowHadespushedRebantle'sbraidsbackand

sheblushed.Rebantlemovedcloserandlookedat



Hades.

"I-Ihavetotellyousomething."ShesaidandHades

nodded.Shewasserious.Hisbestfriend.Didshe

knowhelovedher?Ofcourseshedidbutitwasnot

thewayhewantedbuthewasgoingtotakethat.

Rebantlesteppedbackandgiggledbeforeshe

lookedatAlora.

"Areyouokaybabysister?"

Aloralookedgrimandgaveherathumbsupbefore

shemadethemathumbsdown.

"Aloracareful,youdon'twanttoclawyourowneyes

out."

Alorarolledhereyes.

"Notgoingtodignifyyouwitharesponse."

"Youjustdid."Shecrossedherlegs.

***

Katalinalookedattheceiling.Itwassolonely.



Wasn'tSusantheonewhowassupposedtobe

forgiving?Sheforgaveherdeadhusbandfor

fatheringAlorasowhycouldn'tshebeforgiven?

Shetouchedherflatstomach.Nochildinsight.

Thislifewassolonely.Tearsfilledhereyesasshe

turnedtohersideandcurledherselfintoaballas

shecried.

.
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Alorawatchedasshelickedhericecream,Hades

laughingatsomethingRebantlesaideventhoughit



wasn’tfunny.Shelookedathericecreambathing

herlowerlipinfrustrationbutnotsayinganything.

HadeslookedatAlorathenbackatRebantle.Alora

wasawfullyquiet,heknewhebickeredbackand

forthwithAlora.Ithasalwaysbeenlikethatforover

5yearsofknowingthemandbeingRebantle’sbest

friend.Twentyminutes,Hadesdecidedthatthey

shouldleave.Alorafollowedthemtothedooras

RebantlepushedHadestothesidewiththewidest

grinonherfaceandAlorareleasedasighasshe

lookeddown.Theygotinsidethecarandshe

buckledupbeforeshestaredoutthewindowwitha

quietresolve.

***

Susanheldthephoneasshetalkedtohermother.

“Mother,Idon’tcare.IwillneverforgiveKatalinafor

whatshehasbeendoing.Justbecauseshehad

moneyshefeltitokaytodowhatshedid?”

“Linaisyoung,shelearnsfromhermistakes.”



Susanrolledhereyes.

“Nna?Neverkemoitshwarelanna.”MaSusan

sighed.

“It’sinthepast.”Susanchuckled.

“Allthatembarrassmentisinthepast?Myfamily’s

dirtylaundryisknownbyeveryone,hellAlorawas

tooyoungbutshedidn’tdeservetheshamejust

becausekegannekaene.Katalinawasn’ttheone

marriedtoMoremisoshehasnorightoverAlora

andsinceAlorawasmyhusband’schild,legallyI

canbehercustodian.NnatotaKatalinagakakea

bolellanewspapersmybusinessandthosestunts

shepulledtryingtokidnapAlora?Iamdisgusted

andwillneverforgiveherforputtingmyfamilyin

jeopardy,kesoneapallwakegonnalengwana.O

nnetseboloi.”(that’swhyshecan’thaveachild,she

isawitch)

MaSusansighed.

“That’snotnice.”

“Istoppedtryingtobeniceforeveryonebecause

thenpeoplestartdoingastheyplease,Iwillnever



forgiveKatalinaandshebettermoveonwithherlife.

Idon’twanttoassociatewithher.Atall.Mylifeis

peacefulwithoutherandmytoxicin-laws.”

“Okay.EnoughaboutKatalina.Howarethekids?”

Susansatonthebedwithasmile.

“Doingsogood.IhopewhatItellyouwon’tbe

relayedtoKatalina.”

“Aongwanaka…”

“Ijustdon’twanthertoknowanythingaboutmy

life.”

“Iwouldneverbetrayyourtrustlikethat,I’manold

womanandIhavenotimeforgossips.”

“Iguessyou’reright.BKgotasponsorshiptostudy

abroadmma.MychildwillbewiththeAmericans

kwa!Iamsohappy,Rebaisdoingwellwithher

modellingandIamgladIreallylistenedtoherwhen

shewantedtomodelwhenshewasachild,sheis

wantedleftrightcentreandIhaven’ttoldheryetbut

thereisafashionshowbythisdesignerinParis,he

likedherwalksandallonthenet,hewantedherto



modelforParisfashionweek.I’mstilltryingtosee

ifitcanwork.Aloraobviouslyisthehousegenius,

hersiblingscallherashark.Howearlyisittowant

tobooksomeoneintotherapy?Alorahasanger

issues.Theyaresoevident,nochildcanlookso

readyforwareverydayandreallyscarepeople

away.”

“Idon’tknowngwanaka,inourtimestherewasno

suchthingastherapy.Maybesheisjustlikethat,

wedidn’tknowhermothersomaybesheinherited

hermother’straitsandyouareworryingover

nothing.”

“Probablyhey.Maybeshewillgetbetterintime.”

Susanwentontoupdatehermotheronherlife

whileoutside,Hade’scarparkedandAlorawasthe

firsttogetoutofthecarleavingRebantleand

Hadesinside.

Theybothwatchedherpresstheintercomandthe

gateslightlyopen.Rebantleleanedbackandlooked

atHades,shewasrealllynervousaboutwhatshe

hadtotellhimbutifsheatleasttellsoneperson



whowon’tjudgeheritwillbebetter.

“Yousaidyouhadsomethingtotellme.”

“Well,Iwasjusttryingitout,lastweek.”

Hadesgaveheralook.Hewasayearandafew

monthsolderthanherbuthewasthebestfriend

anygirlcouldwishfor.

“Tryingwhatout?”

Shelookedatherbarenailsthebreathedout.

“Iwasataparty,withtheothermodelslastweek.

Therewa-“shebreathedout.

“Therewasalotofstuffan-“hekepthiseyesonher.

“I-Iwascurious.I’mnotaddictedoranythingHades,

Iswear.Itwasju-“shelickedherlips,lickingher

strawberryflavouredlipglossaswellasshelooked

athim.Hewastheonepersonwhowasnevergoing

tojudgeheratall.

“Therewasheroin,weedandcocaine.Wellthose

arethedrugsIidentified,theotherswerekindof

newtome.”Hades’jawtickedashelookedather

andRebantlelookedathissquaresetjawand



sighed.

“Itwasaonceoffthing,Iswear,Itriedheroin.I

don’tknowwheretheygotitbutitwasthere.”

“YoutakedrugsnowReba?”

“Idon’ttakedrugs.IwasexperimentingandIdon’t

wantyoutojudgeme.IfIwassomekindofdrug

junkieIwouldnothavetoldyouakere?”Shesaid

andhiseyesweredeadsetonher.

“Itwasanexperiment.Sameaspeople

experimentingwithalcoholandnoonesays

anything.I’mokay.I’maliveandnothinghappened.”

“Doesyourmotherknow?”Heaskedandsheshook

herhead.Her,otherwouldconfiscateherstuff,of

courseshedidn’tknow.

“Itoldyouthisinconfidenceasmybestfriendand

youhavetokeepittoyourself.You’retheonly

personwhowon’tjudgemeoranythingandIwould

nevertrythatagain.”Shesaidandbreathedout.

MinutespassedandwithaheavybreathHades

nodded.



“Promiseme.”

“IpromiseHades,itwillneverhappen.Iswearon

mydad’sgrave.”Hegaveherhispinkyandshe

smiledgivinghimhers.

“Pinkyswear.”

Theygrinnedandhemessedupherhairbeforehe

kissedherhairandforehead.

“Idon’twantyoutoriskwithyourlifelikethat

again.”

“IwouldneverdothatHades.”Shesaidandhe

smiled.Sheopenedthedoorandgotoutofthecar.

Insidethehouse,Aloracarefullyclimbedthechair

toreachthesuitcasethatwaslockedandontopof

herwardrobe.Hermothersaidshedidn’tknow

whatwasinsideorthepassword.Itlookedsoold

anddusty.Sherecoiledatthedustthatwasonher

handsandbreathedinandoutasitstainedher

whiteshirtthatwascarefullytuckedinherblack

skirt.Fora14yearoldshewashappywithherstyle



ofclothing,hopefullyitwouldbeevolvetob

somethingmoreserious.Shepickedherclothesas

ifitwasherarmouranditmadeherfeelincontrol

ofherlifeinaway.Sheheldthesuitcaseagainst

herchestandshewantedtogetcleanfastbutshe

alsowantedtoopenthesuitcase.Shecarefullygot

downfromthechairandsheplacedthesuitcaseon

thefloor.Sheclappedherhandstogetridofthe

dustandsherushedtothebathroomtogetclean.

Shequicklylockedthedoorandstrippedofhershirt

andwashedherhandsthoroughlywiththesoap

beforeshelookedatherreflectioninthemirror.Her

handspinkformthatexcessivescrubbing.She

pickedthetowelontherackandshesighedleaning

againstthewall.Deepbreathstocalmdown.She

wasclean.Itwasjustalittlebitofdust,shetook

herwordsbackwhenshelookedathershirt,okaya

lotofdust.Whenshewasokay,shegotoutofthe

bathroomwiththetowelwrappedoverherupper

bodyandholdinghershirtaswell.Shedidn’tthink

shewassevergoingtowearthatshirteveragain.

Sheusedittowipethesuitcasesoshecantryto

thinkofthecode.Onceshewasassureditwas



cleanenoughtobetouched,shewalkedtoherdesk

tofindapieceofpapertobeabletotryandwrite

downpossiblecodecombinations.Firstonethat

cametomindwasherbirthday,inallit’snumbers.

Maybeitwasjumbledup.Shewroteallthepossible

waysherbirthdaycouldbewrittentomakethethe

code.Shecrouchedinfrontofthesuitcaseandshe

triedallthecombinations.Theydidn’topenthe

suitcase.Shelookedatthelastonethatwasn’t

jottedoff.Shetriedthatoneandsheheardtheclick

andhereyeswidenedassheopenedthesuitcase.

Bingo!Timetofindoutwhat’sasinthisthingthat

hasbeeninherroomforyears.

.

.

.

*

*

*
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Breathingin,shelookedatthepapersinside.Some

onbrownenvelopesandsomeincolourful

envelopes.Herdaintyhandsreachedouttotouch

thebigbrownenvelopethatstoodout.Shelooked

atit,itwaswrittenhernamebutnotwhereitwas

from.Sheopeneditandhereyesnearlypoppedout

oftheirsockets.AWill,noratheracopyofaWill.

ShequicklyskimmedthecontentsoftheWillwitha

poundingheart.Shewassuddenlyhalfamillion

richer.Hermother?Shedidallthis?Forherandher

stepmotherneveropenedthissuitcaseorhadit

destroyed?Okaygoodwomenexistedeventhough

shewasevidenceofherhusband'scheating.Itwas

commonknowledgeanditdidn'tmatterwhether

shewasworkeduponthefactornot.Itwasafact

shecouldn'tchange.SheputthecopyoftheWill

insidetheenvelopeandpickedupanothercolourful

enevelope.Sheopeneditandherhandstracedthe

handwriting.



"DearAloraMoremi

HidearLora,I'msurebythetimeyoureadthisyou

wouldbeyearsolder.Iwrotethiswhenyouwere

justafewmonthsoldandIstartedtogetsickoutof

nowhere.Ijustwantyoutoknowyourmotherloves

you.I'myourmotherandregardlessofyour

conceptionyouwerealwaystheonlystarinmysky,

ifyou'resmartlikemommyyouwouldhavefigured

outthatyournamehastwomeanings."Alora

shrugged.Sheknewandshepreferredthe

Setswanameaningofthename.Ofcourseshe

knewGodexistedandwastherebutinawayit

soundedfictioussoshewouldratherbelieveinfate

ortheuniverseworkingtoheradvantagewhichat

thismomentitreallywas.Shecontinuedtoreadthe

letterandwhenshewasdone,shepickedup

picturesfromthesuitcase.Damn!Shedidn'tsay

thatoutloudright,shehopednot.

Shelookedlikeherbiologicalmotherwellexceptfor

afewfeaturesthatSusanwasabletosayshegot

fromherfather.Oneshehasfewmemoriesofbut



couldrememberhimvaguely.Hewasneverreally

involvedandinsteaddumpedheratauntTsholo's

place,MayHerPreciousSoulRestInPeace.She

putdowneverything.Therewaseverythingshe

needed,fromthelawyer'scontacts.Shedoubted

thelawyerwasstillalivebutshewasstillaminor

andshecouldn'tgetathingtillshewas18.

Basicallyshewasalmostamillionaire,almost.She

closedthesuitcaseandstraightenedup.Toseeif

thelawyerwasstillalivesheneededtohaveSusan

findout.Shewalkedoutoftheroomandbumped

intoRebantle.

"Youwereawfullyquiet,what'swrong?"Alora

thoughtfullylookedathersister.Rebawastoo

sweetandwouldreallyfeelbad.

"Nothing."ShepassedhersisterandRebafeltbad

thatAloraclosedoffonher.Wasitsomethingshe

did?OrsheforgotanimportantdateinAlora'slife?

Sheaskedherself.Shecouldn'tquitefigureout

whatshedidsoshejustheadedtoherbedroomto

tryandattemptherhomework.Ifitfails,thenHades

canhelp.Shesmiled.



AlorafoundSusaninthekitchenwithBKandshe

walkedstraighttoher.

"Thereissomethingyoushouldknow."Susan

frownedandBkstoppedstirringthepots.

"BkIdidn'tsayyoushouldstop.Pleasecontinue,

I'mfamishedalready."

"Youhaveatowelaroundyourshouldersandyour

armsarered."

"Oh."Sheputherarmsbehindherbackandkepther

stance.

"Aloraletmesee."Susantriedtotakeherhandbut

shesteppedback.

"It'snothing.Wehavebiggerproblems."

"We?Countmeout."Bksaidandsheglaredbefore

hechuckledandmindedhisownbusiness.

"JustmeandmotherBK.Iwon'tinvolveyouinmy

elaborateschemetodestroymenyouincluded."

Susanchuckled.

"Whatisit?"



"Iopenedthesuitcase."Susanaudiblugaspedand

Alorafeltasenseofaccomplishment.Shewas

smart,sheknewthatherIQwashigherthanmost

humansandshepridedherselfwithit.

"How?"

"Probabilityworkedinmyfavour."

"Howaboutfate?"

"Okayandthat.Nowthereissomethingthatneeds

anadultandyou'retheadult."

"YouowemeRora."

"Iknow."ShealmostsmiledasshelookedatSusan.

"Followmeandyou'llseewhatwehaveonour

hands."

"Surelittlemissy.Leadtheway."

SusangotoffthehighchairandfollowedAlora.

"Mother?"

"Hmm?"

"Mooketsineedsreassurance."Susanfrowned.



"Iamnottheworld'sbestcomforterbuthethinks

justbecausehedoesn'thaveatalentorinhisown

wordsis'average'hefeelsleftout.NaturallyIwould

havereallyassuredhimbutfeelingslikethatare

notmystrongestpoint."

"Whyisthat?Whycan'tyousmileliketheother

kids?"

"I'mmeandtheyaremediocre.Mother,noonetruly

deservesme."

"OratadiloAlora."(Youlikethings)

ShechuckledandSusansmiled.

"Youjustchuckled."

"Iknow."Theywalkedintoherroomandshelooked

attheopensuitcase.AloracrouchedtopicktheWill.

"Readthisandmaybecontactthelawyer."Alora

saidandSusanquicklyscannedthedocument,her

jawdroppingattheassetsthatwereinAlora's

nameandeverythingthatwashers.Alorawasa

richgirlbasicallyandshewasactingasifthiswas

nothing.



"You'rerich."Alorakeptacomplacentface.

"It'sbeenyearsandIdoubtthehouseisingood

conditionwithoutanymaintenance,thwtrustfund

obviouslyistherebutrhemoneymightbedepleted

byfixingtheproperties.MeaningI'mnotthatrich."

"I'llhavealawyerlookintothisandgetbacktoyou.

I'llinvolveyoueverystepoftheway."

"Thanks.It'sokaynow,youcanleavemyroom."

"Butareyousureyou'reokay?"

"Perfectlyhealthyandinagoodconditiontoanswer

anytriviainmysleep."

"Wearat-shirtandI'lldoyourhair."

"Iamnotriskingyouburningmewiththerelaxer

again."SusanlaughedandAlora'slipsliftedinwhat

couldbeasmile.

"I'llwashitandblowdryitbeforestraighteningit

thewayyoulikesoyoucanstyleitinthatboring

wayyoulike."

"It'snotboring.It'ssafe.I'llbethere."Susanstolea

kissandkissedAlora'scheekbeforeshewalkedout



andAloratouchedhercheek.Sherubbeditwitha

ghostsmileonherlipsandwalkedtothebathroom

towashherhands.

Anhourlater,AlorawasinbetweenSusan'slegsas

sheundidhercornrowsandMooketsiwasmaking

jokesasRebantlesnackedonsomethingwhile

therewaslaughterandchatterinthehouse.

"AlorabehavesasifsheisShakespeare."Alora

rolledhereyes.

"I'mintheroom."

"WeknowMsKnowItAll."

"Alorausesbigwordsthatrequireadictionaryall

thetime."

"Iwasspellingbeechampionfortwoyearsina

row."

"BathongwenaRorathemanwhomarriedyouotla

tshwaraganalebothata."Alorapaused,tryingtonot

thinkaboutthepartherbiologicalmother

mentionedmenorevenmarriage.



"Men?Me?"

"Doyouloveus?"Mooketsiaskedandsheliftedher

eyestowardshiminaboredmannerbeforeSusan

madeherlookdown.

"Ofcourse,Iloveallofyou."

"Inaveryweirdway."

"Yes.Butit'sloveregardless."

Theyallsmiledandshelookedatherfeetasher

hairwasbeingpulledandstretched.Shewasso

volatilebutshedideverythingwithunbridled

passion.

.

.

.

*

*

*

AFEWDAYSLATER



[06/02,19:36] :REBORN

23

AttheUniversityofBotswana,theMaths&Science

Faircompetitorsfromdifferentinstitutionsarrived

andAloraheldherbagasBKpulledtwoofher

suitcases.Theyallknewwhyshecarriedalotof

stuff.Thegirltookhourstogetreadyandshewas

onlyfourteenforcryingoutloud.Theywerewalking

intothegirls'dormswhereshewasgoingtobe

stayingfortheweektheyarehere.Shewas

fortunateenoughtobetheonlygirlintheirschool

teamsoshewasn'tsharingwithanyonewhich

cameasarelieftoher.Shedidn'tlikesharingher

personalspacewithanyone.Theminuteshegot

insidetheroom,sherushedtothewindowstoopen

themandpullthecurtainsback.

"I'llcleanthisroomafterseeingyouguysaway.

Thankyou."Shesaidtoherbrotherwholooked

around.



"Tomorrowyou'recompeting?"

"Yes."

"We'llbethere."Shegavehimaquickhugthen

steppedback.

"Thankyou.I'mfinenow."

"Bye."

"Bye."Bkwalkedawayandsheclosedthedoorthen

lookedaroundtheroom.Timetocleanbeforeshe

couldevensetherstuffthenshetakesashower

beforesheexploresaround.Itwasnoteven

lunchtime.

***

SusanwatchedthelawyerashereadtheWill.The

lawyerleanedbackandlookedatSusan.

"IdrewupthisWill."Shenodded.Shehadtriedto

tracethelawfirmandaskedaroundbeforeshewas

directedtothisgentleman.



"Soyou'resayingAloraisinyourcustody?"He

askedagain.Abitscepticalaboutthiswoman

bringingupaWillhedrewupyearsago.

"Yesandsheaskedmetohelpher.Ihonestlydo

notwantanypartofherinheritanceifthat'swhat

you'rescaredof."Shesaidandhelookedatherlips

asshespoke.Thatmanwassuchabastardfor

cheatingonher,hecouldn'tsayEmilywasn't

beautiful,shewasbutthisonehere?Shewasthe

definitionofanAfricangoddess.

"Areyoulistening?"Susansnappedherfingersand

thelawyersnappedoutofit.

"Ahyes."

"Youdon'tlooklikeyouwere.WillyouhelpRora

accesshertrustfundwhensheis18andallher

properties?Sheisonly14rightnowsowillthatbe

possible?"

"Yes.Shesoundslikeasmartgirl."Susansmiled.

"Sheis.ThankyousomuchforyourhelpandIam

gladwewereabletocontactyouevenifit'saftera

decade."HenoddedandSusanpushedherchair



back.Herblackrelaxedhairtiedintoaponytail,

makinghereyespopandthatforeheadshinelike

thebrightestdiamond,facebareofanymakeupand

lipsmoisturisedbysomevaselinetokeepthem

shinyandhydrated.Simpleyetsobeautiful.

"ThankyouMrKokole.."

"YoucancallmeThabiso."Hesmiledandshe

smiledback.

"WellthankyouThabiso."

"I'llkeepintouch."

Shenoddedandwalkedout,closingthedooronher

wayout.Twominutesdidnotpasswhentherewas

adoorknock.

"Comein."Susanwalkedinandlookedathim.

"IforgotthecopyoftheWill."Shesaidandhe

lookedatitinhishands.Hehandedittoher,

lookingatherandsheavoidedhisgaze.

"Youdidn'tgetmynumber."Hesaidandshe

noddedslowly.Shetookoutherphoneandwaited

forhimtosayouthisnumber.



"Letmegetyoursrather."Nowtheatmospherewas

awkward.Shegavehimhernumberandquickled

walkedoutwhileThabisorubbedhisjaw

***

Alorawasfinallysatisfiedwithherroom.She

tuckedinherplaidshirtintoherblackpleatedskirt

andsheworeherblackballerinapumps.Shemade

sureherhairwaspartedinthemiddlejusttheway

sheusuallydid.Sheheldher'Guidetolearning

French'bookwhichhadapencilinbetweenonthe

pageshewason.Shewouldbeabletohavelunch

withtheothersatthecafeteria.Shejustneededa

benchandtositoninperfectpeace.

Shewalkedoutoftheroomthentheblockshewas

in.Therewasalotofmovement,theofficial

welcomingceremonywaslatertonightandthe

competitorswerealreadyexcited.Oneofher

teammatesrantoherdirectionandshelookedup

athim.Hesteppedbackabit,thiskid'slookscould



kill.

"Didyousettleinwell?"

"Yes."Helookedatthebookshewasholding.He

hadbeendoingmathequationsandreadingBiology

whileshewasstudyingFrench?

"Shouldn'tyoubestudyingchemicalformulas?We

areincompetitionandtheFrenchwon'thelpwith

thequiz."Alorawantedtorollhereyes.Shedidsoa

fewsecondslater.

"Youneedthestudyingmorethanme."Shesaid

simplybeforeshewalkedaway.Notevenminding

thatherteammateswereagradeabovehers.She

walkedforover5minutestillshefoundaquietspot

andsheopenedhertextbook,pickingherpenciland

puttingitbehindherear.Twentyminuteslater,she

hadbeenlostinherselfstudyanddidn'tnotice

beingwatched.Literally.Wasthisthemoment

whenherlifewouldirrevocablychangeorwasfate

justgoodatmakingthingshappenattherighttime?

.

.



.

*

*

*
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IttookAloraminutestogetoutofherownlittle

worldandcomebacktoreality.Shecouldsense

anotherhumanbeingnearbyanditdidn’tmakeher

happy.Sheliftedherheadandsawaboy,welltaller

thanmostboyssheknew.Hishairshortandhis

handsinhisblackslacks.Hedidn’tlookbothered.

Sheshiftedinherseatandliftedherheadhighlike

sheNormadid.Hispresence,whoeverhewas

shouldnotmakehercower.ShewasAloraMoremi

forcryingoutloud,nothingfazedher.Theboy’s

lightbrowneyesmovedtothebookshewas

readingandhislipsnearlyliftedintoasmile.He



removedhishandsfromhispocketashelookedat

thegirl.Therehasn’tbeenanyfemaleforthepast

fewyearsatthesecompetitionssoitwasararityto

seeagirlwithbrains.Andlookstoo.Hegaveher

that.

“Whoeveryouare,speaknoworforeverholdyour

peace.”Alorasaidannoyed.

“Êtes-vousunexpertenlangagefrançais?”(Areyou

fluentinFrench?)

Alorapausedashermindgraspedthatsentence,

shelookedatthebookandshehatedtoadmit

failurethatshewasjustabeginner.Shewentpink,

becauseshewasangrywithherselfforlacking.She

vowedtomasterthelanguageinafewmonths

insteadoftheintendedyearshehadinitiallysaid

shewillmasterthatlanguage.

“non”(no)sherepliedbackwithiceinhervoiceand

insteadoftheboywhowasgettingonherlast

nervesleaving,hesmiled.Acockysmile.

“Isee.Ihopetoseeyouaroundsoon.”Alorarolled

hereyes.



“Inyourdreams.”Hepausedandhisgazewashed

overherbeforehewaslookingathereyes.

“WhywouldI?”

Sheshrugged.

“Seeyou.”Hewalkedoutandshelookedather

book.Herconcentrationgone.Sheclosedherbook

andchewedonherbottomlipbeforeshestopped

andcheckedherpocketsthenrememberedthatshe

wasn’twearingablazerandherlipglosswasinthe

room.Shebettereatbeforesheretreatsforherown

sanity.Thatboy’scalmunsettledthefirethatwas

herandshehatedbeingunsettled.Sheclosedthe

bookandstoodup.

Austinwalkedawayfromthegirlandhesmiled,he

hadmasteredtheartofhisownemotions,never

lettingpeopleseeanythingexceptwhathewanted

themtosee.Heslidhishandsinhispocketsashe

walkedpeacefullytowherehewassupposedtoget

food.Hewashereasifeverythingwasnormal.He

couldn’tbecontrolledbyhisemotions,heknew



better.Hepausedthinkingabouthisconditionand

whetherheshouldtaketheAdderallbutheswore

offthedrugsincehissessionsat14,hewantedto

succeedonhisownmeritandhedidn’tfucking

needittoboosthim.Hewasbetterthanthat.He

arrivedatthecafeteriaandfoundhisschoolmates

whowerehisteammatesbythetableswithachess

boardsetout.Hiscalculativegazelandedonthe

piecesandheanalyzedtheoutcomeofthegame.

Theylookedathim,hisquietdominancefillingthe

room.Hehadtogrowupatatenderageandhis

motherwasmoreofaguardianthanamother.One

whotaughthimcomplexmathandbusinessatthe

tenderageoffucking10andwhichpsychopathdid

that?WellCelineMathewsdidandshehadalready

bredagenius,onewhoknewhisfuturealready.It

wasplannedoutclearlyandhewasgoingwiththe

carefullyplannedfuture,theblueprintclear.

“Austin,whatdoyouthink?”Asmilegracedhispink

lipsashepulledbackachairandsatonit,heundid

twoofhisshirtbuttons.

“What’sinitforme?”Heasked.Heneverdid



anythingjustforthefun,everyactionhadtohavea

priceorsomesortofrewardforhimtowastehis

brainpower.Theguywiththeglassesliftedhis

headtolookathimandAustinbrazenlywinked

beforehelookedatthechesspieces.Thequeen

wasinplainsightandtherook?Utterlyuseless

lookingatthepieces.

“It’snotfairtoaskAustin,obviouslyyou’regoingto

winbecausewellheisAustin.”

“Noonehassurpassedhim.”Justthatmoment

Alorawalkedinsidethecafeteriaandraisedawell

trimmedeyebrow,shehadhermothertothankfor

that.

“Isheagod?”TheboyssnickeredandAustin

watchedherwithfelinecuriosity.

“Littlegirlyou’llswallowyourwords.”Theguywith

glassessaidandAustinkepthiseyesonher.

“Ichallengeyoutoagameofchess.”Austinplaced

hishandsonhischin.

“Thestakes?”Alorabreathedout.Shemightaswell

bebreathingoutfire.Shenevertoldhimhername



andshetrustedherself.

“Myname.”Austinknewthatitwouldbeeasytoget

hernamebutshewasinterestingandsoheagreed.

“Yournameitis.”Thegroupofboyslookedateach

otherandsomeofAlora’steammatesaswellas

otherstudentsfromotherschoolsgatheredaround.

Theylookedatherwearily.Shewasplayingagainst

AustinMathews.Didsheknowthat?

Thechessboardwassetandheturnedhischairto

sitproperly.

“Ladiesfirst.”Hesaid.Alorahasn’tknownhimfora

meretwentyminutesandhisegowasinfuriating.

Shewantedtopopitwithaballoon.Austinreadher,

wellherangerandhowitturnedherpink.

“No,it’sbestifyoustart,afterallit’sthemost

honourablethingtodoforsomeonewhoisaboutto

lose.”

Someone’sjawdropped.

“Shedidn’t.”Sheturnedherheadwithaglareand

thepersonshutup.Hegaveacockygrinthatshe



wantedtowipeoffhisface.Oneofthereasonsshe

hatedboysandwouldcastratethemgivenachance

exceptherbrothersofcourse.

.

.

.

*

*

*

Iambehindschedule.Solet’sgetthismarathon

started.I’llupdateeverytwohoursgiventhatthe

inserthasover3klikesand20shares.Solet’sget

started.Goodafternoonfamily.
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Atthecafeteriaeveryone'seyeswereonthem.



Aloraletoutagutturalmoan.Shewasfrustrated

andhewasprolongingthegame.Austinswiftly

movedhisqueen.

"Checkmate."Aloralookedatthechessboard.There

werenopossiblemoves,shewouldhavelongwon

ifhedidn'tprolongthegamewithsomereallt

uselessmoves.Shehadsuspectedithadbeena

tactic.Sheliftedhereyestohimandshesawhis

composedface.Someonebaskinginthejoysof

beatingherfairandsquareinchess.Sheneverlost

atchessandshelikeddoingthingsright.She

swallowedherprideandnodded.Acceptingthe

defeat.ShewasalreadypinkandAustinkepthis

cooleyesonher.

"Alora."Shesaidandhenodded.Austinknewhe

justwantedhernameandprolongedthegameto

lookather,hermoveshadbeenpreciseand

accurate.Hecouldtellshewassmart,heliked

intellect.Tobeabletohavesomeonewiththesame

thinkibgcapacityashim.

"AloraMoremi."Shesaidunderherbreathandhe

nodded.



"PleasuretomeetyouAlora."Herpulsespedupbut

itdidn'tshowonherfeaturesasshecockedher

headtotheside

"Ican'tsaythesameaboutyou.."

"Austin."HesaidhisnameandAlora'sshoetapped

thefloorlightly.SoitwastheeAustineveryone

usedtotalkabout?Sheexpectedsomeonemuch

morenerdyifshecansaythat.Notgoodlooking

boywithanegobigenoughtoinflateanairballoon

andcertainlynotaboywithagrinthatmightaswell

beaddictive.Shewasn'tgoingtotellhimthisof

course.Shepushedherchairbackandstoodup

withprideasshewalkedoutofthecafeteria.Austin

kepthiseyesonher,shewasintriguing.Hedidn't

knowthiswasthestartofthemseeingeachother

atcompetitionsandherturningouttobehisrivalin

everysense.

EveryoneclappedtheirhandslookingatAustin.He

noddedandtheystopped.Hestoodupandwalked

out.

MeanwhileAloraquickenedherpacetogettoher



room.Thefactthatshelostwasgnawingatthe

cornersofherheart.Shewasangryatherself,she

wasgoingtodobetter.Shehadto.

***

AtSusan'shouse,theintercomrangandshe

frowned.

"Guysareyouexpectinganyone?"

SheshoutedandsheheardchorusedNo'sfromthe

kids.Shepulledhercardiganandgotoutofthe

housewiththeremote.Shepresseditandthegate

slightlyopened.Shewalkedoutsideandshedidn't

hidehershockshenshesawLina.Shedidn'tlook

likesomeonewhowasenjoyinghermoneyandlife

afternearlydestroyinghers.

Linaheldbacktearslookingatheroldersister.Life

wassolonelyonherside.Nokids,nothing.

"NkgonneIamsosorryforeverythingIhavedone."

Susanshookherhead.



"Katalinano,yougetawaywitheverythingandIwill

neverforgiveyou.Ittookmonths,everyonebashing

mykids.Kidsareinnocentandshouldneverbee

punishedforadultsins.Itisnoteventheirfaultthat

youcan'tbirthachild.It'snot."Linawipedhertears.

Herinfertilitywasthrownaroundcarelesslynow.

"Wabonaithurts?I'mnotthedocilesisterwholet

yougetawaywitheverythingnow,sometimesone

needstoburytheiroldselvesandcomeoutasnew

people."

Linasniffed.

"IamsosorrySusan.Iwasangry."

"YouangeredyourselfLina,Ichosepeace.Ididn't

wantyouwholookeddownonmeandbetrayedmy

trust,myin-lawswhoareirrelevantbecauseba

tswakgakalababuakannaandtheyevendoubted

mykids'legitimacy.Anddon'tgetmestartedon

themcallingoutRorawhebsheisinnocent."Lina

bitherlowerlip.Maybeconfessingwillmakethings

betterforher.

"I-Ididsomething."ShesaidandSusanheldher



waist.

"Ihavenothingtosaytoyoutobehonest."

"YouforgaveMoremiforcheating.."

"Yousaidyouwantedtosyasomething.Makeit

fast."Linalookeddown.Itwasatthatinstantthat

theoldwoman'swordsatthefuneralrunginherear.

Thatherheartwasdark.Shewantedtocrysobad.

Justcurlherselfintoaballandcryhereyesout.Her

lifewasnolongerworthliving.

"I-IkilledEmily."Shesaid.Inmoreifawhisper.

Susansteppedback.

"Youwhat?"ShehalfshoutedandLinaflinched.

"Iwasyoung,IwantedAlroasobadanditwasafter

hearingthenewsthatIcan'thavekids."Susan

shookherhead.

"Youaresosickinthehead.Iwonderifyoueven

haveaheart."Susanwalkedinsideheryardand

closedthegate.HowwasLinaevenhuman?She

shookherhead.Shocked.Aloradidn'tneedtoknow

this,itmighthurthertoknowshewasdeniedher



biologicalmotherbecauseofsomeone's

selfishness.

Meanwhileinthebedroom,Rebantletookherphone

anddialedoneofhermodelfriends.Thephone

rangandshefakedahappyvoice.

"Hi,longtime.UhmIwantedtoaskaboutthatstuff.

Attheparty."

"UhuhReba,weonlydothatatparties."Rebantle

sighed.

"Alright."

"Justatpartiestoletloose,otherwiseitwillturn

intoanaddictionanditwillruinyourmodelling

career."

"Iunderstandyou.It'sfine.Thanks."

"Wehaveapartynextweekend,youareallowedto

join."

"I'llhavetorunthatwithmymanager,ifsheagrees

thenweareon."



"Alright.Igottogo.ByeReba."

"Bye."Shehungup.

.

.

.

*

*

*
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Katalina,distraughtfromhermeetingwithhersister

satonhercouch.Shelookedatthewealthshehad

acquiredovertheyearsanditdidn’tbringherany

joynorpleasure.Itdidn’tmakehersleepwarmat

night,shehasn’tsmiledinyears.Noonewantedto

bearoundherandeveryonewasjustsohappywith



thelittletheyhad.Sosohappywhileshewas

miserableandrich.Shelaughedbitterlyinthebig

spaciouslivingroom.Shewasn’thappy.Wouldshe

everbehappy?Wasthisherpunishmentforkilling

Emily?Herpunishmentforlookingdownonothers?

Shequicklyrubbedthetearsthatrolleddownher

cheeks.Evenhersweetsisterdidn’twanttoforgive

her,thelongershestayed,thelongershefeltlike

shewasgoingtosuffer.Wouldn’titbettertogo

away?Theycanhaveherwealthbecauseintheend

itneverdidmakeherhappyinanyway.Shetook

herphoneanddialledhermother.Thephonerang

andsheforcedasmileonherfaceassheanswered.

“Hellomom.”MaSusanfrowned.Katalinanever

calledhermom.

“Areyouokay?”

“Eemma.I’mokay.Whatdidyousayyouneedthe

lasttimewetalked?”

“Ineedtopaytheherdboysngwanaka.”

“I’llsendthemoneyforthat.Areyouokay?Isold

agetreatingyouwell?”Sheaskedtryingtoinject



somehappinessinhertone.

“Iam.Ican’twaitforyoutobehappy,haveyou

foundamanwhowillloveyou?”

“Mama,theydon’twantmeandI’mokaywithit.”

“Youdon’twantkids?”Katalinaclosedhereyes,

somethingpainfullodginginherthroatmakingit

difficultforhertobreathbutsheforcedoutadeep

breath.

“Youknowhowthesagawentdown.I’llbeokay.

Somepeoplearenotmeantforkids.”

“You’llhavekidsoneday.TrustinGodngwanaka.”

Shenoddedandbitherlipblinkingbacktearsas

sheforcedasmile,

“Eemma,Iloveyouautwemama?I’msorryIturned

outtobelikethis.”

“Everyonemakesmistakesandyoursisterwon’tbe

angryforeverLina.”

“Iknow.Iknow.ButIamsosorryandifyou

managetotalktoSusantellherthatIloveheras

wellandIamsorryfortheunnecessaryhurtI



causedheraswellastheembarrassment,she

didn’tdeservethat.Myentitlementforeverything

wastoomuchandIseethatnow.”

“Shewillforgiveyou,givehertimeLina.”

“Eemma.Ihavetogo.ByeandIloveyou,stay

happyalways.”Shecutthecallbeforeherother

couldsayanything.ShetriedcallingSusan’s

numberanditdidn’tgothrough.Sheprobably

blockedherothernumber.Sheputherphonedown.

Shewasnotgoingtocauseanycommotion.She

thoughtfullywalkedoutofthelivingareaand

walkedupthestairstoherbedroom.Leavingher

cellphonebehind.Shewalkedinsidethebedroom

andheadedtothebathroomwheresheopenedher

medicinecabinet.Shelookedattheassortedpills.

Shehadpillsthathelpedhersleepatnightand

tackleherinsomniaandotherpillsforpain.Justa

lotofpills.Shetookthepillsandwalkedtoher

bedroomwhereshepouredthemonthebed.She

satdownandbitherlowerlip.



***

MaMoremilookedatthekidswhofilledherhouse

inMolepolole.Thekidswerelikechoiceassorted

biscuits,eachhavingdifferentfathersandsome

beingteenagers.Shewastoooldtobedealingwith

toddlersbutthereshewas,withtoddlersformher

twodaughters.EversinceMoremidied,Tsholofelo

hadbeentheonetohelpherandSusanhadhelped

eventhoughshedespisedher.Susanstillhelped

whenshewasbusytellingAlorahowmuchofan

outsidershewas,herdaughtershadlikedAlora

becauseshewaslighterandasthustoldhershe

wasbeautifulthanherothersiblings.Susan

stoppedhelpingoutfouryearsagowhen

Tsholofelodiedinhersleep.Shethendistanced

herselfandthekidsformthemandnoamountof

insultscouldmakeSusanfeelguiltyforcutting

themoff.Shewasafraidshewouldmarryanother

manandreplacehersonandthemhadcutthemoff

instead.Heroldestdaughterwalkedinsidethe

sittingroomandshelookedatthedirtysofa.



“Whydidn’ttheyclean?”

“Banabalonababantsi.”(youhavealotofchildren.)

sheshrugged.

“Hee,didItellyou?Rebantleisamodel.”Theold

womanlookedathereldestdaughter.

“Whatareyourchildrendoing?BaolelaboDleboE

koskolongandI’mgettingold.(theyarefailingat

school)

“Noteverychildissmart.Susanismakingmoney

offyourgrandchildandweareherepoorwhileshe

mixeswiththehighpeoplemoBotswana?Lamo

tlogela.Wealsohaveasayinhowournieceis

raised,shecannotenrichherselfkangwana.”The

oldwomansighed.

“Shedoesn’twantusinvolvedinthechild’slife.”

“Thoseareourbrother’skidsmama,your

grandchildren.Youshouldhaveasayonhowthey

areraised.”Theoldwomanwatchedhereldestrant

abouthowSusanwasunfairtoeatallthatmoney

alone.Thosewereherniecesandnephews.Theold

womancoughedandsighed.



***

AtSusan’shouse,shecomfortablylaiddownonthe

couchasBKwalkedintheloungewithMooketsiin

tow.Susanlookedatthem.

“YouaresureyoursisterwasokayBK?”

“Sheis.ShewasjustbeingAlora.Youknowhow

sheis.”Mooketsichuckled.

“Mooketsiyou’reoncookingduty,shouldwetake

herahomecookedmealtomorrowwhenwego

watchthem?”Susanasked.

“Ithinkshewillappreciatethat.Alot.”Bokamoso

repliedashesatontheothercouchandpickedthe

remote.

“Thenit’ssettled.”SusanconcludedandMooketsi

headedtothekitchentogetstartedondinner.

Susan’sphonerangandshelookedattheunknown

numberbeforesheanswered.

“SusanMoremispeakinghello.”



“Susanhi,it’sThabisohere.”Susanlookedat

Bokamosoandshegotup,slippingherfeetinher

slippersandwalkedout.

“Hi.HowmayIhelpyou?Youarealreadydone?”

SheaskedasshepassedRebantle’sroom.She

pausedatthedoorandknockedoncebeforeshe

openedit.Rebantlelookedupfromherphoneand

grinnedathermotherwhosmiledbackandclosed

thedoor.

“Mycallispersonal”

“Oh.”Suwalkedinsideherroomandclosedthe

doorasshespokeoverthephone.

***

AtUniversityofBotswana,Aloratuckedinhervest

inherjeansandworeawhitesweateroverit,she

tiedherhairintoatightponytailandapplied

lipgloss.Shelookedatthetime.Obviouslythe

openingceremonyhadstartedbutshewasn’tthe



onetorushherselfindoinganything.Whenitcame

togettingready,herclothesweremorelikeher

armourevenifherdaywasn’tgoingasplanned.

Shepickedherkeysandwalkedoutoftheroom,

satisfiedwithhowshelooked.Sheclosedthedoor

andcheckedititwaslocked.Nowshecangotothe

ceremony.

Atthesportsarena,Austinlookedaroundandhe

couldn’tspotAloraanywhere.Hewaslisteningfor

themostpart,theboysaroundhimkepttheirheads

lowastheytalkedabouthowtheythoughtit

impossibleforgirlstobeatthem,theyweretoointo

theirlooksanddidspendtimereading.Austin

wasn’tsureifhewantedtoprovethattheorywrong,

therewassomethinginAlora.Hecouldn’tpinpoint

buthecouldseethefirewithinher,shewasa

tickingtimebomb.Inagoodwayorcrazywaythat

mightbeirritabletopeople.Minuteslater,she

finallywalkedinandeveryone’seyeslandedonher.

Shehadthatsameglarethatsheshottoeveryone

wholookedather.Ifpossibleshecouldburnthem



butthathad99%chanceofnothappening.Shesat

downatanemptyseatandfacedthespeaker.The

speakerthenhadtomarkeveryonepresent.Names

werecalledoutandhiswascalledoutlast.

“RobertAustinMathews.”

“Present.”Herepliedsmoothly.

Aloratiltedherhead.Roberthuh?Interesting.Why

didhegobythenameAustin?Shehasonetheory.

Hedidn’tlikehisfirstname.Hernewfoundrival

hatedhisfirstname.Sheliftedhereyestofindhim

lookingatherandsheshothimalookthat

screamed‘Stoplookingatme!!”Hesmiledather

andsherolledhereyesathim.

.

.
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AtLina'shouse,shesatonthebeddisorientedfrom

thepillsshehadswalloweddownwithwater.She

washopingtheywouldwork.Shehadnothingto

liveforatthispointintime,herlifewasawfully

miserableandeveryonehatedher.Shegot

undercoversandclosedhereyes,hopefullythepills

willworkinhersleep.

***

AtSusan'shouse,Susansatonthebedandlooked

attheceiling.Shehasnotbeenwithamanin

thirteenfullyearsandamanofthatcalibreasked

herout?Itwouldbelikeatoddlerlearningtowork,



shehaddatedbrieflybeforemeetingMoremiand

heturnedouttobetheoneshetrulylovedeven

thoughshedoubtedhelovedhertowardstheendif

hehadthenervetocheatonher.Shesighedand

staredatherphone.ShepromisedThabisoshewill

givehimaresponsetomorrow.Atherbigagewhat

doesoneweartodates?Timeshavechangedand

shewasn'tsurehewouldappreciateawalkfora

firstdate.Shesighed.Shegotupfrombedand

decidedtoheadtoRebantle'sroom.Shefound

Rebastillupwithacomicbookonherface.She

probablyfellasleepwhilereading.Sheremovedthe

bookandReba'seyesflutteredopen.Shetriedtosit

uprightassheyawnedandstretchedherbody.

"Mom."

"Youcansleep."Sherubbedhereyesandlookedat

herbedsideclock.Itwasalmostten.

"I'mawake."Susanplacedthecomicbookon

Reba'sbedsidetablenexttotheclockandsmiled.

ShewassoproudofRebantle.Soproudofthelittle

girlshewasraising.Allherkidswereherprideand

joy.



"Rebantlehowdoyoufeelaboutbeingonan

internationalstage?"Susanasked.Rebantlepaused,

hersleepyselftryingtoputtogetherwhather

motherwassaying.

"International?AsinBellaHadidandKendallJenner

international?"SheaskedandSusannodded.

Rebantle'seyeswidened.

"Thatwouldbeadreamcometrue."

"IfItoldyouthatadesignerwantedyoutomodel

hisclothes,howwouldyoufeel?"Sheaskedand

Rebantlegrinned.

"Mama,bonaIwouldgiveupallthemoneyIhaveto

modelforaninternationaldesigner."Susan

chuckled.

"WellIguessImadetherightdecision,we're

headingtoParisforParisfashionweekandyouare

goingtobewalkingtherunwaywithfreshnew

designs."

RebantlescreamedandSusancoveredherears.

Rebantlelookedathermotherandshescreamed

againindisbelief.Herscreamshadherbrothers



burstingthroughherbedroomdoor.

"Areyouokay?"Shenodded,answeringMooketsi

andSusanlookedatherboys.

"Momareyouserious?"Susannoddedand

Rebantlescreamedagainandherbrotherscovered

theirears.

"What'sgoingon?"

Rebantleclearedherthroat.

"Parisfashionweek."Shesaidandherfacebeamed

withpride.

"Shutthefrontdoor!"Mooketsiexclaimedandshe

nodded.

"WellReba,Iamproudofyou.Youaresurrounded

byalotoftemptationsinthemodellingindustry,

youhaven'tsuccumbedtodrugsoranything

sinisterandIamsoproud."Rebantle'ssmilealmost

falteredduetotheguilt.Shehadtriedbutnowshe

madeuphermind.Shewasnotgoingtotrythem

again.

"ThankyouBK."



Heraisedhistwofingersinsaluteashewalkedout.

Mooketsiwalkedouttooandtheminutehewalked

out,hisownsmileddropped.Whathadheever

donetomakehisownmotherproudofhim?

Nothing.Heswallowedandwasunawareof

Bokamoso'sgazeonhimashewalkedtohisown

room.Mooketsiclosedthedoortohisbedroomand

threwhimselfonthebed.Washereallythatuseless?

Hismotherwasalwayscelebratingbecauseofhis

sibling'sachievementswhilehewasjustthere.He

closedhiseyes.Noonenoticedhiminthishouse,

notreally.Itwasbettertofadebackintothe

background.

InRebantle'sroom,SusanhuggedRebantle.

"ThanksmomandIwon'tletyoudown.Ipromise."

ShesaidandSusannodded.

"Goodnightprettygirl."RebantlegrinnedandSudan

letgoofherbeforeshewalkedout.Assoonasthe

doorclosed,Rebascreamedintoherpillow.She

pickeditandplaceditoverherchest.Sheshould

tellHades.Hewasnotasleep,hewasprobably

watchingaMarvelmovieorsomething.Shepicked



upherphoneandcalledhim.Heansweredin

seconds.

"Heyprettyone."

Sherolledhereyesandsmiled.

"Guesswhat…"

"IamnotgoodatguessingReba.."

"Urg!IamgoingtoParisfashionweek,isn'tthat

exciting?"

Shesquealedandhechuckled.Hecouldhearthe

excitementinhervoiceandhecouldn'tstopthe

fuzzyfeelingbuildingupinhischest.

"Veryexciting.Weshouldcelebrate,don'tyou

think?"Hesaidandshenodded.

"Absolutely!Iwantedtotellyouthis.Whatareyou

doingtomorrow?"

"Nothing.Why?"

"Let'sgowatchRoracompeteintheirNational

Maths&ScienceFair."

"Ofcourse."



"ByeandgoodnightHades.Iloveyouokay?"Hades

breathedoutandnodded,knowingshewasn't

seeinghim.

"IloveyoutooRebantle.Sweetdreamslove."

Rebantlesmiled.

"Okaynightandhangupfirst."

"No."Hesaidsoftlyandsheplacedthephoneon

herchest.

"Fine.Idon'twanttohangup."Shesaidsoftly.

Helickedhislips.MeanwhileRebantlesmiledas

sheclosedhereyes.Ifshewastohaveaboyfriend,

herstandardswerealreadyhighbecauseherbest

friendtreatedherlikealiteralqueen.Minuteslater,

Hadeswasstillontheotherendoftheline.He

heardhersoftbreathingandhecalledouthername

softly.Therewasnoanswer.Shewasprobably

asleep.Hefinallyhungupandheheldthephonein

hishandlookingatherpicturewhichwashis

lockscreen.Shewassobeautiful.Sofucking

beautiful.Hethrewthephoneonthebedandhe

walkedoutofthebedroom.HadesHudson,only



heirtoHudsonCo.Butlifewassofuckinglonely,

hisfatherabsentandhehadonesecret.Onethat

hehidsowellfromthepublicandhisownbest

friend.Fuck,evenhisfather.Heheadedtohis

father'sindoorbarandhepickedupthebottleof

finewhiskey.Pouringitintheglassandswirlingthe

cognacliquid.Hewasfine,justlikethewhiskey.If

onlyRebantleknewthegirlshehadturneddownfor

her.Otherthanthefacthewasanheirtoahuge

corporation,hewasjustasfineastheliquor.Sharp

jawline,thosefulllipsandhishaircutinawaythat

complimentedhiswholeface.Ohhehadasharp

tonguebutRebantlewasneveratthereceivingend

ofit.Helickedhislipsbeforehedrankthebitter

liquidandrefilledtheglass.

***

Susangotundercoversandsheignoredthatbad

feelingthatcreptupandmadehershiver.

Everythingwasgoingwellwithherchildren.What



couldgowronginherfamily?Sheaskedherselftill

sheconvincedherselfitwasthenervesfrom

Thabiso'simpromptudate.

.

.
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Thefollowingmorning

Susanwokefirstinthemorningbutshecouldn't

shakeoffthefeelingthatbadwasgoingtohappen

orwasshejustfillingaperfectlygooddaywithalot



ofunnecessarydoom?Maybe.Anyways,sheputa

smileonherface,shewasgoingtowatchAlora

competeandthatwassomethingtobereallyproud

ofandbehappyabout.

***

Attheuniversity,Aloratookhertimetogetready.

Shewasn'tsureifherfamilywascomingtowatch

butshewasgoingtobeokayeitherway.Right?She

stoppedapplyingherlotionmidway.Itwasgoingto

hurtiftheydon'tcome,theypromisedandshewas

apersonwhokeptherpromisesandshehoped

everyonedidkeeptheir.Sheletoutasigh.She

continuedapplyingherlotion,makingsuretocover

everynookandcrook.Shetunedhermindtothink

ofthecompetition,thequestionsshewasgoingto

beaskedwaseverythingsheknewbyhead.She

wasnotgettinganythingwrong,shesworeto

herself.Nope.Unlessthosetwoidiotsshehadas

teammateshadtheaudacitytoletherdown.She



rolledhereyes.Boys!Particularlythattallone

whoseegoannoyedhertothecore.

Meanwhileintheboys'dorms,Austinwasitchingto

talktohistherapist.Hesmiledashebuttonedup

hisshirtbeforehefixedhistiethenworehisblazer

thatwasadornedbybadgesfromallthesubjects

andmostoftheschoolclubshewasin.Hebrushed

hissofthairbeforehesprayedhiscologne.

Unfortunatelyhedidnothavearoommateandthat

wasentirelyfinewithhim.Itallowedhimhisown

privacyandhehadspentthenightreading

Shakespeare'sHamlet,oneofhisclassicfavourites.

Therewasadoorknockjustashewasabouttogo.

Hecheckedthetime,hehadanextrahourtokill

beforebreakfasttime.Heopenedthedoorandthe

guywithglassespushedthembackasasmile

touchedhislips.Heopenedthedoorwiderandhe

walkedinbeforeAustinclosedthedoor.

***



AtLina'shouse,thehousehelperwalkedinsidethe

houselikesheusuallydidonTuesdays.Thehouse

waseerilyquietandsheassumedherbosshad

sleptinsincehercarwasinthegarageandthere

wasnostrongscentofcoffeefillingtheair.Lina

wasthecoffeeinthemorningtype.Shebetterstart

onbreakfastbeforesheslavedawayinthehuge

house,ithadalwaysfascinatedherhowabeautiful

andindependentwomanlikeherbossdidn'thave

kidsnordatebutthenagainsomeofherfriends

hadalwaystoldherthatmenarescaredof

independentwomenwhocandoeverythingfor

themselves.Shegotbusywithbreakfastforalmost

anhourbeforeshewalkedupthestairstoher

boss'sroom.Sheknockedforafewsecondsand

therewasnoanswer.

"Ma'am?GoodMorning.Ibroughtyourbreakfast."

Shesaidattheothersideofthedoor.Stillno

response.Sheopenedthedoorwithonehandand

walkedinside.Sheplacedthetraydownandmoved

closertothebed.Shefrownedwhenshesawwhite



foamonthepillowandalloverLina'smouth.Her

heartskippedseveralbeatsasshelookedather

boss.

"Ma'am?"Sheshookherbodyandtherewasno

response.Heranxietyheightenedassheshookher

bossagain.Noresponse.Withshakyhandsshe

touchedKatalina'snecktofeelherpulse,something

shehadwatchedonTVshows.Shedidn'tfeel

anything.Shepickedherboss'shandandletitgo,it

waslimpasitfelltothesoftcovers.Themaid

swallowed.Herboss?

"BossKatalina?"Shecroakedoutwithalowvoice.

Herfeetmovedbackontheirownaccordandher

thighhitthetable,makingherturnbackandrunto

thedoor.Sheranoutofthehousewithtears

blindingher.Sheshouldn'tevenjumpto

conclusions.Sheliterallyrandownthestairsand

reachedthelandline.Outofbreathandwithsweaty

shakypalms.Sheclosedhereyesforafew

secondsbeforesheopenedthemandlookedatthe

keypadtopunchdownthenumbersforthe

emergencyline.Shepressedthekeysandplaced



thereceiveronherear,hershakybreathaudible

andherbodytremblingslightlyatthepossibilityof

herbossnotbeingaliveandherbeingtheoneto

findherinthatstate.

"Hello."Avoicesaidattheendofthelineandshe

closedhereyes.

"Hello,I-Ihaveanemergency."Shesaid.

***

AttheUniversity,everyonewhohadgatheredto

watchtheQuizsessionforthefairwerewaiting.

Onlyfiveminuteswereleftforthesessiontostart

andAlorawasnowheretobeseen.Herteammates

lookedatoneanother,theyknewithadbeenabad

ideatohaveagirlontheteambutshewassmart.

BkandMooketsichattedinlowvoicesasSusan

tappedherfingersonherthighs.ShehopedRora

wasokay.Maybethatwaswhyshehadabad

feelingtoday.Probably.Shebreathedoutand

closedhereyes.Sheopenedthemaminutelater



andshesawAlorawalkinsidethelecturetheatre

withherheadheldhigh.Likealwayshershoeswere

shiny,hairtiedintoatightsleekbun,blazeradorned

withbadges.Shesatdownononeofthechairsand

shelookedatthepeoplewatching.Shespottedher

motherandSusangaveherthumbsupandAlora

nodded,notbreakingcharacter.Itwastimetobegin

thefirstroundofthequizsession.Alora'sgaze

movedtoAustinwhosmiledslowlyandshejust

gavehimaglarebeforesheturnedherattentionto

thepersonwhowascoordinating.

.

.
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Inthecar,RebantlelookedatHadesandsmiled.

"Youdoknowwearelate."

"Iknow.Aloradoesn'thaveaboneofforgivenessin

herbodydoesshe?"

Rebagiggled.

"Aloraisjust-smartandalwaysinherownworld."

Shesaidsoftlyasshetouchedhisshoulderandhe

smiledbeforehefocusedontheroad.

"HadesaboutParis…"shestartedoffandbither

lowerlip.

"Whataboutit,love?"Heaskedandshegavean

uneasysmile.

"ParisFashionWeekisabouttohappensoonand

you'reabouttogobacktoschoolsoon."Shebither

lowerlipbeforeshestaredoutthewindow.His

otherhandquicklymovedtotouchherthighand

squeezeittoeasehertension.Shesmiledand

turnedtohim.



"TalktomeRebantle."Sheleanedbackonthecar

seat.

"Ithoughtaboutthis.WellformonthsandIthought

Ihadtime,IreallythoughtIhadtimeandthenmom

toldmeI'mgoingtoParisandintwoweeksorso

you'regoingbacktoAmericaforschoolandI-"she

pausedashishandmovedupanddownherthigh

andsheplacedherhandonhis.

"Willyoudomethisonefavour?"Hetookaright

turnandshestaredrightahead.

"Anythingforyou."Rebantlesmiled.Hadeswasone

inamillion.

"I-Iwanttobreakmyvirginity."Silencebefellthecar

andshewatchedhimtakeadeepbreathashekept

onehandonthesteeringwheel.

"Yeah?"Heasked,tryingtokeeptheshakyvoiceat

bayandactcasualaboutit.Rebantlesawhimas

herbestfriendandthatwaswhathewastoher.

Whathewasgoingtobetoher.

"Yeah.Uhmbut…"Rebantlelookedathim.She

watchedHadesdriveintotheUniversitywithhis



jawslockedinplaceandhimfullyconcentratingon

whathewasdoing.Heparkedthecarminuteslater

andsheleanedbackastheenginestoppedandhe

facedher.Hiseyesstaringdeepintohersoulasif

hecouldreadherinnermostthoughts.Thatmade

hersmile,howheknewherinandout.

"But?"Heasked.

"Iwantyoutobreakit."Thatearnedheraconfused

stare.

"Hadesyou'retheonlymaleItrustandmyvirginity

isdeartome,wearefriendsandI'msureyouhave

fuckedmoregirlsandyouareexperiencedsoit

won'tbeaproblem."Shesaidandhesquintedhis

eyesandmovedhishandfromherthightocover

hisface.What?Helovedhermorethanafriendand

shewantedhimtobehervirginitybreaker.

"Hades?"Helookedatherdefeated.Helovedher.

Shecouldn'tseethat.

"Thinkaboutit.Please."Andwhenshesaidplease

couldheeverrefuseher?Likeifshesaid'please

Hades,takemewithyou.'Hewoulddefinitelyask



herwhenandhewouldbookaflightwithher.He

swallowed.Hewasn'tevenexperienced.

"Youdon'thaveagirlfriendcurrentlyright?"She

asked.Ofcoursehedidn't.Sheknewthat.

Rebantlewassilentlyprayingheagreedtoher

peculiarrequest.Thiswasahugefavourshewas

askingofhimandshedidn'thaveanyother

candidates,shedidn'twanthervirginitytobetaken

bysomeonewhomshewouldregretfortherestof

herlife.ShetrustedHadeswithherlife.

"Okay."Hereyeswidened.What?

"Youhavetobemoreclearthanthat."Shesaid.

"Okay.You'lltellmewhen."Shesquealedandundid

herseatbelttohughim,breathinginhiscologne.

Hadesbreathedagainstherneck.Hisvirginself

wasgoingtohavetoworkhardtomakethe

experiencegreatforher.

"Thankyousomuch.Thankyousosomuch.Ilove

youHades."Shesaidandhelickedhislips.

"IloveyoutooReba."Shebrokethehugandlooked



athim.Shesqueezedhischeek.

"Whythesourlook?"Hechuckledandsmiled.

"Better."Shepeckedhischeekandmovedback.

"Webettergetgoing,we'relateasitis.Alorais

goingtokillme."Hadesundidhisseatbeltandgot

outofthecarwhileRebagotherbagandgotoutas

well.Shehadhisphoneandhersinherbagalong

withhiswallet.Helockedthecarandhewalked

overtoherside.

"Leadtheway."

***

Inthelecturetheatre,twootherschoolswere

competingandAlorawaswatchingbythesidelines.

Shewasgoingtoseeherfamilybylunchtime.They

seemedtobeenjoyingitaswell,shehadn'tseen

Rebantlebutitwasokay.Sheconvincedherself.

SheturnedtohersideandAustinwassittingnext

toher.Shescowledathimwhileheworeaneasy



smile.Hereyesfleetedtohisblazerthathadmore

badgesthanhersandthatenragedher.Notthelava

boilingangerbutitwasasubtleonethathadher

respectinghim.Justabit.Shemaintainedaglare

andhewatchedher.Fascinated.

"Robertgetthehelloutofmyface."Therewasno

changeinhisfacialexpressionasshecalledhim

Robert.

"It'sAustin."Sherolledhereyes.

"Robertyou'rebeingadestructionandIannihilate

distractionsdoyouknowthat?"

"I'mnottheoneglaringamI?"Hecounteredand

shegroanedinfrustration.

"Die!"

"Atyourhands?Gladly."Hesaidandshewas

perplexed.Boyswouldhaveleftheralonebuthe

washereandwasn'tmovedbyherwords.She

avertedhergazeandshesawRebawalkinwith

Hades.Sheblinkedandletoutasoftsigh,Austin

observedherandhelookedatthesamedirection

shewaslookingat.Therewashurtinhereyes,did



seeingthosetwohurther?Thetwopeoplewalked

towhereshewasseatedandheleanedbackin

silence.

RebasmiledasshehuggedAlora.

"Rora,sosorryI'mlate."

"It'shisfault."Shesaidvehemently.Austin

watchedinsilence.RebawavedoffAlora.

"Howdiditgo?"

"Won.Obviously,eyesontheprizeRebantle."Hades

eyeslockedwithAustinandtheguy'squiet

observantnatureunsettledHadesasheexcused

himselfandwalkedawaytofindseatsforhimand

Reba.AustinwatchedhowAloravisiblyrelaxed

whentheguyleftandAloratalkedwithRebantle.

Minuteslater,RebahuggedastiffRorabeforeshe

walkedaway.

"Robert,stopstaring."

"OrwhatLora?"Sheturnedtolookathim,surprised

beforesheshothimaheatedglare.

"Pleasedie."



"Theworldwouldbelosingagenius,wouldn'twant

suchatragedytobefallplanetearth."

"Ohplease!GetoffyourhighhorseRobert."

"No."Hesaidandshefistedherhands.

"Suchanegomaniac."

"GladyouknowthatLora."Shewantedtoclawhis

eyeballsout.Hewassuchanuisance.

Thenexttwoteamstocompetewerecalledoutand

hegrinned.Showinghiscolgatewhiteteeth.

"I'llshowyouhowit'sdoneLora,watchandlearn."

"IhopeyoutriponyourwaydownthestairsRobert

andnoonesperformsCPRonyou."

"Exceptyou,youmean?"Shegroanedandpickeda

pentothrowhiswaybutthepencilleadwillbreak

andshedidn'twanttocreateamessonaclean

space.

"Iwillenjoyyourslowdeath."

"J'ensuissûr,Lora."(I'msureyouwill,Lora)He

walkedawayandsheletoutaheavysigh.Why



wasn'tHadessparringwithher?Whatwaswrong

withhim?Ofcoursehewashernemis,hestoleher

sister'sattentionfromherbutshewasusedto

sparringwithhimandthemthrowingjabsateach

other.Hewassupposedtosaysomethingsnortyor

sharpedgedwhensheputtheblameonhimfor

Rebantlebeinglatetowatchhercompete.

.

.

.
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AtLina'shouse,themaidwatchedasKatalina's

bodywasputinablackbodybag.Goosebumps



coveredherskinandsheplacedaprotectivehand

overherheart.SoKatalinacommittedsuicide?It

wasjustsurprisingbecauseshehadeverythingone

couldwishforbutshekilledherselfafterachieving

allofthis?Wasshedepressed?Themaidasked

herselfasshewatchedthepoliceapproachherto

askquestions.Shefoldedherarmsandtriedtoput

onabravefront,shewasnotclosewithherboss

butdeath,anykindofdeathrattledhertothecore.

Shesuckedinadeepbreathandlookedatthe

policeofficerbeforeshestartedtoanswerhis

questions.

***

AttheUniversity,Alorasatdownaftertheywonthe

roundtheywerein.Tomorrowwastimeforthe

semi-finals.Austin'sschoolalsowonanditirked

her.Shebetterbeatthemiftheymeetatthefinals

whichwassuchahighpossibility.Sheleanedback

onthechairasherfamilyfoundtheirwaytoher.



"Alora,thatwasawesome!"Mooketsiexclaimedand

Aloranodded.

"Thankyou."

"Sheissosmart."BksaidquietlyandAloralooked

athimwithasmiletuggingatherlips.

"Thankyouguys.Thankyouforshowingup."She

saidwithgratitudefillinghernormallyangryvoice.

"Wewoulddoanythingforyou.Ilikeyourponytail."

Shetouchedherheadandfinallysmiled.

"Thanks."shesaidandsheheardthecameraclick.

"Gotit!"SheglaredatMooketsi.

"Look,yousmilingisararity."Hedefendedhimself.

Helookedatthepicture.Hislittlesisterwasso

beautifulandsmart.Brainsandbeauty.

"IwouldbeforcingyoutodeletethatbutI'lljustlet

yoube."HadesandRebamadetheirwaytothem.

"Youlittlegenius."RebasaidandAlorarolledher

eyes,resistingtheurgetosmile.

"Thankyousomuchforcomingtowatch."



"Sis,Iwouldn'tmissitfortheworld.Moremisisters

forlife,remember?"RebantlesaidandAlora'seyes

litup.EveryonetheresawthatbeforeRebantle

huggedher.

"Tomorrowwe'llbehereforthesemi-finals."She

noddedasshehuggedRebantleback.Rebantle

placedherbagonthetableandlookedatthem.

"Excusemeguys."Shesaidbeforeshewalked

down.

"Rorawebroughtyouahomecookedmeal,willyou

comejoinus?"Susanaskedandshenodded.

"Inafewminutes."Hersiblingsandmotherwalked

awayandshewasleftwithHadeswhowasawfully

quiet.HadesbreathedoutandlookedatAlorawho

wascarefullyobservinghim.

"Noremarklittledemon?"Alorarolledhereyes.

"Iloatheyouwaitse."Hechuckledandlooked

forward.

"I'msorry."HesaidandAlorapaused.Hewassorry?

Heslippedhishandsinhispockets



"YouhatemebecauseyouthinkIstoleyoursister

awayfromyou,Itookallherattentionandyou

hatingmeisbetterthanyouhurtingoverthefact

thatyouhavetlshareyoursisterwithastranger

likemewhohasspentmostofhisdayswithyour

familyandbeenpartofyourfamilyforsolongthat

theytreatmelikefamily."Aloralickedherlips.She

hadjustwantedhersisterback.

"I'msorryAlora."Hesaidandlookedather.

"IfoundabestfriendinyoursisterandIamsorryit

feltlikeIwasreplacingyouinherlife."Alora

breathedoutandsighed.

"Evenifyouapologised,Istillloatheyou."Hades

chuckledandrubbedherhead.Shemovedherhead

andslappedhishand.

"You'restilltheenemybutapologyaccepted."

"Andyou'relikethelittlesisterIneverhadwho

hateseveryone."

"Getbesidesmesatan."

Helaughedandlookedather.



"Truce?"

Shelookedathishand.

"Iknowyoulovemysistermorethanabestfriend

would.Don'thurther.Truce."Sheshookhishand

beforesheletitgoandfakedagag.

"Let'sneverspeakofthisdayagain.Ihatemaking

peacewithyoumortalhumanbeing."

Hadeschuckled.

"Iforgotthatyou'realittledemon."

"Alwaysheretotorment."Shesaidandhenodded.

Shestoodupandbrushedherskirttomakesureit

wasokay.ShewalkedawayleavingHadesstanding

therewithRebantle'sbag.Aloramadeherwayout

ofthelecturetheatreandasshewalkedoutshe

passedAustinwholookedabitweirdashewalked

outofthetoilets.Hewasfixinghisshirtcollarsand

histiewasn'tinplace,hewaswalkingbesidesthe

boywhowasinglasses.Whenhiseyesspottedher,

heflashedherthathotashellgrinnedandwalked

rightalong.Shecontinuedwalkingtillshewasout

ofthebuilding.Shenowhadthehugetaskof



lookingforhermother'scar.

Meanwhileinthelecturetheatre,Rebantlemadeher

waytoHades.Shetouchedhischeek.

"What'sup?You'vebeengloomytoday."Hades

breathedout.Thiswashisbestfriend.Shethought

ofhimlikeabrother,abrothershewantedtobreak

hervirginity.Washecrazytothinkthattheymight

happen?Betogether?Asmorethanbeatfriends?

"Reba,Iloveyou."Shesmiledandkissedhischeek.

"YouknowIloveyoutooHades.You'remybest

friend."Heshookhishead,hischestrising.

"Notlikeabestfriend.IloveyouRebantle.More

thanabestfriendwould."Rebantlepaused.Hebit

hislip,nervous.Hewasgoingtoneedmore

whiskeytodealwiththerejectionthatwouldcome

outofthis.Hedidn'tknowwherehegotthecourage,

buthefellinloveandhedidn'tknowwhenbuthe

did.

"Isitbecauseofmyrequestearlier?"Heshookhis



head.

"No.Iloveyou.Ifellinlovewithyou,yourbubbly

personality,yoursoftness.Everybitofyoursoul,

thewayyouaccommodatedmeineverything

Rebantle.Ifellinlovewithyouevenyourquietness

whereyouthinkyou'redumbbutyouaskmetohelo

andyourealiseyou'reasmartgirl.RebaIfellinlove

withthegirlinyouwhowantedtomodelbeforeyou

eventooktheleapoffaithandstarte."Rebantle

movedbackabit.Tooshockedbyhisconfession.

"RebantleIloveyouandIdon'tknowhowyou're

goingtotakeit,Iknowyouwanttobreakyour

virginity,Iknowthatlovebutyou'renoteven18

yet."Hemovedforwardandcuppedhercheek.

"That'stooearlyandIknowyou'regoingtobe18in

twomonthsbutIwantyoutowaitforme.Canyou

dothatReba?Waitforme?"

.

.

.
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Rebalookedathim,thesincerityinhiseyes.She

lickedherlips.Hadessighedandsmiled.

"Youdon'thavetoanswermenow."Hesaidand

sheshookherhead.

"I'llwait."Shesaid.Shewasn'tsureshelovedhim

likealoverandshewasnotsureheevenknew

whatlovewasbutshewasgoingtofindout.Takea

chance.Heletoutasighofrelief.

"Thankyou.Let'sgo."Hesaidandshegotherbag

beforeshetookhishandandtheymadetheirway

out.



***

Bythecar,Susanexcusedherselfasthekids

chattedbythebootandAloramadeherwayto

them.Herskinalreadyabitredfromthewintersun.

Shesmiled.Sheansweredthephone.

"SusanMoremispeakinghello?"

"MrsMoremi,hello.I'mcallingfromPrincessMarina

hospital."Susannodded.Herheartskipped.That

badfeelingshehadsincelastnight.

"Eemma."

"I'mcallingbecauseofMsKatalinaMoses."Susan

heldherbreath.Whywouldthehospitalcallher?

"WetriedtoreachMrsMosesbutIcouldn'tand

yournumberwasscribbledonanotesincethenext

ofkin'snumberthatwegotfromthehealthsystem

wasunreachable."

"Okay.I'mlistening."

"MsMosesislate."Theladyattheotherendofthe

line.AsharppainhitSusan'schest.



"Late?"sheasked.Tryingtokeephereven.

"Yes.Pilloverdose.Youcancomeviewthebody

beforetheendofthedaysoitcanbemovedtothe

mortuary.Thankyou.HaveagooddayMrs

Moremi."ThecalldiedandSusanslowlyplacedher

phoneonherchest.Linadied?Apilloverdose

meantshekilledherself.Herchestheavedandshe

bentdowntotouchherkneesbeforetheyfailedher.

Whatabouttheirmother?Whatifthisraisesher

bloodpressureandshediesonthespot?Why

couldn'tLinaownuptoherownmistakesinsteadof

takingtheeasywayout?Why?Whywassuicidethe

answer?Shelickedherlipsandfeltthewetnesson

hercheeks.Shebreathedinandoutand

straighteneduptorubhercheek.Shewasn'tgoing

toruintodaywiththis.Thekidswerehappyand

thatwasallshewanted.Forthemtobehappy.Her

phonerangagainandsheclosedhereyesbefore

shelookedatthecallerIDandanswered.

"GoodafternoonSuzie."Thabisosaidandshe

smiledsadly.

"Hi,ifthisksabouttoday'sdateIwon'tbeableto



makeit."Shesaidandshelookedupthesky.

"Oh.Okay,thankyouforlettingmeknow."She

couldhearthesadnoteinhisvoiceandshe

breathedout.

"It'snotyouoranything,Ijustreceivedacallthat

mysisterislate."

"Mycondolences,areyouokay?"Tearsfilledher

eyes.Wassheokay?Whenwasthelasttimeshe

wasaskedsuchaquestion?

Sheshookherhead.

"Ihaven'tbeenokayforyears."Sheblurtedandshe

heardhissharpintakeofbreathbeforehe

responded.

Sherubbedhereyes.Shehastobeokay.Shehas

fourkidsandheroldmother.Shehastobeokay

andstrongforthem.Shehastobethereforher

mother.Andshehatedtoadmitthatasmuchasher

latesisterhadherfaults,shehadgoodtraitsand

thepartofherthatrememberstheirchildhoodand

theirbondgrievedLina.



"I'mnotokayThabiso.I'mnot.Idon'tthinkI'llbe

goodcompany."Shesaid.

"CanIcomecheckuponyou?"

"Youreallydon'thaveto.I'llbeokay.Ihavetobe."

"GivemeyouraddressSusan."Sherubbedhereyes

asshespeltoutheraddressandhesaidgoodbye

afterextendinghiscondolences.Susantooka

momenttobreatheinandoutbeforeshetookafew

stepsbutstopped,herkneesweakandherheart

holdingonfordearlife.Shebreathedinandout

again.Shehastobefine,shehastobeokay.Alora

hasjustmovedontothesemi-finalsandsheis

happyandexcited.Shedoesn'tneedthis.Shereally

doesn't.Shekeptherheadhighandkeptonwalking.

Bythecar,everyonechattedandBKwasasking

HadesquestionsaboutschoolsinAmericawhich

hegladlyanswered.MooketsiwasrilingAloraup

whichearnedhimsomesarcasticanswerswhich

helaughedoff,withamentalnotetolookupsome

wordsinthedictionary.Theirmotherwalkedback



withafixedsmileandSusan'sattentionwason

Hades.

"Hades,howisyourfatherdoing?"Sheasked.

"Heisokay.Prettybusywithworkandstufflike

that."

"Yourmother?"Hadesswallowed.

"Ihaven'tseenherinoverayearbutIthinksheis

okaywheresheis."Hismotherwasasoretopicand

RebantlegaveHadesasympatheticlookwhichhe

acceptedandcontinuedtalkingtoBokamoso.

"Rora,wedidn'ttellyoudidwe?"Rebantlestarted

andAlora'seyesquicklymovedtoRebantle.

"I'mlistening.Ilikebeingkeptintheloop."

"I'mgoingtoParisfashionweek."Alora'slips

downturnedinpleasure.

"Beinganinternationalmodelhasalwaysbeenyour

dream.Congratulations."ShesaidandRebantle

grinned.

"Thankyou."



"Fate."Alorasaidsoftly.Fatewasalwaysjustthere

tomakeone'sdreamswhichwerenotexactlytheirs

butsomesortofapre-destinycometrue.

.

.

.
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Laterthatday,afterSusandroppedoffthekidsat

homesheheadedtothehospitaltoreallyconfirmif

itisLina.Sheparkedhercarbythehospitalparking

lotandshecalmedherselfdown.Shewasseeing

yetanotherdeadbodyofsomeonewhohadbeen

closetoherheart.Wasthisacurse?Sherubbedher



eyesbeforeshegotoutofthecarandwalked

towardsthereception.Shekeptontellingherself

shewasokay,deathhappenedbutshewasn'tused

toit.Sheburiedherhusband,herfavouritesister-in-

lawnowheronlybloodsister.Shegreetedoneof

thenurses.

"Hi,I'mMrsMoremi.CametoseeKatalinaMoses'

body."Thenursepushedbackherglassesandtold

Sutowaittogoaskfurther.Susanrubbedher

handstogetherandwaited.Shetappedherfoot

lightlyontheceramictileasshewaited.Anurse

walkedtowardsherandgaveherasympathetic

look.Shehadseenthatlookbeforeandshehated

thatsheknewtheending.Sheknewitsolidifiedthat

hersisterwasgone.

"MrsMoremifollowme."Shefollowedthenurseto

theroomandshewalkedinside.Thesamebed,

bodycoveredwithawhitesheet.Shewasgoingto

findhereyesclosed,likealittleangelbecause

Katalinawasbeautifulbutshewasn'tevensureif

Linawasinheavenbutsheonlyhoped.Sherubbed

hercheek,wipingawaythelonetearthatrolled



downhercheek.

"Wouldyoulikemetoleaveyouhere?"Thenurse

askedandSusannodded.

Thiswasprobablythelasttimeshewasgoingto

talktohersisteralone.Thedoorclosedandshe

walkedclosertothebed.Sheliftedthesheetand

justasshepredicted.Thereshewas.Tearsrolled

downSusan'scheeks.

"I-IfyouhadgivenmetimeIwouldhaveforgiven

you.ItwaseasiertoforgiveMoremibecausehe

wasdead."Shesaidandsheusedbothhandsto

wipehercheeks.

"Linayouaremysister,Iwasn'tgoingtobeangry

forever.Youwereabadpersonbutfamilyisfamily

rightsis?Nooneisasaint."Susancriedintoher

hands.Shewasgoingtoseeheragainsomeday

right?

Sheremovedherhandsandsniffed,wipingher

tearsasshepulledachairtositdown.

"Ididn'tknowyouwantedtokillyourself."She

rubbedhereyes.



"ThisisthelasttimeI'llbenexttoyourbody

physically.I'llbehappythough,Ihopesuicidegave

youpeacesis."Susansaidandcoughedlookingup.

"I'llmissthegooddaysofoursisterhood.You'rethe

onlysisterIhad,Lina.I'llholdeverymemoryclose

andI'llbehappyokay?I'llmakesuremymotheris

happy.GoodnightmyLina,mayyoursoulfindthe

peaceithasbeenyearningfor."Susankissedher

fingersandplacedthemonLina'sforehead.More

tearsrolleddownhercheeks.

Sheplacedherheadonthebedandcried.Criedall

herpainawaybyKatalina'scorpse.Halfanhour

later,withredeyessheliftedherheadandsmiled

tearfully.Shegotupandcoveredherbody.Nowthe

dauntingtaskoftellinghermotherthatshelosther

daughter.Tearsfilledhereyesagain.Sheopened

thedoorjustasthenursewasabouttoknock.

"I'llcontactamortuarytocomegethertomorrow.

Thankyou."Thenursenodded.

"Itgetsbetter.Mycondolences."Susannoddedand

walkedaway.Shesearchedherbagforher



cellphoneandshetookitout.Shecalledhermother

justasshewalkedoutofthehospitalandthecool

winterairhitherface,gettingcolderasitdriedher

tears.Shebitherlip,waitingforhermothertopick

up.Hermotheransweredafterafewattemptsof

tryingtoreachher.

"Hellongwanaka,howareyou?"Sheaskedwitha

happyvoiceandSusancouldn'tbringherselfto

breakhermother'sspiritsandtrust.Shecouldn't.

"Himama."Hervoiceshook.

"Areyouokay?"Susanshookherhead.

"Mama,isitokayifyoutakethebustoGaborone?"

Sheaskedandwaitedforananswer.Shewasn't

goingtobreaksuchnewstohermotheroverthe

phone.

"What'swrong?Youdon'tsoundgood."

"I'lltellyouwhenyoucomehere."Susansaid.

"Okay.Katalinatoldmetotellyouthatsheissorry."

TearsrolleddownSusan'scheeks.

"Eemma.Iforgiveher."



"Gladtohearthat.WhenIgettheretomorrowyou

girlsshouldmakepeace."

"Eemma.Talklatermama."Susansaidwithtearsin

hereyes.Shecutthecallandwipedhereyes.She

draggedherfeettothecar,sheneedstogethome

tothekids.

***

Thabisoparkedhiscarbythegate,Susanlivedin

suchanicesecureneighbourhood.Helikedthat.

Hetookhisphoneinanattempttodialherbutacar

parkednexttohis.Heputhisphonedown.Itwas

Susaninsidethecar.Hegotoutofthecarjustas

sheplacedherheadonthesteeringwheel.He

walkedtothecarandknockedonthewindow.She

liftedherheadandthestreaksthetearsleftbehind

onhercheekswerevisibleaswellasherswollen

eyes.Sheunlockedthecarandheopenedthedoor.

Shesniffedandforcedasmile.

"I'mtotallyfineThabiso.Justfine."shesaidwitha



voicethatwasontheurgeofbreaking.Shewas

breaking.Hetookbothherhandsandhelpedherup

onherfeet.Hepulledhercloseandshecriedinto

hisshirt.

"I'mtired.Iamsosotired."Shesaidandherubbed

herback.

"I-Iwanttotakeabreakfromthesadstuff.I-"

"It'sokaySu."

Shepulledbackandrubbedhertears.

"I'mnotgoodcompany."Shesaidandlickedher

lipsasshelookedup.Heheldherfaceandrubbed

hercheeks.

"I'mnotlookingforcompany,youneedsomeonein

yourcorner."Shelookedathim.Thiswasnotafirst

goodimpression.Shewasamessandnowhadto

dealwithfuneralarrangements.Shelickedherlips

againasherubbedhercheeksinalovingmanner.

"Ican'tsayitwillbeokaybecauselifealways

throwsobstaclesourwaybutitdoesgetbetter

evenifthepainneverfullygoesaway."Susan



nodded.Freshtearsfillinghereyeswhiletheystill

lockedeyes.Herubbedhercheekseithhisthumb

beforeherubbedherlipsandloweredhishead.

Susanclosedhereyesashislipstouchedhersand

theykissed.

.

.

.
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Susanopenedhereyesandmovedback.

"Tooearly."ShesaidsoftlyandThabisonodded.He

pulledherbackintohisarmsandrubbedherback.



"Youarenotalone."

Hesaidandshenodded.Shewasinhisembrace

forovertenminutesashekeptsilent.Whenwas

thelasttimeshehadeverbeeninaman'sarms?

Morethanadecadeanditfeltcomforting.She

closedhereyesandinhaledhiscologne.Moremi

worecolognebecausesheaskedhimto,otherwise

hesaiditwastooexpensive.Shesighed.Hewas

nothereandsheshouldn’tfeelguiltyaboutbeing

withanotherman.Shedeservedtomoveon.Ifit

doesnotworkout,shewilltryagain.

Shebrokethehugbuthekepthisarmsaroundher.

“Thankyou.”

Hesmiled.

“You’rebeautiful.”Hesaidandshelookeddown.

Sheliftedhereyessecondslater.

“Iforgothowthisworks.Honestly.HowamI

supposedtobehaveThabiso?”Sheasked.

“Likeyourself,don’tworryaboutthat.Howareyou

feeling?”



“Beingsupermomissoexhausting.Ihavethree

morekidswhoarenotlegallyadults,notlikeIwould

abandonmykidswhentheyarelegallyadults.I

managemydaughterandsonandIlivewithaliteral

prodigyinthehouseandmysonwhoisalwaysin

hisroom.Theirfatherdiedwhentheywereyoung

andtheyhaven’thadafatherfigureformorethana

decade.Especiallymytwoyoungerones,they

barelyrememberhim.”Sheblinkedbacktears.

“Iwasn’tdatingbecauseIdidn’twanttocomplicate

theirlives,Ialsowassofocusedonworkingaswell

tomaketheirlivesreallygood.Theydeserved

everythingevenifIhadnothing.”

Thabiso’shandsmovedtohershoulders.

“You’vebeenshoulderingtheburdenallalone

Susan.”

“Ihadto.Iwasalltheyhad.Myin-lawsdidn’tcare

aboutthem.”Shesaid.

“Mymotherdoesn’tlivehereandmylatesister,well

shehadherownvendetta.”Shesaid.Sheknew

ThabisohasbeenEmily’slawyer.Shewasn’tabout



torevealthatLinakilledEmily.Maybehewould

thinkshehadahandinitwhenshedidn’t.She

didn’tknowuntilshecametoherplaceafewdays

ago.

“Youhavesuchagoodheart.”Hesaidandkissed

hertearstreakedcheek.Shesmiled.

“ShouldIstayalittlelonger?”Shenoddedandhe

huggedheragain.Shesighed.Howwasshegoing

totellhermothertomorrow?Thelightswentonin

thehouse,herkidswerewaitingforher.Shemoved

backminuteslater,shelookedathim.

“Ihavetogo.Thekidsarewaitingforme.”

“I’llcallyoulater.”Hesaidandkissedhercheek

beforehewalkedtohercar.Shesmiledandrubbed

hereyesasshewatchedhim.Shewatchedhimget

insidethecarthenherolleddownthewindow.

“Getinsidetheyard,I’lldriveoffafteryougetin.”

Shesmiledandwalkedtohercarandstartedit.She

pressedthegatere,oneonherkeybeforeshe

reversed.Shecarefullydroveintotheyardand

closedthegatebutnotbeforeshesawhiscardrive



off.Sheparkedhercarandshesighed.Thekids

weregoingtoseebutshehadtotellthem

eventuallythattheirauntwasnotaliveanymore,

regardlessoftheanimosityshesharedwithLina.

Alorawasgoingtobedoneintwoorthreedaysand

therecanbeaquietfuneralwithherwork

colleaguesandtheirsmallfamily.Nothingtoobig

andtoolong.Thesoonershegotthisoveranddone

with,thebetter.

***

Thefollowingday

Likeclockwork,theMoremifamilyheadedtoAlora’s

semi-finalstowatchherwinasusualandtheyhad

towaitforhertocompeteonthelastday,forthe

finalandotheractivitiesattheMaths&Sciencefair

tookplace.Likeusual,RebantlewaswithHades

andshewatchedcarefullyasAloraandHades

sharedsomeverybrutalwords.Shewasusedto



this.Rebantlethought.HermindwasonParis.She

hadstartedherresearchonParis.Ifshehadto

learnFrenchoranythingofthatsort.Sheassumed

shehadto,forbasiccommunicationthere.She

lookedatAlora.

“Rora?”

“Yes?”Shesaidassheblewherhairawayfromher

face,sheworeherhairdownthistimeandshe

lookedbeautiful,withnocreaseonherclothes.

“TeachmeFrench.”Shesaid.Alorahadrecently

startedself-learningFrenchandRebantleknew

Alorawasafastlearnerwhereasshedidn’thave

thededicationtoschoolorforlearningthatwaybut

shehadtolearneitherway.IfshecouldgetjustBs

andafewCsforherfinalsshewillbegoodbecause

schoolwassuchahugechoreforher.

“Ofcourse.Ialreadyknowthebasicssoitwon’tbe

hardtoteachyou.NeedthatforParis?”

“Ithinkso.ItwillbeniceifIcancommunicatewith

theothermodelsright?”ShesaidandAloranodded.

“Afterthis,we’llgetstarted.”



“Thankssis.”AlorasawAustinwiththecornerof

hereye.Theyweregoingtomeetatthefinalsand

shehopedshewasgoingtowin.Okayshehated

doubtingherskillsbutshedoubtedthemnow.He

wasgoodanditwasnosecret.Shesighedand

crackedherknucklesasRebantletalkedwithHades.

***

Thatevening,thekidswelcomedtheirgrandmother

withhappyheartsandtheoldladysmiled.Susan

didamarvellousjobwiththekids.Shelovedallher

grandchildren.

“WhereisAlora?”

“Schoolcompetitions.”Mooketsiansweredandthe

oldladynoddedastheytookhersmallbag.

ShelookedatSusan.Shecouldtellsomethingwas

botheringSusanandshehadfoundmissedcalls

fromlandlinenumbers.Shewasalwayswaryof

callingbackstrangenumberssoshedidcallback.



Susanhuggedhermother.

“Thankyouforcominghere.Iappreciateit.”

“Somethingisbotheringyoursoulsngwanaka.”

Susandidn’twanttocryyet.Sheforcedasmile.

“Didyoueatmama?Rebantleisoncookduty.”

“Nkukudoyouwantmacandcheese?That’sthe

onlymealIhaveperfected.”Shesaidasshewalked

tothekitchen.

“Anythingisfine.”

“Onit.Guyspreparetobeamazed,ChefRebais

goingtomakeyouguysadinnertodiefor.”

Everyonechuckled.BKexcusedhimselfas

Mooketsichangedchannels.

Susanledhermothertoherroom.

“Youcanfreshenupmama.”Shesaid.Theoldlady

noddedandsatdownonthesoftmattress.

“IhavetocallKatalina.Herphonehasnotbeen

goingthroughorweshouldgotoherhouse.”Susan

justnoddedandclosedthedoor.Shecoveredher

mouthtearfullyasshebrisklywalkedtoher



bedroom.Sheclosedthedoorandsliddownthe

doorasshecried.Hermotherisgoingtobeso

broken,whatifhermotherblamesher?Shecovered

hermouthasshecried.Shehadtotellhermother

today.

Hourslater,afterthekidswereasleepSusan

walkedtohermother’sroomandshesatonthebed.

“MamaI’msorryIcan’ttakeyoutoKatalina’s

place.”Susansaidandshepaused.

“It’sokay,tomorrowisanotherday.”

Susanshookherhead.

“Mamayou’llneverseeLinaagain.I’msosorry.”

Shesaidastearsfilledhereyes.Theoldwoman

wasconfused.

“Whatdoyoumean?”MaSusanaskedSusan.

“Linaisnomoremama!Sheisnomore!”Shesaid

andshelookedathermotherthroughtearyeyes.

Theoldwomanclutchedherheart,hopingSusan

didn’tmeanwhatshewassaying.



“MamaLinacommittedsuicide,sheisnomore.”Ma

Susan’seyesfilledwithtearsandSusanmoved

closertohughermother.

“Sheisnomoremama.”Shesaid.Forthefirstin

years,sheheardhermothercry,herheartbreaking

witheverysobhermotherreleased.Thiswasgoing

toraisehermother’sbloodpressure.

“Iamsosorry.”Shesaid.Itwasnevergoingtobe

okayforhermother.

.

.

.

*

*

*
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TheshortceremonyendedasKatalinaMoseswas

finallyburiedatherfinal,restingplace.Ithadbeena

quietandshortceremony.Onlyafewcolleagues

andtheonlyfamilyshehadwerepresent.Susan

hidherpuffyeyesbehindherglassesandherkids

hadcomejustbecauseKatalinahadbeenhersister

notthatKatalinahadbeenalovingaunttowards

them.MaSusanhadwantedherchildtobeburied

inheryardandSusanwaspreparingtodriveback

homebeforemidday.Shehadmanagedto

convincehermotherthatshewasgoingtoleave

withthem.Itwasnotwisetoleaveamourningold

womanallaloneespeciallywhenshehadhigh

blood.Rebantlecheckedherwatch.Shehad

convincedhermothertogotothepartyand

assuredherthatshewasgoingtobesafewith

Hadesasherescort.Hermotherhadagreedwhen

shehadsaidHadeswasgoingtobethere.Alora

watchedinboredom.Shewantedtogohome.

Katalinawasnotherfavouritepersonandwhatshe



hatedwashowthishurttheirmotherand

grandmotherotherwise,shedidn’tcare.

***

Atthetherapis’soffice,Austinlookedstraightinto

histherapist’seyes.

“Austin,younevertoldmehowyoufeltaboutthe

divorce.”

“Indifferent.Whethertheyweretogetherornot,I

wasonmyownJames.Itdidn’tmakeany

differencewhethertheyweretogether.”

“Youdon’tlovethem?”Hechuckled.

“LoveisfakeJames.Igowithfacts,logicalthings.”

“ButyoustoptalkingaboutAlora.”Austinsmiled.

“YoushouldknowmebynowJames.Alora

fascinatedmeandcaughtmyattention.Sheis

smart,lookslikeavolcanoreadytoexplode.”

“Youcareforherthen?”



“JamesyoudoknowIdon’tcareaboutanyone

otherthanmyself.”Histherapistnotedthatdown.

Heknewhisclientwasanarcissistandhedidn’t

hideit,hehadhisowninterestsatheart.

“Solet’ssayyou’reattractedtoher.”Henodded.

“Correct.Ia,notgoingtoactonthat.”

“Ofcoursenot,you’rewithanotherperson.”

“Yes.IlovemyselfbutI’mnotthatmuchofan-“he

paused.Theirsessionswereunfilteredandthis15

yearoldboytestedhispatiencemorethanany

clienthaseverdoneandhewassuchachallenge.

Everydaytherewassomethingnewabouthim.He

knewhehadapenIQthatdoublesmosthuman

beings’intelligenceandhismemory.How

rememberedalmosteverythingwasamazing.He

hadaflaw,onehesworehewasgoingtoworkon

withoutassistance.

“Schoolworkisokay?”Austinchuckled.Wasthata

trickquestion?Whywouldn’titbeokay?

“Concentration?”



“Idon’tneedAdderall.Imadeitclear,thedayIwant

anAdderallprescriptionjustsayno.Iamperfectly

capableoffunctioningonmyown.”

“You’renotinvincibleAustin,you’rehuman.

“Really?”

“We’llneverspeakoftheprescriptionthen.”

“Good.Aboutthegirlwhocaughtyourattention.”

“Insteadoffreshair,youcansaysheisaninferno.”

Attractionwerethingshecoulddealwithona

logicallevel.Thebodyhadit’sownbiologyandhow

thechemicalsworkedhenceleadingtosex.Hehad

neverhadtocompetebecausehewasthebestat

whateverhedidandaftermeetingAlora,hereally

wasintocompeting.Justtobeatherandwatchher

faceturnredlikeshedidwhenhisschoolwonas

usual.Itwasneverevendoubtedbutshetried.At

secondplace.

“Doyouthinkyou’llloveanyoneotherthan

yourself?”Jamesasked.

“No.”Austindeadpannedandhistherapistnoted



thatdown.HesawthewayAustinspokeofAlora

buthekepthisobservationstohimself.

Austinstraightenedup.Hisweeklytherapy

sessionswereusuallyanoutlettopickJames’mind

ontopicsandhisothertherapistshadnotlasted

becausehewastoosmartforthemtothepointof

doingthejobforthembutJamesmatchedhis

questionsandusuallylefthimwithalottothink

about.

***

Theeeriesilencethatfilledthecarafterthefuneral

wasdeafening.SusanhadcomewiththeIpsum

thathadalloftheminside.Rebantleputonher

headphonesasshelistenedtomusicwhileAlora

pagedher50pageFrenchnovella.Itwasastartto

learninghowtounderstandthelanguageandthe

factthatAustin.Godshehatedthategomaniac,

knewFrenchbetterthanherandheoustedher

schoolteaminthefinalsirritatedthehelloutofher.



Shebreathedinandpickedherhighlighteroutof

herpencilcasetohighlightafewwords.Mooketsi

ontheotherhandplayedvideogamesonhisphone.

Hestoleaglanceateveryoneinthecar.Everyone

wasmindingtheirownbusinessandtheir

grandmotherwasstillgriefstricken.Sheglanced

overatAlorawhowasreallyintothatbook.

Bokamosowasfastasleep.Howdidhefallasleep

sofast?NexttohimRebantleleanedbackwithher

headphoneonandclosedhereyes.Hewentbackto

playinghisvideogame.Thesoonertheyarrivethe

betterforeveryone.

Whenhisfatherhaddied,hehadbeentooyoungto

understandbutnow,hisauntwasgoneandittook

atollonhismotherandgrandmother.Hesighed.

.

.

.

*

*
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MaMoremilookedaroundherhomestead.Susan

didn’tevenbotherwiththem,shehatedthatittook

suchadversepovertytomakeherregrethowshe

treatedSusanandherchildren,includingAlora.The

childrenbarelyateanythingandallherdaughters

knewweremenandpoppingmorebabies.She

wouldn’tknowwheretofindSusannowandsurely

hersonmustbeturninginhisgrave.Sheshookher

head.Funnythingwasthatshehadnevercaredfor

Susanevenwhenhersonwasverymuchalive,she

hadwishedhersonwouldmarryabeautifulwoman

fromthevillage.Onewhowouldrelatetohernota

workingwomanwhoknewwhatshewantedand

madehersonchange.Sheclosedhereyes.Tired.

Shewouldn’tknowthefirstthingtodososhecan

apologisetoSusan.Shefeltlikeherdayswerenear,



shewouldfinallymeethersonandherdaughter.

***

AtSusan’shouse,shemadesurehermotherwasin

herroom.MaSusansilentlygotundercoversand

Susansighed.Sheclosedthedoorandtookher

phoneasshedialledThabiso.

“Hey.”Shesaidtheminuteheansweredthephone.

“Areyougood?Howdidthefuneralgo?”Heasked

andsheopenedherbedroomdoor,takingoffher

highheelsasshewalkedtothedoor.

“Itwasbrief.Idon’tthinkmymotherwillevermove

onfromthis.”Shesaidsighing.

“It’spainfultoloseachild,nomatterwhatageyou

losethechild.Thepainstayswithyou.”Hesaid

withasadnoteandSusannodded.Shecouldn’t

imaginelosinganyofherfourchildren.

“AllIcanhopeforisthatitgetsbetterforher.”



“Wecanonlyhope.”Susanleanedbackonthebed

asshetoldThabisoherthoughts.Itwaslikea

breathoffreshairtohavesomeonelistentoher

andnotfeeloverwhelmedwithherfeelings.She

lovedherchildren,nodoubtbutshecouldn’ttalkto

themanyhow.Hermotherdidn’tneedadditional

stress.

“Youdoknow,you’llneedtohavesomeonelookat

thecontract.Justsotheydon’texploitRebantle.”

“Iknow.Canyourecommendsomeone?Maybe

nextweekorso,willyoumeetAloraandshowher

thehouse.Explaineverythingtoher,sheisyoung

butsheunderstandsalotofthings.”

“Soyoutoldme.”Hesaidandshelaughedsoftly.

Theyhadn’tgonetotheirfirstdateyetbutthey

clicked.Whyhadsheneverbeenoutafterher

husbanddied.

Meanwhileintheotherbedroom,Rebantlesaton

thebedandsentHadesatext.Theywereleavingat

6pmandhepromisedtobringherbackhome



beforemidnight.Shehopedheenjoyedtheparty

andshehadpromisedherself.Nodrugs.Thathad

beenthelastandfirsttime.Shehadherfutureto

thinkof.Shesmiledasherespondedhertext.They

textedbackandforthasshegrinned.

ThiswasthepeacefulnessthatreignedinSusan’s

household.Shehaddoneamarvelousjobatraising

herfourkidsbuttheonlyquestionwaswillthekids

beresponsibleadultsinfuture?Willtheydisappoint

herintheiradultlife?Withalltheiruniquenessand

ad,orabletalentswouldtheypeoplethatwere

lookedintoinsocietyorwouldtheydevelophabits

thatwoulddestroythegoodworktheirmotherhad

done?Weareyettofindout.

.

.

.

*

*
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Aloraquicklywalkedoutofclassassoonasthe

lecturewasdone.Shepulleddownherberetasher

bootheelsclickedalongthepavement.Herbagthat

hadmoreofherbookswasonhershoulder.Her

phoneringingmadeherstophalfwaytotakeoutthe

phone.Shebetteransweritbeforeshegetsinside

thelibrary.ShelookedatthecallerIdandsighed.

“HelloReba,howareyou?”

“Breathing.Areyoubusy?”

“Ihavetogointothelibrary,isitokayifIcalllater?”

“Alorayouaregoingtoworkyourselftodeath.”

Alorasighedasshelookedatherboots,tryingto



seeiftheleatherwasokay.

“IhaveassignmentsandItookonmore

programmesforthisfinalsemester.”Shesaidasa

matteroffact,shehadtogetabove90sinallher

coursesorelsethiswouldhavebeenfornothing.

Allthoseawardsshecollectedovertheyearswould

havebeenfornothing.Shegotintooneofthebest

Universitiesworldwideandshedamnaswell

deservedtograduatewiththehighestgrades.

“Okay.”Reba’svoicewentsoft.Rebantlewas

retreating.Aloramentallyslappedherself.

“IpromiseI’llcall.Ineverbreakmypromises.”Alora

said.Inavoicesofterthantheonesheusuallyuses.

“Istartedattendingmytutorialstoday.”

“That’sagreatachievement.I’msoproudofyou.”

“Yeah!Letmenotkeepyou.You’llcall?”

“IneverbreakmypromisesReba.Bye.”Shehung

upandsheputherphonebackinherbag.Alora

walkedtothelibrary,sheshouldhavegottencoffee

forthatenergyboostbutshe’llsurvive.Shesaidas



shewalkedtothePrincetonUniversityLibrary.

***

Rebantlebitherlipasshelookedatthesmall

apartmentthatshestayedatwithHades.She

pulledheroversizedsweatertohernowgangly

body.Ithasbeenthreeyearssinceshestopped

modellingbutitstillfeltlikeyesterdaywhenshe

hadtofullytakeonthedarksideofmodellingshe

neverknewexisted.Tearsfilledhereyesandshe

wipedthem.Shewasmakingprogress.Sheand

Hadesweremakingprogress.Eveniftheprogress

wasmaybeaweeklongbeforetheyrevertedto

theiroldhabitsorfuelledeachother’shabitsthat

theyweresecretlyfightingintheirshared

apartment.Shesighedandgotupfromthecouch

andwalkedtothekitchentogetablackplasticto

clearthebottlesandthesyringesonthetable.She

threwtheminside.Itwasday2ofherbeingclean,

sheshouldmaintainthat.Herphonestartedringing



onthesofaandsheletgooftheplastictoanswer.

“Hello?”

“HiReba,areyoufreetopickupEmoryfrom

school?”Hermotherasked.

Rebabreathedinandout.

“Please.HerfatherandIwillbehomelatefrom

work.”

“Okay.I’lltry.”

“Areyouokay?”

“Eemma.Justhadtoattendalesson.”

“I’mproudofyouforgivingyoureducationa

chance.”

Shenoddedasshebroughtherhandtoherface.

“It’sturningouttobeokay.”

“You’renevertoooldtogotoschool.Youand

HadesshouldvisitIamstillnotcomfortablethat

youdecidedtomoveouttoco-habit.”Rebantle

sighed.



“MamaI’manadult.Youdon’thaveto

micromanagemeanymore.”Susanhuffed.

“Iwasn’tmicromanagingyouRebantle.Iwasdoing

what’sbestforyou.”HermothersaidandRebantle

noddedslowly.

“Okay.I’llpickEmoryup.”

“Thankyou.Willitbeokaywithyouifyoucanwait

tillIcomebackhomeorrraagweEmory.Youcan

spendthenightanddrivebackhomeinthe

morning.”

“Eemma.I’llbebyherschoolinanhour.”

“ThankyouandIloveyou.”

“Iloveyoutoomama.”Thecallcutandsheplaced

thephonedown.Shebreathedintohersleevesand

shecontinuedtopickupeverything.Nowshehad

todealwithheryoungestsiblingwhowastoo

inquisitive.Shesighed.Thedooropenedandin

walkedHades.Shefoldedherarmsandlookedat

histallframe.Hewasstillashandsomeastheday

theymetwhentheywerenoteventeenagers.Her

bestfriendforoveradecade,youcouldgetdrunk



withoutthewhiskey.Thatwashowintoxicatinghe

was.

“H-howwasit?”Sheaskedasshemovedcloser.

Hisarmswrappedaroundhers.Hisalcoholtinted

breathhitherinthefaceandtearsfilledhereyes.

“Hades,youpromised.”Shesaidsoftlyandhe

rubbedhercheek.

“I’msosorry.Iwassostressed.”

“HadesI’mtwodayscleanandyoupromised..”her

voicecrackedandheheldher.

“I’msorrymyprettygirl.”

“WeneedtodobetterHades.Please.”Helookedup.

Hehadsuchastressfulday,hehadtohave

somethingabitstrongtotakeawaythestress.

“Eemma.”Thefunnythingwasthattheyreached

lowsweretheywereenablingeachotherandthere

weredayswheretheymadepledgestobeeach

other’skeepers.Theyhadkepttheiraddictions

privateandtheirclosestdidnotknowanythingand

theythoughttheycouldbeatthemallalone.Just



thebothofthemintheirsmallapartment.

“IhavetopickupEmoryfromschool.I’llcalllater,

we’restillwatchingMarveltogether.I’llvideocall.”

Shesaidsoftly.Shewassoprecious.Hekissedher

lipssoftlyandshekissedhimback,herarms

wrappingaroundhisneck.

“I’llneverquityouthough.Ican’tquityou.”She

smiled.

.

.

.

*

*

*
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Rebamovedback.Theymightbefuckedupsobad,

lettingtheiraddcitionstakecontrolbuttheyloved

eachother.Shewasn'tsurewhoneededtheother

themostbutshecouldn'timagineherselfwithout

him.Sheslidherhandsinhispocketstotakehis

carkeys.

"I'llcall.Ipromise."shewalkedoutandhepulled

herback.

"Yourphoneisonthesofa."

"Oh!"Shewalkedtothesofatopickherphone

beforeshewalkedoutofthedoor.

"Reba,areyousureyoushouldbedriving?"

Shenodded.

"I'mcleanHades.Icanstilldrive."

Hesighedandleanedback.Henodded.She

unlockedhiscarandgotintoit.Sheclosedhereyes.

Ithadhurtwhenthemodellingindustryspitherout

anditwasn'tbecauseofthedrugs,nooneknew

aboutthatexceptHadesandshehaddoneagreat

jobofhidingit.



"Youarenolongerwhatwe'relookingfor."Theyhad

said.Theyfoundthenextbigthinganddiscarded

herlikethat.Shetriedbrandmodelingbutshewas

eithertooshortforthemortooskinny.Shehad

criedhereyesout.Ithadbeensobadbecauseshe

couldrememberherfirstweekinParis,theyhad

saidshewasfatandneededtoshedthekilos.That

birthedamassiveeatingdisorder.Tearsfilledher

eyes,itwasRebathemodel.Theonewhowasthe

centreofattention.Shehadtravelledtheworldbut

shewassureshenowmanyofthewashedup

modelsthateveryoneforgot.Shesighed.She

lookedatthedoorandHadeswasstillstanding

there.Hesmiledatherandshesmiledback.She

lovedhim.Shestartedthecarandreversedoutof

theparkingspot.

***

Attheprimaryschool,Rebacalledhermothertotell

hershewasbythegatetopickEmoryup.



"ThankyousomuchReba."

"Eemma.Sheiscoming."Rebasaidasshegotout

ofthecarsohersistercanseeher.Emory'sfacelit

upasshesawheroldersister.

"HiiiiReba!"Thesevenyearoldsquealedasshe

huggedheroldersister.Rebarubbedherback.

"HeyEm.Howareyoudoingmylittlepowerpuff

girl?"

Emorygrinned.

"Wearegoingtowatchittogetherright?"Sheasked

withagrin.

"Yes."RebaledEmorytothecar.Itwascleanand

therewasnothingincriminatinginsidethecar.

"Reba?"

"Hhhmmm?"

"Whydon'tyouvisit?"Rebasighed.

"I'malwaysbusymylittlegirl."Emorynoddedand

satinthemiddlewheretheseatbeltwaseasierto

puton.



"IsitbecauseI'mababy?"

Rebachuckledasshestartedthecar.

"Notatall.Weareallsobusy,mybaby.Bkis

alwaysworkingandhehasawifenow,I'mbusy

withschoolandAloraisbusywithschoolthat's

whyyouseehertwiceayear.Mooketsiworksin

Francistownandit'susuallysodifficultforhimto

getoffdays.Weallloveyouthesame."Shesaid

andEmorynodded.

"Mommyanddaddywillbelatetodaysosister

Rebantleisincharge."Emorygrinned,shewasthe

lighterversionofSusan.

"Youlovethatright?Let'sgo."Shereversedoutof

herparkingspotandjoinedtheroad.Shekept

tellingherselftokeephergriponthesteeringwheel,

shewasstillagooddriver.

***

Alorafinallyclosedherbooks.Nowshehadtogo



backtoherdormandworkherbehindoffyetagain.

Itwasaviciouscycle.Shepickedherphoneand

sheloggedintoherFacebookaccount.

'AustinMatthews.TakingtheCorporateWorldby

Storm'thelinkforanonlinearticle.Shewas

temptedtoreaditbutsheputherphonedown.The

lasttimeshehadcrossedpathswithhimwaswhen

shewas18,afterherAlevelsandwasbusywith

interviewsatdifferentschools.Sheclosedhereyes

ashermindtookherbacktotheflashbackyears

ago.

Shewalkedthroughthehallwayasshemadeher

waytotheDean'soffice.HerinterviewatStanford

wastobegininfourhoursandshehadtimetotake

atouroftheUniversityandawaitheradmission.As

fatewouldhaveit,shemetAustin.

"Wemeetagain."Shehadobservedhimoverthe

years,hischangingcharacterandhowhebehaved

arounddifferentpeople.Toherheseemedphony

andfake.



"Alora.I-"hewascutoffbytheDean.

"Alorawelcome.Austinwillbeyourguidefortoday

toshowyouaroundtheUniversity."

"Ofcourse.Thankyou."Themanwalkedawayand

shewasleftwiththisegomaniac.

"Ibeatyourschoollastyear."

Heshrugged.

"That'sbecauseIwasnotthereAlora."Hesaid

smoothlyashefixedhisblazer.Shehatedhow

confidencefithimlikeasecondskinandhowhe

wasn'tfearfulofanything.

"Istillhateyou."

"Arewestillgoingtoberivalsinthesameschool

Alora?"Heaskedashestartedwalking,allsixfoot

fiveofhimandshecouldn'treachhisheightevenin

herheelswhichsheworeasanarmour.Thatgirls

candoanythingeveninheels.Sheknewhewasthe

sonofawomanwhoseworkethicsheadmired.

Thatwomanwasaliteralpowerhouseandturned

MatthewsIncorporatedintoamulti-millionbusiness.



Justastheywalkedinsilence,Alorarecognized

oneoftheMinister'sdaughtermakeherwayto

themholdingicedcoffeeinherhand.

"Austin,I'vebeenlookingforyou.I'vebeen

assignedtoyousoyoucanshowmearound."

"HowisyourfatherbythewayChedu?"Heasked

andAlorahadtostopherselffromrollinghereyes

back.

"Isthis-Alora?Oh!"Chedusaiddismissivelyasall

herattentionbefellAustin.Shesoftenedhervoice

asshetoldhimaboutherfather'sgravehealth.

Austin'seyesfleetedtoAloraasshefoldedher

arms.

"Arewegoingtoseetheschool?"Shesaidand

Chedurolledhereyes.

"Wegetityou'renotusedtothingslikethisAlora."

Alorathoughtbetterthantofightwiththisairhead

whowashereonlybecauseofherfather's

connectionsandnotbecausesheearnedthespot.

ChedumovedclosertoAloraandshespiltthe

coffeeonAlora'swhiteshirtsleeves.



"Mymistake,nowthetourcancontinue."Shesaid

inaspitefulmannerandAlorawastornbetween

losinghertemperorgettingthecoffeestainoff.

Shechosethelatterandquicklyrantofinda

bathroomwhereshecantryherdamndestto

removethestain.Shefoundoneandgotinside,her

mindalreadyinutterchaosatthestainonhershirt.

Shehadaninterviewand-

Sheusedapapertowelinthebathroomandwetit

beforesheputitoverthestain.Shouldsheremove

hershirtandwashthesleeveanddryitwiththeair

dryer?Sheaskedherselfasshestartedunbuttoning

theshirt.Thedooropenedandsheglaredatthetall

figurethatwalkedin.Hewascalmandshe

wonderedifanythingeverrattledhisquiet

demeanor.

"It'snotgoingtocomeoff."Hesaid.

"IfuckingknowRobert."Sheblewoffsomeofher

steam.Shehadchosenthisoutfitperfectlyand

someairheadruinedit.

"Andwhatwasthat?Howisyourfatherbythe



way?"sherepeatedinthatirritatingvoiceof

Chedu's.

"Iwasmakingconversation."Shehadstopped

unbuttoninghershirtandshepickedanotherpaper

towel.

"Youbehavedifferentlyarounddifferentpeople.

Maybeyou'rebeingfakewithmeRobert."Hekept

hisknowingeyesonherasheremovedhisblazer.

"Idon'tneedyourhelpRobert."

"IknowAlora,."Hewalkedcloserandshesighed.

Shebuttonedhershirtandtuckedittightly.

"You'restillnarcissistic."

"Iknow."Hehelpedherwearhisblazerandshe

turnedtohim.

"Pullbackthesleeves."Hisblazerengulfedher

frame.Hedidandshedidn'tsaythankyouasshe

walkedout.Alorahadtosayshedidgetaplacein

StanfordUniversitybutshedeclineditandwentto

Princetoninstead.



Sheshookherhead,pushingthememorybackas

shestoodup.Shewalkedoutoftgelibraryandthe

minuteshewasout,regardlessofthetime

differenceshecalledhersisterandshefoughtto

hidehersmilewhensheheardEmoryattheendof

theline.

.

.
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Hadespickeduphisleatherjacketimmediately

afterthephonecallwithReba.Itwashardtoquit

somethingthatwasinyoursystemandheguessed



thatasmuchashehadwarnedRebantleagainst

drugs,shestilldidthem.Herubbedhisface,she

didthedrugsandshehiditsowellthathefound

outayearagoaboutthedrugswhenhehadasked

hertomoveinwithhim.Hehadneededsomewhat

asteadyinghandsohecaneaseuponthealcohol.

Rebahadbeenreluctanttomoveinwithhimafter

shehadpreachedindependencetohermotherthe

minutethemodellingagencieshaddroppedherlike

ahotpotatoyearspriortotheircohabitation.

Wantingthenexthotthing,muchmorethicker

modelsandRebantlenolongerfittheircriteria.She

hadbeenbroken.Sobrokenandhedidn’tknowhow

tocomfortherbecausemodellingwasallsheknew.

Rebantlebreathedandlivedformodelling.He

lockedhislips,nowcontemplatinghisdecision.

Theirromanticrelationshipwassocomplicatedand

hedidn’twanttodelveintothecomplexitiesoftheir

relationship.Heshouldbehelpingherfightthis,he

reallyshould.Shewastwodayscleanandhe

shouldbecleantoo.Withher.Heleanedback

againstthewall,phoneinhispocket.Thevoicesin

hishead,theonesthatcouldonlybesilencedby



somestrongalcoholgotlouder.Theygotreallyloud

andhegroanedashetouchedhishead.Hades

straightenedupandsighed.Thiswasthelasttime.

Theverylasttimeheisdoingthis.Hegotoutofthe

houseandlockeditbeforehereachedforhisphone

tocallforacabtotakehimtoabar,anyopenbarin

thecity.

***

AtSusan’shouse,SusanwatchedasRebantleput

Emorytosleep.Shefoldedherarms.

“Rebayou’restilltooyoungtosettle.Idon’teven

condoneyou’recohabitationwithHades.Yesheis

agoodboybutIdon’tcondoneit.Hemaybea

distractiontoyoureducation.”Rebasighed.Her

motherwouldn’tunderstand.

“I’mokay.Letmegosleep.”Shesaidassheheld

hersleeveswithherfingersandflashedasmile

headingtoherbedroom.Theirstepfatherwasn’ta

badmanoranythingbutithadbeenweirdtohave



one,asoldastheywere.Theyneverreallygotused

tohimbuthetriedsohard.Rebantlemused.She

openedherbedroomdoorandgotinbeforeshe

lockedit.Sheremovedtheoversizedhoodieand

walkedtothemirrorasshelookedatherslender

armsinthelongsleevevest.Sheclosedhereyes,

modellinghadbeenturnedoutbeherworst

nightmare.Thethingsshenevergotoverandwould

beembeddedinhermemoryforever.Shewalkedto

thebedandsighed.Hadeswasprobablysleeping

nowandshebetternotdisturbhim.Daytwoand

shealreadywantedafixtonumbthethoughtsand

memories.HermindtookhertoParisfashionweek.

Herfirstinternationalmodellinggigandhowitlefta

bittermemory.Thefirstofmany.

EightyearsagoatParis,nownewlyofageReba

hadbeensoexcited.Thecityandthelights

consumedherandshehadbeensmilingalltheway

toherhotelroomwithhermother.Hersizeswere

tookandshecouldn’tstoptellingHadesabouthow

successfultheshowwasgoingtobe,theafterparty



thathadallthemodelsandhowshewasgoingto

minglewiththewho’sandwho’softhemodelling

industry.Itwasallafairytaleforalocallybornand

bredyoungAfricanmodelwiththeskincolourthat

fascinatedeveryone.Evenontherunawayasshe

strutted,thecrowdhadbeenpleasedwithher.How

shewaseffortlessandotherworldly.ANubian

Queen,shehadbeencalled.Thathadhersmiling

backstagethroughoutthechangesinherwardrobe.

Onething,thatshouldhavebeenaredflagwas

howoneofthemanagersatthebackkept

complimentingherframeandhowexquisiteshe

wouldlookifshetriedothertypesofmodelling.Her

youngmindhadnotcaughtontothesexual

innuendosthatwereassumedandshehadsmiled

andlaughedwiththem,shehadbrushedoffthe

wayherbodywastouchedallinthenameof

praisingitandherAfricanfigure.Shehadmissed

thataswellsmiledpushinghimback.Shehad

missedhowshehadbeenphotographednudewhile

changingbecausesomehowtheyweretooslickto

beseen.Bigmistake.



Rebabediwipedhertears.Thelastwaswhat

hauntedherdayinanddayout.Shehadhidthe

blackmail,theracistslursthrownather,the

manipulationfromhermother,thesexualassaults

andallthebadthingsnoonecaredtowarnher

about.Hermotherhadworkedsohardtomakeher

theyoungladyshewasandshewasn’tgoingto

ruinthat.Sherubbedherarmsandbreathedout

beforeshegotundercovers.Ifshesleepsnow,the

urgeswillhopefullyrestfortheday.Sheclosedher

eyesinanattempttoallowsleeptowhiskheraway.

***

Susanworehernightdressbeforeshegotinbed

withherhusbandThabiso.Shesettledcomfortably

inbedandhepulledhercloser.

“Youlookbothered.”

“I-I’mnotjustthatI’mstillnotokaywithRebaliving



withHades.”

“Sheshouldn’tevenlivewithhim,theyarenot

married.Suyouallowthesekidstogetawaywith

everything.”

“Ican’talwaysmonitorthem,theyareadultsand

allowedtomaketheirowndecisionsevenifthose

decisionshurtthem.”Thabisosighed.

“You’retheirmother.Youknowbest.”Susan

nodded.TheywereaweekawayfromKatalina’s

deathanniversary.Hermotherhasn’tbeenthe

samesinceanditwasbysomemiraclethather

motherwasstillalive.

“Idon’tknowhowmamaisgoingtohandlethis

year’sdeathanniversary.Italwaysleavesherso

weak.”Thabisokissedherforehead.

“Shehaslearnedtolivewiththepain.”Susan

sighed.

“Linawasheryoungest,ithurtsnomatterwhat

age.”Thabisonoddedyetagain.

“Butshewasnotagoodsisterorsoyou’resaid.”



Susanpaused.Sheneverreallytoldanyonethefull

extentofhersister’sevilnesshasshe?Shesat

upright.

“Thisisjustpillowtalkanditwon’tbeusedagainst

meakere?”

“WhywouldIuseitagainstyou?”Sheshrugged.

“Letmetellyouallaboutmysister.I’llstartfromthe

top.Iknowit’sbadtotalkI’llofthedeadbutit’snot

I’llifit’sthetruthisit?”

“Noit’snot.”

Susanbroughtherhandstogetherandlookedather

husbandbeforeshestartedspeaking.Sheknewhe

wasEmily’slawyerandhehadhelpedAlorawith

herinheritance.InheritancethatAlorakeptsaying

shehadplansforbutshehasnevertouchedadime.

“LinaandIgrewupfineIguess.Iwastheolder

sister,theoneshelookedupto.Iwasolderbythree

yearswhichisnothingreallylookingatitnow.I

studiedjournalismandshestudiedsomethingtodo

withbusiness.Thingswereokay,Iwasusedtothe

factthatshegotabetterjobandshelookeddown



onpeoplebecauseoftheirwealthstatus.Linawas

ahardworkerThabisobutinallherhardworkshe

neverlastedinrelationships.”

“Successfulwomendon’t.Iseethatwiththe

lawyersatmyfirm.Thefemaleones.”

“Idon’tthinkit’sthat,theyhavethishyper

independencethattheydon’tneedanyoneandit

killsthembutokaymovingonwiththestory,she

achievedeverythingsheeverwantedandmore

whileIchosetofallinlovewithamanIputthrough

schoolwithmyownmoneyregardlessofthefact

thathisfamilyhatedme.”

Thabiso’seyeswidened.Whenwomenlove,they

lovehard.Sheputamanthroughschoolandhe

cheatedonher.Wow!

“Iwasthatinlove.Webuiltourfamilyandhegota

goodjobandall.Linabaskedinhersuccessand

wouldn’tstopremindingmehowImarriedpoorand

thatIcoulddobetter.”

ThabisolistenedasSusanwenton.

“Fastforward,myhusbanddiedandIfoundoutthat



thechildmysisterinlawhadbeenstayingwithhad

beenhisfromasidechick.Thegistofitwasthat

sheimpregnatedherselffromthesperminthe

condombutthefactthathestillcheatedguttedme

youknow.”

Thabisoneverspokeofhisclientsbutheknew

Emilywasoneofthesuccessfulonesthathad

multipleonenightstandsandheaskedhimself

whatledhertothedecisionofchoosingMoremito

beherchild’sfather.Wasitbecausehehadkids

andwasmarriedandshedeemedhimabetter

candidate?

“Turnsoutmysisterknewandwhenitcametolight,

Isawmysister’sbrutality.Shewantedtofightme

toothandnailforAlora.Sheevengotmefiredfrom

thejobshefoundformeonsomesheknewabetter

candidate.”

“Wow!”

“Itgetsworse,itgetsreallyworse.Sheapologised

tomeandlikeafoolIforgaveher.Wewereokay

andstupidlyItoldheralotofstuffandovertwo



yearsshegotclosertomykids.Theylovedher.She

wasauntyLinawhogotthemeverythingthey

wanted.”Thabisorubbedherarm.

“Guesswhatshedid,sheusedthatinformation

againstme,shewenttothemediaandIwasthe

laughingstock.Shetoldthemeverything.”Thabiso

rememberedwhenEmily’snamehadbeeninthe

mediaafterherdeathandhereadthestory.

“Asifthatwasnotenough,shekidnappedAlora

andMooketsisincetheywenttoschooltogether

andtheywerecloseinage.Shekidnappedmy

childrenandshethreatenedtokillmetogetAlora.”

Susansaidandwipedhertears.

“Shepoisonedmykids,shewantedtokillme.She

saidwedidn’thavetofightIjusthadtogiveher

AloraandshewouldletMooketsigo.WhywouldI

lovethechildofasidechickandnottrytogetridof

her?ShehadsomeonealmostkillmeandIpleaded

toher,IhaveliterallyscarsfromtheknifeIwas

threatenedwith.”

“Theone’sonyourwrists?”Susannodded.



“ItwouldseemlikeIkilledmyselfandIlater

involvedthepoliceandmanagedtogetmykids.I

wouldhaveneverdonethattoher,shewasmyonly

sister.Evenifshewasinfertileshewasnotgoingto

diewithoutachild.Surrogacywouldhavebeen

okay.Iwouldhavebeenhersurrogateifsheasked.”

Thabisoshookhishead.

“Letmegetthisstraight,shekidnappedthe

children.”

“Correct.”

“Youdidn’twanttofighthersoyoujusttriedtotalk

toher?”

“Yes.Andshesentsomeonetotryandkillmeeven

afterIbeggedhertoletthekidsgo.”

“Didn’tthepoliceputherincustody?”

“Idroppedthechargesandgotaprotectionorder.I

didn’twanttobeinthemediaagain.”

“Butyoustillhateher.”

“Notasmuchsincesheisdead.Ilovedher.She

wasmysister.”



Thabisoshookhishead.Hewasconfusedathow

goodthiswomanwaswhenshealmostdiedand

shelethersisterroamfreelikethat.

“I’msurprised.Youshouldhavelethergotojail.”

“MaybeIwantedhertogetredemptionandmaybeI

wantedhertohaveherkidsadoptedorviaa

surrogateandfeelhowpainfulitistohaveyourlife

threatenedandsomeonecasuallykidnapyourkids

eventhoughyoutrustedthem.”

“Youwantedrevenge?”

“ApartofmedidbutIletitgobecauseshewas

infertileandInfiguredherheartwastoodarkto

evenloveaninfant.ButIdidforgivehertillshewas

dead.”

“Thatsoundslikeamovie.”

Susanchuckled.

“Itsuredoesbutit’sinthepast,sheisgoneso…”

Thabisopulledhertohim.

“I’msorryyouwentthroughallofthat.”

“I’msorryIallowedmyselftogothroughallofthat.”



Susansighed.Shehadskippedonedetail.

“ThereissomethingIskipped.”

“Oh?”

“Afewdaysbeforeshekilledherself,Lina

confessedsomethingtomewiththehopethatI

wouldforgiveher.”

“I’mlistening.”

“SheconfessedtokillingEmilysoshecouldget

Alora.Idon’tknowhowshekilledEmilybutshe

confessedtoit.”ThabisoletgoofSusan.

“Shekilledher?”Susanswallowed.

“Yeah!”

“Wow!Ifshehadbeenaliveshecouldhavebeen

convicted.Murdererisserious.Yoursisterwasa

psychopath.”

“Iseeitnow.Shewantedwhatshecouldn’thave

anddideverythinginherpowertogetwhatshe

wanted.”

Thabisonoddedandshookhishead.Susanyawned.



Shewasgettingrathersleepy.

“Goodnight.”

“Night.”Hekissedhercheekandsheturnedonher

sidetosleep.Thabisosatthere,wideawake.He

wasprocessingallhehadbeentoldinthisshort

hour.

***

Attheclub,Hadesorderedhisthirdglassof

whiskeywhensomeonesatnexttohim.Heturned

tolookatthepersonandeveninhisdrunkstate,he

couldvividlyrememberhim.RecognitionhitAustin

andheleanedback.Alorahadbeeninhisthoughts

oflateandthisguymightjustbethekey.He

rememberedhimfromthetimehesawAlorawith

hersisterandhehadbeenthere.

HadesdrankhiswhiskeyquietlyasAustinordered

hisdrink.Hewasjusthere,passingbybeforehe

wenthomeeventhoughhepreferredtodrinkinthe



comfortofhisownhome.

Hadescouldfeelthegazeonhimandheturnedto

facehim.

“Areyoujudgingme?”Austinturnedhishead.

“Merelyobserving…”

“Hades.”

Heknewwhohewasaswell.Whodidn’tknow

HudsonInc’ssoleheir?Eventhoughhehadn’t

assumedpositionofCEOlikehewascurrently

occupyingatMathewsCo.WellinterimCEOthatis.

“I’mjustobservingHades.”

“Doesn’tlooklikeit.”Hadesretorted.Thisguyhad

anauraofsuperiorityanditirkedhiminthewrong

way.

“Wellit’screepy.”

“Dependsonhowyoudefine‘creepy’”Austinsaid.

Theword‘creepy’beingonehewouldneverusein

hisvastvocabulary.

“Condescending.”



“Muchbetter.”Austinmused.Hisfacenotgiving

anythingaway.

Hadesshookhisheadanddownedhisglassbefore

heorderedanother.Hadesusuallydranktillhe

passedout.Thiswasthelastdayhewasdrinking

anyway.

“Isn’tthatenough?”

“Andwhoareyoutotellmewhat’senough?”Austin

wasn’toffended.Goodpoint.Heusuallydidn’tcare

buthehadafeelingthathecouldgetAlora’s

number.Hedidthingsthatbenefittedhimandthe

endresultherewasgettingAlora’snumber.He

watchedHadesinsilenceashisownwhiskey

arrived.

.

.

.

*

*

*
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Attheclub,Hadesplacedhisheadonthetabletop

asthealcoholwenttohishead.Itwasallfuzzyand

hefoundhimselflaughingasAustinobserved.His

hazelbrownsfullofcalmandwisdombeyondhis

23years.Fromthelasthourhehasobserved

Hades,hehadafewpointstonote.Hadeslookedat

Austinandlaughed.

“Haveyoueverhatedyourfather?”Hadesasks.His

wordsslurringbutAustincouldunderstand.He

shookhishead.Heneverhadthetimeofdayto

hatehisparents.Hismothertaughthimheonlyhad

himselftorelyonandnotevenher.Hewaspretty

muchonhisownandhecaredaboutonlyhimself.

Rightnowifhewasn’tlookingforAlora’scontacts

hewouldn’tbehere,listeningandwatchingHades

drinkhimselftodeath.

“Wellitisfuckinghell.Doyouhateyourmotheras



well?”Hesledagainashetriedtolifthisheadbutit

wassoheavyforhimtolift.Heignoredtheblack

dotsinhisvisionashewaitedforAustintoanswer.

Orheleft?Helaughed.Obviouslyheleft.Heclosed

hiseyesashecursedunderhisbreath.Heshould

callthecabandgethomebeforeRebaarrivesinthe

morning.Hetriedtostandbutheswayedandsat

rightbackonthechair.Thispainwasgoingtobe

evermore.Hadesheldbacktearsandlaughedagain,

hisfatherwouldcallhimafuckingweaklingfor

evensheddingatear,hewouldtellhimtomanup

andtrynottoactlikeasissy.Helaughedinpain

andtriedtolifthishead.

“Ilooksodes-retardedrightnow.”Austinchecked

thetime.Hemightpassoutinlessthantenminutes

becausehewastoinebriatedtobeabletosurvive

morethanthat.Hadeslaughedbeforeheletthe

tearsrollinapublicclub.

“RebafuckingbelievesIcanbesober.”Heslurred

ashefoughttolifthishead.

“IprayIdieofalcoholoneofthesedays.”Hesaid

beforeheblackedout.Thebarmanlookedat



Hades.Theyareusedtohimdrinkinghimselfto

deathonceinawhile.Everyonemindedtheirown

businessandeversaidanything.Heusuallywoke

upinthemorning.

ThebartenderwalkedtowhereHadeswaspassed

out.

“Hewillbefine.Hewillwakeupinthemorning.”

Austinfinishedhissecondglassofwhiskey,hewas

notaheavydrinkerandhewasmorethancoherent.

“I’lltakehimhome.”Hesaidandthebartender

raisedaneyebrow,theirbiggestcustomernever

hadanyonetakehimhome.Hewasusuallyalone

andhewokeupinanemptybarwhenthecleaning

staffcame.

“Youknowhim?”AustinlookedatHades.

“Afriend’sfriend.”Austinwasafewinchestaller

thanHadesashestooduptohisfullheightandhis

energyfillingtheroom.HelookedatHadesbefore

hetookouthiswalletandpaidthebartender.He

slightlybenthiskneestopickHadesup,hewas

heavysincehewasunconsciousbuthewas



determinedtotakehimtohiscar.Heheldhisheavy

weightasheplacedHadeshandbehindhis

shoulderandhewalkedoutoftheclubwiththe

confidenceofamotherfuckinggod.Hereachedthe

carlotintenminutesandhewishedhehadcalled

hisdriverinsteadofdrivinghimself.Hemadehis

waytohiscarwithapassedoutHades.He

slumpedHadesagainstthebootasheunlockedthe

door.Heopenedthedoorandheputhiminside

beforeheclosedthedoorandwalkedtothedriver’s

seat.Heleanedbackandlookedatthemanathis

backseat.Hehadlowregardforpeoplewhowilfully

threwtheirlivesaway.Heremindedhimselfofthe

endgoalandhepickedhisbagonthepassenger

seat.Hetookouthislaptopandswitchediton,he

mightaswellmakesomefinaltouchesonthe

documentCelinewantedhimtosubmit.Heknew

hismotherwastestinghimandhecouldleadthe

companywithhiseyesclosedbuthestilldidn’t

havethefinalsayasinterimCEO.Hestartedtyping

awayinthecar.



***

Rebantlehitherheadagainstthecupboardwithher

eyesclosed.Sheslowlymovedbackwardsand

turnedtothekitchendoor.Susanwhowastyingher

gown,walkedoutofherroomonherwaytothe

kitchenforaglassofwater.Sheheardmovement

assheswitchedonthelights.ShesawRebantleas

shereachedthekitchenandshefrowned.

“Rebantle?”Sheaskedandshelookedather.She

hadhereyesclosed.

“Rebantle?Odirisiwakebaloi?”(areyoubeingused

bywitches?)sheaskedandRebantledidn’trespond

asshetriedtokeeponwalking.Susanshook

Rebantle.

“Wakeup!Wakeup!”SheshoutedinRebantle’sear

andittookmorethantenminutesforRebantleto

getoutofhersleepystupor.Hereyeswidenedas

shelookedaroundthekitchenandhermother

holdinghersotightlyithurt.Shestoodthere,likea

shockedchicken,herskinnyframemoreevident



withthehoodienowheretobeseen.Her

surroundingsconfusedher,shewassoconfused

andhereyesborethesameconfusion.Hermother

lethergoandlookedatRebashocked.

“Isitthewitches?”Hermotherasked.Rebantleheld

herchest.Shediditagain.Sheclosedhereyes

holdingbacktears.Shewassleepwalkingagain

andshetouchedherhead.Shecouldfeelabruise

forming.Shehitsomething.Onsoberdays,Hades

wouldmakesureshewassafeandwasn’thitting

anythinginhersleep.Hersleepwalkinghadscared

himatfirstbuthelearnedtodealwithitandwhen

shewasnotinbed,hewouldgofindher.Ofcourse

shedidn’trememberwhathappenedonher

episodesbuthetoldherandshehadtotakehis

wordforit.

“Rebantleareyouokay?”Shenoddedherhead.

“It’snothing.”

“Maybeweshouldseeapastor..”sheshookher

head.

“I’mokay.”Shesaidquicklyandshehuggedherself.



Nowfeelingcoldandshetriedtoforceasmileas

shemovedafewfeetawayfromhermother.

“I-Ihavetogo.”Shewalkedaway,ignoringherweak

legsandSusanwatchedherwalkawaytillthedoor

ofRebantle’sbedroomclosed.Shewillquizheron

thisissueinthemorning.

***

Alorasatcrossleggedinherdormroomasshe

wentoverherlifeplanforthenextfiveyears.She

pausedasshecircledtheonethingshehad

crossedout.Kids.Shecan’tdothat.Shesighed.

Shehatedmenandshewouldrathertheyhateher

backandthinkshewasjustthiscrazysmartass

bitchwhoalwaysthreatenedtocrushtheirballs

thananythingelse.Shepausedasshesunkdeeper

intoherthoughts.Noonelikedherandthedistance

wasokay,shewasimpossible.Shechuckledalone.

Hell,shewasademononearthandshedidn’tknow

howtobeanythingelsethanhottemperedand



focusedonherowngoals.Shesighedandmoved

ontothenextone.LoraCosmetics.Shegrinned

alone.Thathadbeenherdreamandshewas

preparedtogobroketomakeherdreamcometrue.

Womenneedmakeuptofeelpowerful,towearitas

anarmour.Averyincorruptibleoneforthatmatter.

Henceshechosecoursesthatveeredtowardsthe

beautyindustryasherelectivesbecausebeingan

honoursstudent,shecouldchoosemorethantwo

coursesthathadnothingtodowithherdegree.

Onceshegetshome,shewasdefinitelygoingto

exhausthertrustfundonherbusinessideaandget

itofftheground.Afteryearsofstudyingthebeauty

industry,wellnooneknewshewantedtoventure

intothat.Theyneverasked.Shesighed.Shemade

ithertasktoknowwhathersiblingswereupto

becauseshelovedtheminherownwaybutnoneof

themeveraskedher.Maybeshewasjustan

extensiontoanalreadyexistingfamily.Shesighed

andclosedherbook.Shecouldfeelthefrustration

pendingupandshewalkedtoherclosetandgot

inside.Sheclosedthedoorandsatdowninsidein

thedarkcloset.Shebreathedinandoutwithher



headbetweenherknees.Shecoulddothis.She

wasAloraMoremifourcryingoutloud,shescared

theshithelloutofpeoplewithehrwit,smartsand

confidence.Peoplewereintimidatedbyasmartgirl

whoknewshehadnolimitsandshewasone,she

reassuredherself.

.

.

.

*

*

*
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Thefollowingmorning



Hadeswokeupwithonehellofaheadache.Hefelt

likehehadbeenhitbyatruckasheheldtheback

ofhishead.Heclosedhiseyesquicklyandputhis

headbackonthesoftpillowhewokeupfrom.He

triedtoregainhisbearingsandlikealways,he

wasn’tdead.Hekepthiseyesclosedforafew

minutesbeforeheheardthedooropening.Heheld

ontothesheetsandopenedhiseyes.Helookedup

asameticulouslydressedAustinlookedathim.

HeheldbackhissharptongueasAustinkepthis

knowingeyesonhim.

“Getcleanedup,IhavetobeattheofficeandI’m

runninglate.”

“Wh-whydidyoubringmehere?”Hadesaskedand

AustinlookedatHades.

“Getcleanedupfirst.”Hesaidandhewalkedout.

Hadesheldhishead.Heneededsomestrong

painkillerstogetridofthisheadacheandthe

massivehangoverhehad.

Hegotoutofbedandheheadedtothebathroom,

hehadquestionsandhedidn’tknowifAustin’s



kindnessshouldshockhimormakehimwearyof

theguy.

Meanwhileinthekitchen,Austinwasonhissecond

cupofcoffeeofthedayashetalkedtohistherapist.

“Howfarwithyoursuddeninterest?”Austinsipped

hisblackcoffeebeforeheanswered.

“I’llbeseeingyoulaterafterlunch,I’lltellyouhowit

wentbecauseasalwayseverythingworksoutlikeI

haveplanned.”Jameswhohasbeenhistherapist

foryearsagreed.Hisclientwasaspecialcase,

someonewhochallengedhisprofessionandAustin

couldbeatherapistifhewantedbuthewastoo

self-servingtohelppeopleunlessitbenefittedhim

inaway.Healwaysplayedhiscardsrightandhe

hadbeenatthereceivingendofAustin’s

descriptionsofAlora.Someonewhohadbeen

interestingtohimsincehewasfifteeen.Hewould

sayitwasacrushbutAustinquicklyshuthimdown

andwatereditdown.HesaidAlorawasan‘enigma’

shehadaferventfireburningwithinherandhe

likedignitingitwhenevertheymetatschool

competitionsandhebeathereverytime.



“Ican’twait.”

“Iknow.Mylifehasalwaysbeenofinteresttoyou

James.”

“Youhavebeenmyclientforalmostadecade,there

isnothingIdon’tknowaboutyouAustin.”

“Isee.Ihavetogo.”Austinsaidandhehungupas

Hadesmadehiswaytohim.Helookedatthecoffee

makerthenbackatHades.

“Havesomecoffee,soberupbeforeweleave.”

HadeslookedatAustininquestion.

“Areyouperhapsinlovewithme?”Heaskedand

Austin’slipsquirkedup.

“Whyshouldyouaskthat?”

“Mendon’tdothatforeachother.”Hadessaid.The

onlyfamilythatmadehimfeellikefamilywas

Rebantle’sfamilyandtheydidn’tevenmindhaving

himattheirfamilyeventseversincehebecame

bestfriendswithRebantle.

“Well,Idowantsomethinginreturn.”Hadespaused.

Heknewit.



“Iknewit.”

“IwantAlora’snumber.”HesaidandHadesscoffed.

Alora?Thatlittledemon?Hewantedthatlittle

demon’snumber?

“Sheisalittletyrant,yousureyouwanther

number?”

“Hundredpercentsure.”

Hadesliftedhishands.Wellhewasabouttofind

outthatAlorawasn’tthesparklesandponiestype

ofgirlandshewasmoreof‘I’mgoingtofeedhis

dcktothewolvesbecauseheangeredme’thatlittle

girlhadherownissues.Hellshehatedmenand

eventhoughtheymadepeace,shewasstillso

tiring.Shewasonlynicetohersiblingsandother

themshewasnothingshortofbeingmean.Notthat

hewasanydifferentbut…

“It’syourownfaultyou’llbeatthereceivingendof

hertemper.”Austinhidhissmileashesippedhis

coffee.Alorahasalwaysbeeninteresting.Shehad

beenhisrivalforyears.Somanyyearsandhe

didn’trememberadaywhentheywereinthesame



roomandshedidn’tpassonaremarkthathad

fascinatedhim.

“IguessIhavetofindoutthen.”Hesaid.Hadessat

downandlookedathim.Hereallydidthistoget

Alora’snumber.

“Ihavetoaskyou,areyousureaboutthis?”Hades

asked,makingitsoundlikeitwasalifesentenceto

evenaskAloraout.

“Youwanttoaskherout?”Heasked.

“Yes.”

“Allthebest.”HadessaidandtappedAustin’s

shoulder.Hadesyawnedandherubbedhiseyes

beforeheslidhishandsinhispocketstofindhis

phone.Hefounditandhesawmissedcallsfrom

Rebantle.He’llcallherback.Hewenttohis

contactslistandAustinpickeduphisphone.

HadesspeltoutAlora’snumberandhedidthatthe

secondtimetobesurehedidn’tmissanydigits.

“Isthatreallyit?”Heaskedagain.

“Yes.”Hadenoddedbeforehelookedaroundthe



houseandtheguywhowasafewinchestallerthan

him.

“Ihavetogetgoing.I’llcatchacab.”Hadessaid

andhewalkedoutofthekitchen,stoppingeveryten

secondstobalancehimself.Hecouldstillfeelthe

aftermathofthealcohol.Hadeslookedatthe

number.He’llseehowitgoes.

***

AtHadesandRebantle’ssharedhouse,Hades

arrivedfirstandhecontinuedtocleanup.Hemade

suretothrowtheblastplasticbaginthebinoutside

beforehesatdownonthecouch.Hetookouthis

phoneandtriedcallingRebantlebutittookhimto

voicemail.Hesighedandlaiddownonthecouch.

***

Rebantleateslowly,noticinghowhermother



lookedather.Herstepfatherlongwenttowork

hoursago,healsotookEmorytoschoolaswell.

“Rebantleareyouokay?”SusanaskedandReba

sighed.

“I’mfine,it’sjuststressandfatigue.”

“Areyousure?”Shenodded.Shedidn’tneedto

worryehr,otheraboutheraddiction.Shecanfightit,

shewillfightitandshewillbeokaywithout

worryinganyoneincludingAlora.Aloraneededto

focusonschoolandnothingelse.Thatwasher

finalsemesterandsheneededtofocusonschool

aswell.Gettingadegreewasimportantbutshefelt

sodumbsometimesinclass.Shedidn’twanttocry.

Susanfrowned.

“Reba?”

Rebaforcedasmile.

“AmIdumb?”Hermothershookherhead.

“No.You’reallsmart.Allofyouaregiftedinyour

ownwaysReba.”Rebanoddedandshelookedat

herplate.Shestirredherplateofporridge,she



preferredsomethingeasiertoswallow.Shebrought

aspoonfultohermouth.

“I-IthinkIhavealessonlatertoday.”Shesaidsoftly

andSusannodded.

“Youshouldseeadoctorifyoudon’tthinkthatwas

witchcraft.”Shesaid.

“Eemma.”

.

.
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Alora’sforeheadcreasedasshelookedatthe



unknownnumbercallinghercellphone.Not

everyonehadhernumbersoshewonderedwhothe

hellwascalling.Shesatdownonanearbybench.

Asalwaysshewascomposedwithherheelson

andakneelengthskirtandshirtalongwithascarf

thatwasstyledtosuitthefashion.Shehad

impeccabletaste,shehadtoadmittoherselfand

yes.Shedidjudgepeoplebasedontheiroutfit,

tardinesswasnotsomethingtobetolerated.The

phonestoppedringing.Maybeitwasawrong

number,ifnotthecallerwasgoingtocallagain.As

iftheuniversewaslisteningherphonerangagain

andshefinallyanswered.

“AloraMoremispeaking,hello.”Shesaidwithher

hostilevoice.

“Stillalittlespitfire?”Thevoicedrawledattheother

endoftheline.Sherecognisedthatvoice.Itwas

muchmoredeeperbutsheknewit.Shegroaned

andsquintedhereyes.

“PleasedieRobert.”

“GladtohearthatIwasmissed.”



“Die!Die!Youegomaniac.”Shesaidandsheswore

shecouldseehimsmirk,theonethatheusuallydid

whenhewasabouttochucklebutsettledona

smirkinstead.

“Isn’tchantingalittleimmatureforyousomeoneof

yourintellect?”HesaidandAloracouldcountthe

numberoftimeRoberthadindirectlycalledher

stupid.

“Idespiseyou.”

“Doyou?”

Heasked.

“Wheredidyougetmynumber?”Sheaskedand

avoidedhisquestion.

“Youdidn’tanswermeAlora.”

“Ido.Idespiseyouwithmybodyandsoul.”He

chuckled.

“IsthatyourownrenditionofPrideandPrejudice

Alora?”Sherolledhereyes.Hewassmart.Hewas

heracademicrivalforaslongasshecould

remember.



“Whatdoyouwant?”

Austindidn’twanttoaskifshewasfreebuthehad

tobeforeheclearedhisschedule.

“Areyoufreethisweekend.”

“No.”Shesaidsimply.

“Really?”

“Whatisittoyou?”Sheaskedsuspiciously.

Austinhadneverbeentheonetobeataroundthe

bush,hewasdirectwithwhathewantedandhe

didn’twaver.

“Iwanttotakeyouout.”Hesaidsimply.Alorawas

toostunnedtospeak.Sheclosedhereyesand

pusheddownherteenagefantasies.Austinwasher

rival.Hewantedtotakeherout?

“Asin?”

“AdateAlora.”Hewasdirectandshelookeddown

atherheels,asubtleblushcoveringhercheeks.Her?

Thegirleveryonehated.

Austinwaited.Heknewshewasgoingtogivehima



hardtime,thatwastheirdynamic.Theybanteredon

everythingandthatwaswhatmadeAlorafucking

interesting.Hewantedsomeonetochallengehim

andmakehimusehisbrainandshewasa

smartassaswell.

“I’mdoingyouthisonefavourRobert.Thisisa

favour.”Hechuckled.Shewasagreeingandshe

didn’twanttodirectlysayit.

“OkayAlora.”

“Remember,thisisafavour…”Hesmirked.

“Areyousure?Idon’tusuallygoforgirlswitha

lowerIQthanmineandyou’reanexception.”He

saidsmuglyandAloraflaredattheendoftheline.

“Ishouldhavecutyourthroatoutandseventeen.

vatefairefoutreRobert!”(FuckyouRobert!)She

saidandhiseyesfilledwithhumourasshecutthe

call.Thatwasayes.Hehadadatewithagirl

continentsaway.Heleanedbackonhisofficechair.

Hehadtoseehistherapistinthirtyminutes.His

worldhadbeenmundane,allblackandwhitetillhe

sawatUB.FocusedonlearningFrench.Then



everythingstartedtohavecolour.Wellmorethan

colour,itwasintechnicolour.Hasshewentto

Stanfordtheywouldhavebeenteammatesmore

thanrivalsbutatthetime,shehadelicitedthingshe

wasn’treadytofaceandhedroppedit.

***

Aloraclosedherbooksandsighed.Sheshould

probablycallhimandcancel.Shethoughttoherself

minuteslaterwhenshewasinthelibrary.Shewas

inherlastsemesterandshewassocloseto

graduatingwiththehighesthonours.Hecould

serveasadistraction.Orsheshouldletitbeandhe

couldfindoutshewasn’tthekindofgirlhewanted.

Shepushedherbackforth.Sincewhenhasshe

everbeenworriedaboutthekindofgirlmenwanted.

Shedidn’tneedaman.Shenervouslyopenedher

bookagainandthencloseditbeforesheopenedit

againthencloseditagain.

“BreathAlora.Breath.”Sheclosedhereyes.Didshe



callRebatoday?OrMooketsiorBokamoso.She

cursedunderherbreath.Shewasnervous.Whydid

sheagree?Shebreathedinandoutagain.Thiswas

AustinMathews.Sheknewhimforalmostadecade

andhehasbeenheracademicrivaleversince,what

couldpossiblygowrong?

Shewaspanickingovernothing.Sheassured

herself.Sheshouldprobablycontinuestudying.

***

AtRebantleandHadessharedapartment,Rebantle

finallyparkedthecaroutside.Hermotherhad

wantedhertostaylongersothat’saswhyshewas

here,fewhourslater.Shegotoutofthecarandshe

walkedtothedoor.Sheknockedonthedoorand

therewasnoanswer.Sheopeneditanditwas

locked.Sheusedthekeyattachedtothecarkeysto

unlockthedoorandsheentered.ShefoundHades

sprawledonthecouchfastasleep.Therewereno

bottlesandthesyringesweregone.Theywere



goingtobeclean.Shesmiled.Shehadwishedher

wassober,whenhehadbeennineteenandshe

wentwithhimtotheparty.Hehadkissedherbuthe

wassodrunkandthatwashowshefoundout

abouthisaddiction.Overtheyearsitgotworseand

somehowhemanagedtohideitfromhisfatherand

theworldexceptforher.Sheheadedtothe

bedroomandshethrewherselfonthebed.She

closedhereyes,shehadbarelysleptandall

sleepwalkingdidwastomakehersleepdeprived.

Shehatedthat.Hatedthatsheevermodelled

becauseshewouldhavenotturnedtodrugsto

cope.

***

AtJames’office,Austinclaspedhishands.

“Soyou’regoingallthewaytoAmericaforyourfirst

datewithAlora?”Heasked.Hewantedtogetthis

justright.

“Yes.”



“Likemorethantwoflightsforadatewithher?”

“YesJames.”Jamessmiled.

“Youlikeher…”Jamespointedout.AustinMathews

hadacrushonAloraforalmostawholedecadeand

hedeniedit.Disguisingitasinterest.Heknew

better.

“Sheisriveting.”

“Doesn’tchangethefactthatyoulikeher.Noman

cantraveltotheothersideoftheglobejustfora

firstdate.”JamespointeditoutandAustin

shrugged.Jameshadapointbuthehadan

opportunitytoaskAloraoutandhetookit.Simple

asthat.

“SoIassumeyourplansareunderway.”Hesaid

andAustinnodded.Hehadtoprepareforafirst

datewithher,Alorawasfashionableandwhatif

shedisapprovesofhisclotheswhentheymeet

again.Asadultsthistime?

“Ineedtogo.”Austinstoodup.Hefixedhisjacket

andwalkedtothedoor.



“I’lltalktoyouonournextappointment.”Hesaid

andhewalkedout.Asmiletouchedhislips,he

rememberedbeingstuckwithherintheelevator

whenshewassixteenandthewholetimeshe

wantedtomurderhimwhileshealso

hyperventilatinginthere,shereluctantlyaccepted

hiswordsofcalmnessandhistouchbutitended

toosoonwhentheelevatorwasfixedanhourlater

andshemovedawayfromhim.Threateningtokill

himasalways.Hewalkedoutoftheofficeand

madehiswaytotheparkinglot.Hewasgoingto

pushworktoclearhisschedulesohecouldbeon

thefirstflightoutofherebyThursdayifnot

Wednesday.Heshouldcalllatertonightright?He

knewthedifferenceintimezonesandhewouldbe

awakeworking.He’llcall.

.

.

.
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Aloraheldthephoneinherotherhandassheused

herotheronetomovethehangerslookingather

clothes.

“WaitRora,letmegetthisstraight..you’regoingout

onadate?”

“YesReba!”

“Areyounervous?”

Alorachucklednervously.Nervous?Ofcourse.

Austinwasamanandshehatedmenyethereshe

wasgivinghimachance.

“Lookatyouallgrownup.Iamsoproudofyou.”

RebasaidsoftlyandAlorapaused.



“It’snotlikeI’mgoingtodatehimoranything.”

“Evenifyoudon’tbutyouneverknowwiththese

thingsAlora.Austinmightbeyourfirstkiss.”Alora

scrunchedhernose.

“No!No!Idon’tknowwhyheisbeingnice,heismy

rival.”

“Ireadsomewherethatthereisthinlinebetween

hateandlove.”

Alorasighed.

“I’llcope.”

“Yourememberyourpromisetome?”Alorasighed

andnodded.

“IdobutyouknowI’mnotcomfortablewithstuff

likethat.”Alorasaid.Shecouldn’tstomachallowing

amantohavesexwithher,shewasusedtobeing

perfectateverythingandshewassoscaredshe

wouldflopinthebedroom,shewouldn’tbesexy

anddominantlikesheseemedtotheoutsideworld.

Sheshutherselfoffanyformofintimacy,itscared

thehelloutofher.



“Iknow.Somedayyou’llbecomfortable.Itmightbe

ayearfromnowortwobutonedayitwillhappen.

Dotellme.Iwanttoknow.”Alorachuckled.

“Iwill.Letmego.Ineedtopickanoutfitandatake

ashower.”

“Byesis.Iloveyou.”

“Metoo.Bye.”Alorahungupandsighed.She

touchedherhair.Sheshouldhavedonebraidsnow

shehastostraightenitnowbeforeherdate.He

saidhewaspickingherup.Shelookedaroundher

room.Itwasclean.Nomessyclothes.She

continuedtorummagethoughherclosettofindan

outfitthatwouldgiveheranextraconfidence

boosterbecauseshewoulddieifAustinnoticed

shewasnervous.

***

RebantlesettledbyHades’sideandyawned.He

wasfastasleepandshewasjustawaketotalkto



Aloraaboutherdate.Shesmiled.Shewasstronger

thanwhatshethought.Afewdayscleanandshe

wasokay,minusthewithdrawalsymptomsthat

Hadeshelpedwith.Shelookedathimandkissed

hischeek,hewashelpinghergetoverheraddiction

anddistractedhermindwithstufflikeschool,

movies,helpingherfindnewhobbiesandsex.She

kissedhischeekagain.Shesighedandleaned

againsttheheadboard.Shedidn’treallyhelphim

withhisandthatwipedawaythesmileonherface,

shewasbadatthis.Hetoldhernottoworryand

shewashisfirstprioritybutbesidestellinghimto

getsobershedidnothing.Thatstirredher

conscience.Sheclosedhereyesandsighed.She

willdosomething.Shemovedcloserandspooned

himeventhoughhewastallerthanher.Hades

stirredinhissleepandturned.NowRebantlewas

nolongerholdinghim.Hepulledhertohimand

kissedherhair.

“Sleep.”

“Aren’tyouasleep?”

“Iam.”Shekissedhislipssoftlyandshefelthim



smile.

“Loveyouhaveschooltomorrow.”

“Okay.Goodnight.Iloveyou.”Shesaidandhe

kissedherback.

“Iloveyoutoomylove.”Shesmiledandfinally

closedhereyes,driftingofftosleep.

***

Aloraheldherphoneinherhandafterhershower

andshesentAustinatext.

Alora:Standmeup,Idon’twanttomeetyou.

Shewaitedforhimtorespondandsheplacedher

phonedown.Itbeepedandshequicklypickeditup.

Austin:ThatwouldbemebeingacowardandI

nevertaketheeasywayout.Youknowthat.

Hetextedbackandshebitherlowerlip.Strange

howtheykneweachotherbecauseofvarious

encounters.



Alora:Don’tbefakewithmetonightthenAustin.

Austin:I’llbemyselfthen.

Shereadthelasttextandshenodded.Shelooked

attheclothesshehadsetonherbed.Shewas

satisfiedwiththeoutfit.Shegotdressedandwhen

shewasdone,shesatdownandstarted

straighteningherhairbeforeshedidhermakeup.

Lightandquick.Sheslidherfeetintoherblack

heelsandshestoodatherfullheight,remembering

hewastallerthanhereveninheels.Shegroaned.If

hedaresmakeanyegotisticalcommentsshewas

goingtoleavehimaloneintherestaurant.She

paused.Wherewashetakingher?Henevertoldher

wherehewastakingherfortheirfirstdate.First

date..sherepeatedoverandoveragaininhermind.

Hermindwasstartingtogointooverdriveandshe

didn’twantthat.Shebreathedinandout.Herphone

startedringingandsheanswered.

“Aloraspeaking.”

“ReadyAlora?”Herheartpoundedandshewas



distractedbyadoorknock.Shewalkedtothedoor

withthephoneagainstherear.

“I’malwaysreadyRobert.”Shesaidassheopened

thedoor.Shedroppedherphoneasshewasmet

withallsixfeetfiveofhimstandinginfrontofher

doorwithonehandinhispocketandhisphonein

theother.Hecuthercallbeforeshecouldseehow

shewassaved.

“GoodeveningLora,”hesaidsmoothly.Toosmooth

andAlora’smindwasblank.Forthefirsttimein

years.Whatwashappeningtoher?

.

.
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Austinthoughtfullylookedather,shewasmore

beautifulthanthelasttimehesawher.Hecould

stillseeshehadthatfieryattitudethathadcaptured

hisattentionthefirsttimehesawher.Aloraglared

athimandhislipslifted.NowthatwasAlora.Ready

toalwayskillhim,didsheknowthathersteelgaze

turnedhimonandhadturnedeverymaleinher

vicinityonwithouthereventrying?

“I’mdoingyouafavour.”Shesaidandhechuckled.

“OkayLora.”Insteadofaskingtobeletininsidethe

smalldormroom,hesteppedinsideand

unbuttonedhisjacketandAloracrossedherarms.

“That’srudeofyouRobert.”Shesaid,keepingher

heatedgazeonhimandheassumedshethought

shewasscaringhimawaywiththatlook.Hewalked

closerandshetookafewstepsbackandhe

stopped.

“Beforewego,seretournerLora.”(facetheother

way.)



Sherolledhereyesanddidn’tmoveaninch.

“I’mnotgoingtoturnaroundforyoulikeI’malittle

dollRobert,forgetit.”

Hegrinnedandshewantedtowipethegrinoffhis

face.Whythehellwashegrinning?

“s’ilteplaît.”(please)Hesaidandshehuffedbefore

shegavehimherbackandhewalkedcloser.She

heardhisfootstepsashewalkedcloserandshe

foldedherarms.Shedidn’thavetheneedtopush

himaway,shedidn’tlikehavingmenbeinclose

proximitytoher.

Austininhaledherheadyperfumeandhe

committedittomemory.Hismindthatcould

remembereverything,hecommittedherscentto

memoryashelightlybrushedherhairtotheside

andhesawhershiver.Shedidn’tsayanything.

“IfI’mmakingyouuncomfortablepleasetellme.”

Hesaid.HisbreathhittingherneckandAlora

swallowed.

“Okay.”Shesaid.Heslidhishandintotheinner

pocketofhisblazer.Heremovedtheboxthathada



necklace.Heboughtthisforherfortheirfirstdate.

Heremovedthestarshapeddiamondpendant.She

feltthecoldnessofthechainashesnappeditclose.

Herfingersmovedtotouchthependantandshe

lookedatit.Itwasbeautiful.Austincarefullyputher

hairbackinplace.Sheneverreceiveddiamonds

beforeasagift.Sheturnedtofacehimandhe

grinned.

“WecangonowLora.”Hesaidandshelookedupat

him.

“Thankyou.”

Hesmiledandnodded.Sheturnedtogetherbag

fromhertablebeforeshewalkedtowherehewas

standing.Hewalkedtothedoorandshefollowed

him.Heopeneditforherandshesteppedoutside

beforehedid.Shewalkedtothedooragainandher

eyesscannedherroom.Tomakesureeverything

Wasinplaceandshedidnotmistakenlyleaveher

hairstraighteneron.Whenshewassatisfiedwith

herchecksheopenedherbagtotakeoutherkeys

andlockthedoor.Sheturnedtofacehim.Washe

goingtotakeherhand?Sheshookherhead.That



wasstupid.Verystupidbutwashe?She

reprimandedthepartofherthatwantedhimtotake

herhandifhewantedto.Hegaveherhisarmand

shehookedherarmonhis.

“Thismeansnothing.”Shehissedandhelaughed.

“DoesitAlora?”

“Yes.”

“Arethosetheliesthatlullyoutosleep?”Sherolled

hereyesastheywalkedfurtherandfurtheraway

fromherroom.

“It’sthetruthandit’saonetimethingRobert.I

loatheyou.”

“Sureyoudodarling.”Herheartraced.Hecalledher

darlinganditwassuchabasicwordbutitmade

herskinflush.Austinnoticedherreactionandhe

keptquiet,hewassureshewouldn’tappreciatehim

pointingoutherreactiontohimwhenitwas

somethingshethoughtshefeltalone.Theywalked

downthestairsandhelickedhislips.Theywalked

insilencetilltheywalkedoutofthedorms.She

lookedaroundandthenathim.



“Whereareyoutakingme?”

“It’ssupposedtobeasurprise.”

“IhatesurprisesRobert.”Shehatedbeing

unprepared.Hadhetoldher,maybethisoutfitwas

thewrongoneforthisdate.Herotherhandmoved

totouchherneckandRobertwalkedbesidesher

withtheconfidenceofagod.Ofcourseshewasn’t

goingtotellhim.Shewasn’tgoingtoinflatehisego

more.Afterafewminutesofwalking,theystopped

byalimoandshelookedathim.Sheknewhewas

richandshedidn’thavemoneylyingaroundfor

thingslikethat.Heletgoofherarmandheopened

thedoorforher.

“AfteryouAlora.”Shegotinsideandhestoppedby

thedoor.

“You’rebewitchingAlora.”Hesaidbeforeheclosed

thedoor.Aloraleanedback.Translation;shewas

beautiful.Shecouldacceptthat.Heopenedthe

othersideandgotinside.Therewassomespace

betweenthemashegotinside.Thecardroveoff

andtherewasonlyaminuteofsilencebeforethey



startedbanteringandthrowingsubsatoneother.

Alorafoundthatshelikedthatandhatedthathe

likedbeingrightoneverythingandGodifshecould

throwinapunchtojustreducehisego.

“Youwanttopunchme.”Austinsaidasamatterof

fact.

“OfcourseIwantto.Idespiseyou.”

Helaughed.

“Yetyou’regoingonadatewithme.”Hesaid.Sofar

shehadn’tcommentedonhisdressingsosofarso

good.Shehadimpeccablefashionsenseand

imagineonyourfirstdatebeingtoldyoulook

horrible.

“Yourgoodlookssavedyou.”Hegrinnedandshe

groaned.God!Shedidn’tmeantocomplimenthis

smartass.Fuck!

“I’manAdonis?Wellitisaknownfactdarlingbut

thankyoufornoticing.”

“OhshutupRobert!”Helaughedandsherolledher

eyestryingtostopherlipsfromcurvingintoasmile.



Suchanegomaniac.Sheplacedherhandsonher

lapasshelookedoutthedarktintedwindows

beforeshefacedhim.Hewaslookingatherbutshe

couldn’treadhisface.

“Wheredidyougetmynumber?”Sheasked.

“Hades.”

TrustHadestohandhernumbertoAustin.

Probablywarnedhimoffher.

“I’malittledemonRobert.I’llterroriseyourlife.”He

chuckledbeforehelookedherdeadintheeye.

“Ifyou’realittledemonthenI’mthedevildarling.”

HesaidandthatknockedthebreathoutofAlora’s

windpipe.Whydidhehavetosoundsexysaying

that?Shewasalreadyhavingconflictingemotions

withthismanandshedidn’tknowwhatwas

happeningtoher.

“WhichAustinMatthewsamItalkingtorightnow?”

Shesaidandshedidn’tmovehergazeawayfrom

him.



“AustinMathews,yourdatefortonight.”

.
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Thelimostoppedandthedrivergotoutofthecarto

goopenAustin’ssideofthedoor.Hesteppedout

andhebrisklywalkedtoAlora’ssideandopened

thedoor.Aloraglaredathisarmandshefinally

placedhersmallhandonhisandhelightly

squeezeditasshegotoutofthecar.Heclosedthe

cardoorandtheyfacedtheentrance.Shelookedat

himthenbackattheentrance.



“Thisisourfirststopoftheevening.”Hereeyes

widened.First?Hebroughthertothefuckingart

museumanditwastheirfirststopfortheevening?

Whatandheplannedout?Shelookedatherclothes.

“Youshouldhavetoldme,Iwouldhaveworn

somethingappropriatelikejeans.”Heraisedan

eyebrow.Hecouldn’tpictureherinjeans.

“Idowearjeans.Sometimes.Rarely.”Sheended.

“Let’sgodarling.”Hesmiledatherandshelooked

downsmilingastheywalkedhandinhandupthe

stairs.

“Wouldyouratherwestartwiththepaintings

galleryorthesculptures?”Heaskedandshe

squintedhereyes.

“Allthegalleriesbutthepaintingsfirst.Dothey

havetheVanGoghpaintings?”Sheasked.Shewas

interestedbecausetheonlygalleryshehadbeenin

wastheoneinPrincetonandthisonewasoutside

herschoolsoshebettermakeitcountandlookat

alltheartpieces.

“Weareabouttofindoutdarling.”Hegrinnedas



theymadeitinsideandherbreathwastakenaway.

Itwasbeautifulandtheyhadn’tgoneanyfurther

thanthereceptionwheretheyweregreetedandof

coursetoldthegroundrules.Aminutelaterthey

wereguidedbythestufftothedifferentgalleries.

Alorahadletlooseandwassofocusedthatshe

didn’tnoticehowtheirfingersintertwinedasthey

weretoldthehistoryofthefirstpainting.Itwas

interesting.Sheappreciatedartasaformof

expression,shewasinterestinabeautylinesoart

washerthingsoitwasbreathtakingtohaveanart

expertexplaining.Austin’sgazemovedtotheir

handsasAlorawascaughtupinwhatwasbeing

saidandhesmiledbeforehejoinedinthe

conversationaswell.Hewatchedherrollhiseyes

athisshowoffbehaviourofknowingeverything

beforetheymovedtoanotherpieceofart.Two

hourslater,thetwowalkedoutandAlorahad

showninterestincertainartpiecesthoughshe

knewshecouldneverbuythem.Besidesitwasa

museumandobviouslytheartpiecesweretherefor

showandnotforsale.Theywalkeddownthestairs

tothelimoasthelightwindblewherhairbackand



itgotinhermouth,shehatedfallintheStates.

Austinpushedherhairbackandsheblinked.

“Uh-thanks.”Shesaidandhenodded.Heopened

thedoorforherandshegotinsidebeforehewalked

tohisside.Alorapickedherbagandplacediton

herlap.Shetookoutherphonetocheckherphone

beforesheputitbacktheminuteAustingotinside

thecar.

“Thankyou.”Shesaid.Hertonelesshostilethat

usualandheleanedback.Hewaskeepinghis

distanceunlesssheindicatedotherwise.

“Welcomedarling.”Shenoddedandleanedbackas

thecarstartedmoving.Thebackofthelimowas

silentbeforeshestartedtalkingandtheyfellinto

easyconversationabouttheirfavouriteliterature

books.Austincommittedtomemoryherfavourite

booksandthelittlethingsshementioned.

“Aftergraduationthenwhat?”Heaskedher.

“Gobackhomeobviously.Howdidyoumeet

Hades?”Shechangedthetopic.

“Atabar.”HesaidandAlorapausedbeforeshe



acceptedthatasananswer.Everyonedrankhere

andthere.

“Soaftergraduation?”Heaskedagain.

“I’mnottellingyou,Imightmessbehexingmyown

plans.”Shesaidandshepherdchuckled.

“Youbelieveinthingslikethat?”Hewasavery

practicalmanandthingslikereligionorfateor

destinywerethingshedidn’tbelievein.Everyone

hasthepowertomakethingsgotheirwayifthey

worksmartandgoaboutittherightway.Noone’s

futureisinsomeunseenentity’shands.Itsounded

quitedumb.

“Yes.Fateexistsandtherearealotof

unexplainablethingsthatcanonlybeexplainedby

fateortheuniversebeinginyourside.”Henodded.

He’llletherbe.

“Youdon’t?”

“No.”

“Typicalofyou.”Hechuckled.Aloraopenedher

mouthtotryandaskaquestionbutsheclosedher



mouth.

“Speak.”Austindemandedandshefoldedherarms.

Shewasn’tgoingtobecontrolledbyAustin.

“DieRobert.”Shesaidandhesmiled.

“Okaydarling.”Shelookeddowntohidehersmile

beforeshefixedherhair.Shehasn’tsmiledlikethis

inawhileanditwassoforeign.Silencethen

envelopedthelimoandsheclosedhereyes.This

wasjustadate.Shesaidoverandoveragain.The

carstoppedandsheopenedhereyes.

“Secondstop?”

“Yesdarling.”Sheclosedhereyesandopenedthem

secondslater.Darlingwassobasicbutdamnhim

formakingitsoundsomefancyword.Likethe

gentlemanheclaimedtobetoday,hegotoutand

walkedtotheothersideofthecartoopenthecar

doorforher.Shetookhishandandhehelditgently

asshegotoutofthecar.Heclosedthedoorforher

beforestandingbehindher.Heremovedhisblazer

andheplaceditonhershoulders.Sheheldbacka

retortbeforesheturnedtolookathim.Hekepthis



handstohimself.

“Thankyou.”Shesaidagainandhetookherhand,

placedalightkissonthebackofherhandbefore

hewalkedinsidetherestaurantwithher.Hewas

goingtomakethisweekendcounteventhoughhe

knewtheybumpedheadsalot.Inalotoftopicsbut

hewillmakeitcount.

.

.

.
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Aloracontemplatedhugginghimashestoodbyher



doorway.Hebroughtherbackhomeaftertheirdate.

Shepulledhisblazercloseandittookherbackto

whenheborrowedherhisblazerbecauseofthe

coffeestain.Hedidn’tknowshehadhisblazerin

herclosetandsheevendrycleanedit.

“Igenuinelyenjoyedtoday’sdate.”Shesaidandhe

smiled.Hedidn’tforcehertotouchhimnordidhe

forcecontactandthatwasrespectful.Shethought

toherself.

“ButitwasstillafavourRobert.”Shesaidandhe

chuckled.

“Eemma.”Herlipspartedandsheclosedthem

quicklyashiseyesmovedtoherlipsthenbackto

hereyes.Shewasalluringandsheknewthat.She

didn’tsmileandshenodded.Hesaidbyeand

closedthedoorbutsheopenedit.

“YourblazerRobert.”

“Keepitasasouvenirdarling.”Sheblinkedandshe

closedthedooronhisface.Hechuckled.

“Mylessonendat12middaytomorrow.Dowhat

youmustwiththeinformationRobert.”Shesaid



fromtheothersideofthedoor.

Hesmiled.Shewastellinghimshewasgivinghim

asecondchance?Shewastheonlypersonwho

CallechinRobertandhewouldn’thaveitanyother

way.Heslidhishandsinhispocketashewalked

downthestairsandAloraleanedagainstthedoor.

Shehalfscreamedintotheblazersleeves.She

betterstudytogethermindoffRobert,thiswasher

finalsemesterandshewassoclosetoherdream.

Shethoughtofremovingtheblazerbutdecided

againstitassheslidoffherheelsandcarriedthem

toherwardrobe.Sheputthemintheirplaceand

tookouthersleepers.Shebetterwashoffthemake

upandgetoutofthisdress,hisblazersmelledlike

him.Sandalwood,aftershaveandahintofmusk

andhisbigego.Sherolledhereyeswithasmile.

ShepromisedRebathatshewouldtellherhowthe

datewentandshewasprobablyasleep.

***



ThefollowingdayafterHadesdroppedRebaoffat

school,hedrovetohisfather’sofficewherehe

workedinasmallcubicle.Heshoweduponsome

days,hisfatheralwaysgotangryathimforany

minorthinganditstartedwhenhewasyounger.His

phonerangandhelookedattheunknownnumber

beforeheanswered.

“Hadeshello.”

“HelloHades.”Hismother’svilevoicedrippedatthe

otherendofthelineandhedroveofftheroadto

talktoher.Heclosedhiseyes,didhisparentsknow

theemotionaltraumaanddamagetheycausedhim?

“Whatdoyouwant?”

“Isthathowyouspeaktothemotherwhobirthed

you?”Hescoffed.

“Youhaveneverbeenamothertome..”

“Well..”sheshrugged.

“Hades,Ineedmoneyandyou’regoingtobeitfor

me.”Hismothersaid.

“I’mnotgoingtobeusedbyyou.”



“Wellyouhavenochoice.Ihaveincriminating

information.”

“Whatkindofinformation?”Hesaidashestared

outthewindow,watchingcarsmovingby.

“Wellalittlebirdietoldmethatyourgirlfriendishis

biggestcustomer.Imaginetheworldknowingthat

theirmodellingsweetheartisajunkieandher

boyfriendiswelllikehisfather,analcoholic…”she

saidandHades’griptightenedaroundthesteering

wheel.

“Wellthatwoulddestroyhercredibilityandnowno

brandwouldwanttobeassociatedwithher,and

you?Yourbadpublicitywillruinyourfather’s

company,hehasbeenallaboutgoodpublicity

hasn’the?EventhoughhecheatedonmeafterI

gavehimeverything.Imadehimmytemple,my

muralandskyandhenevergavemeanythingin

return.Hecheatedonmeandfatheredbastardsout

thereanddivorcedmeandleftmewithnothingand

you?Youaregoingtogetmemoneyfromyour

fathersinceyou’rehisheirevenifit’sonlyinpaper.”

ShesaidandHadesswallowed.



“I’myourson,youcan’tdestroyme.”Hesaid.

Weren’tparentssupposedtolovetheirchildren?

Rebantle’sparentslovedherwithnoulterior

motives.Theymightnotberichbutshehadbeen

happyminusthemodellingcareerthatdestroyed

her.

“Ibirthedyoutomakehimhappyandyouaregoing

togetmewhatIwant.Youhaveamonthtodothat

beforeIsellthisstorytothetabloids.Youknowthat

yourgirlfriendissuchabigdealtotheworld,she

hadbeenamodellingsensationandevenwentas

farasFranceandAmerica,youwouldn’twantto

pushherfurtherintothedarkendbyrevealingher

bestkeptsecretwouldyou?”Handleslookeddown.

“No.”Hedraggedoutthatwordandhismother

laughed.

“Iknewyouwouldcooperate.InamonthIwantmy

money.”Thelinewentdeadandhepunchedthe

steeringwheelwithsharpjawandtearsinhiseyes.

Heblinkedthemback,rememberinghowhisfather

wouldn’tallowhimtocrybecausehesaidthat

wasn’thowhisheirwouldbehave.Hesaidhisheir



wouldn’tbeasissyandwouldverballyinflictpain

onhimtoseeifhewouldcry.Wasitsuchawonder

hewassuchatwistedandjarredindividual?Fuck!

***

Rebalookedatherphoneringjustasshewalked

outofherlecture.Sheansweredhersister.

“HelloRora,howwasyourdate?”

“Okay.”

“Justokay?”RebathequippedandAlorasighedas

sheclosedherbooks.

“Wellitwasmorethanokay,itwasbeyondmy

expectations.”Aloraheldherdiamondnecklace

withherfreehandandshelaughedathowshe

styledhislargeblazerintoheroutfitoftheday

whilstitstillsmeltofhim.Ifhecouldseeher

wearingitnowitwouldmakehisegomuchbigger.

Thatnarcissist.

“KanaRobertsaidhegotmynumberfromHades.”



“Who’sRobert?”RebaaskedandAloramentally

slappedherself.

“Austin.Austin.HegotmynumberfromHades.Are

theyfriendsnow?”Aloraasked.Sheshouldhave

askedAustinthough.

“Idon’tknow.I’llaskHades.Didyoutwohugand

kiss?”Aloragagged.

“What’sthat?No!RememberReba,IhatehimandI

wasdoinghimafavour.Hegotmeadiamond

pendant.”

Reba’seyeswidened.

“Hedefinitelylikesyou.”

“IlikediamondseventhoughIcan’taffordthem

myselfbutIlikediamonds.”

“Iknowyoudo.Ithinkheknowsyoumorethanyou

knowyourself.”

“Howcanmyacademicrivalknowme?”

“AthinlinebetweenloveandhateRora.Youknow

that.”Alorabreathedout.



“Idon’tknowifIcandothewholeintimacything.”

“Letloose.I’mnotsayinggiveupyourvirginityright

awaybutbabystepssis,allyourlifeyou’vebeen

anti-menandintoyourteenyearsyou’ve

progressedintowaysofmurderingmenandcutting

theirdicksoffbecausetheypissoff.”

“Theydopissmeoff.An-“shepausedandclosed

hereyes.

“I’musedtobeingthissuperwoman,whocando

anythingandIamscaredIwillfailinthebedroom

andmycharactermakeamenthinkI’mthisultra

dominatrixinthebedroomwhocandoallsortof

stuffwhenIcan’tevenfathomahug.”Shesaidand

Rebasighed.

“Fornowdon’tthinkaboutthat,Iswearwhenit

happensitwillhappen.Withtherightperson.”Alloa

lookedattheblazersleeves.

“RebaIcan’tevenentertainthethoughtoflosing

myvirginity.It’snoteasytohavesomeonetake

somethingprecioustomeandhavetheabilityto

usethattotheiradvantage.Menaresuch



disgustingcreaturesandasmuchasIhatethat

hideousmanyoucallyourboyfriend,heiskindof

youandmomandmomevenlikeshim.Imeanwho

likesHadesHudsonforcryingoutloud?”Shesaid

andRebalaughed.

“Youtwobickerbackandforthandthemerefact

thatyoubothhavetempers.That’syourwayof

gettingalongandIgetit.”RebasaidandAlora

nodded.Shecouldn’timaginebeingnicetoHades

Hudson.Shewouldbemadtobenicetohim.

“Butmypointismentreatawoman’svirginityasif

it’ssomeprizetobewon,anaccoladeofsomesort

thattheyaddtotheirdisplaycabinetsandIdon’t

wantthat.”

“Calmdown.Notallmenarelikethat.”Alorarolled

hereyes.

“Roratakeitonestepatatime,adatewasafirst

andthefatthatyouagreeddoesn’tmeanyouhate

Austintothatextent.Ithinkyouagreedbecausehe

issmartlikeyou.”Alorachuckled.

“Hemakesmefeeldumb.”Shesaid.



“Andyouarenot.Youtwoaresupernerds.Ithink.”

“Rebastopit.”

“Youare.I’llcallyouthesupernerdsfromnowon.It

suitsyouguys.”

“WhosaidI’lldatehim?”

“I’msayinghowlongtillyouguysdate…Mysuper

nerds.Yourshipnameshouldbeuh”

“What’sshipname?”Aloraasked.

“Aha!Ifeelsmarterthanyou,it’sfromtheword

relationshipandshipnameisforthetwopeople

whoareinaarelationshipandyoucombinetheir

namestocomeupwithasinglename.I’mtryingto

thinkofoneandIfeellikeyou’rejudgingmefrom

theendoftheline.”

“Iam.”

“Iloveyoutoo.UhmLostin?LofromAloraandStin

fromAustin?ortheA*nerdsbecauseyournames

startwithanA?I’llcomeupwithsomethingcute.”

“ByeReba.”



“Byebye.Canyouhelpmewitheconomics?”She

asked.

“Ofcourse.VideocallandI’llhelpout.Bye.”

“Byyeee!”RebahungupandAlorashookherhead

withalittlesmile.

.

.

.
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ThatafternoonatAlora’sdormroom,adoorknock

sounded.Sheturnedhernecktolookatthedoor.

“Whoisit?”



Noreply.

“I’mnotopeningthefuckingdoorofyoudon’ttell

meyourname.”

“Noneedtobevulgar.”

“Robertpleasedie.Theworldwouldbeabetter

placewithoutyou.”

“TheworldneedssomeonewithanIQtoleadit.”

Shegotoffherchairandwalkedtothedoortoopen

it.Hereyesmovedtohishandsandshefrowned.

“Whatarethose?”

“I’mgivingyouashotatredemption.”

“Thisistempting.”Shesaidandhesmiled.She

movedfromthedoorsohecouldstepin.Hegotin

withhisbackpackonhisbackandplasticsinhis

hands.Whydidshethinkhelookedlikesomesort

ofhandsomehighschoolboyinthosejeansandt-

shirt?Sheglaredathimandrolledhereyeswhile

internallythinkinghewasgorgeousandshewas

furiousthatshecouldn’tsayittohisfacebecause

sometimeinthefuturehewasgoingtouseit



againsther.Sheclosedthedoorandlockeditand

Austinheardthedoorclick.

“AreyouplanningtokeepmecaptiveherLora?”

“Ofcourse.Youwillinglywalkedintomyroom.”His

lipsliftedandheblewherakiss.Shegavehimthe

middlefinger.Shewalkedtoherdeskandquickly

closedherbooksbeforeshefacedhim.Heplaced

hisbackpackonherbedandhetookouttwo

glassesfromhisbagandwine.Theplasticswere

onthefloorandshewasn’tworrying,thefloorwas

squeakyclean.Shemadesureofiteveryday.

“Drinkingintheafternoon?”Sheaskedandhe

chuckled.

“Afewglasseswon’thurt.”Shehoppedshewon’t

gettoodrunk.Sheheldherhipsasshewatched

himtakeoutachessboard,crosswordpuzzlesand

abook.Shemovedclosertoseethetitlebuthe

quicklyputitback.

“What’sthebooktitle?”

“We’llreaditlater.”We?Asinbothofthem?She

sighedandheextendedhishand.Shereluctantly



tookit,notwantinghimtoknowshewassecretly

enjoyingit.

Theysatdownonherrugandshecouldseethathe

didn’tfitin.Theroomwastoosmallforhisframe.

“Let’sstartwithchess.”

“Whatarethestakes?“sheasked.Hegrinned.

“Iknewyouwouldask..”

“Idon’tlikethatgrinofyours,wipeitoffyourface

Robert!”Itwidenedandsherolledhereyes.

“IfIwin,Igettoaskyoutobemygirlfriend.”She

raisedaneyebrow.

“That’sall.”Henodded.

“Wellifyoulose,Iwon’ttalkoyouforadaywhich

willbefairlyeasy.”

“We’llsee…”

Theyeachstartedsettinguptheirchesspiecesand

whentheyhadsetthegameuptheylookedateach

other.Aloracrackedherknuckles.

“Icantastethevictory,let’sdothis.”



“Ismellsomeone’sdefeat.”

“Ohplease!”

“Start.”

“Ladiesfirst.”Sherolledhereyesandmovedher

pawn.Shelookedathimwaitingtoseehisnext

moveandthistookherbacktowhenhedefeated

her.Infrontofeveryoneforthatmatter.Itwasso

embarrassing.Helookedupatherwithasmileand

shedidn’tknowhowhecouldexudesuch

confidence.Shewasconfidentinherownwaybut

hispresencefilledtheroomanditstayedthere

evenafterleaving.Theirgamewasoverintwenty

minutesafterhedefeatedher.Shefoldedherarms

ashesmiled.

“Well…”

“Gettothepointalready.”Shesaid.Sheknewher

answeralready.

“Someoneisalittleimpatient.Wellmovingon-“

“Whatmovingon?TherulesRobert,youwonand

nowyouhavetodowhatyouhavetodo.”



“Wedidn’tstatewhensothereisthatloophole.

EagertobemygirlfriendAlora?”

“IwouldratherchokebeforeIagree.”

“Isthatso?”

“Whatdowedonext?”

“Whatdoyouwanttodo?”

“Thebook…”Shesaid.

Hefinallytookitoutandheshowedittoher.Her

facedroppedandshelookedupathim.

“Y-youwerelistening?”Henoticedalltheminor

detailsaboutherforaslongashehasknownher

andhedrankupeverylittledetailshefedhimlast

nightandovertheirphoneconversationsthesepast

fewdays.Hedidn’tneedtorespondbecauseitwas

obvioushelistened.Sheclearedherthroatandsat

upright.

“Sowe’rereadingit?”Shesaidtryingtobeserious

andblinking.

“Changeofplans,justlistenandI’llreadittoyou.”



Sheallowedherselftosmileasshelookedathim.

Teethandall.Austinsuckedinabreath,serious

andbitchyAlorawasdangerousbuthersmilinglike

thatwaslethal.

“Youwill?”Sheasked,allowingexcitementtoseep

intohervoice.Herfavouritenovelbeingreadout

loudforher?

“Imostdefinitelywillmydreamer.”Shepausedand

blinked.Whatdidhesay?Sheopenedhermouthto

speakbuthewasalreadyopeningthebook.

WutheringHeightsbyEmilyBrontë.

“Areyoucomfortable?”Shenoddedandcrossed

herlegsbeforesheplacedherhandsonherthighs.

Hestretchedhislonglimbsandshekepthereyes

onhimbeforetheyslowlytraveledhisbody.She

noticedthewayhewasholdingthebookandshe

didn’tknowhimholdingabookcouldbesexy.To

heranyway,intelligencewassexyinit’swayandas

muchassheavertedfromromanticlove,every

onceinawhileshehadallowedherselftothinkof

anintelligentpartnerwhocouldmatchherinevery

way.Funnythingwasthat-sheshookherhead.No.



Thatwasherbestkeptsecret.Austinwasintently

focusedonher,inthefewsecondsthathadpassed,

shehadallowedherselftooverthinkaboutthis

smalltaskhehadassignedhimself.Hewantedto

readher,herfavouritebookandshehadretreated

intoherhead.

“Lora?”

“I’mlistening.Youcanbegin.”

“Ihavejustreturnedfromavisittomylandlord–

thesolitaryneighbourthatIshallbetroubledwith"

Austin’ssmoothvoicereadoutandAloralistened

with.Heartandsoulalsolisteningtothewords

Austinreadfromherfavouritebook.

Inbetweenthebookreading,theyhadaglassof

wineandshegavehimallherattentionwithher

sayingthesamelineswithhimashereadthebook.

Sheknewitbyheartbecauseshecouldnoteven

rememberhowmanytimessherereadthebookand

itseemedtogetgoodeachandeverytime.

“He’smoremyselfthanIam.Whateveroursouls



aremadeof,hisandminearethesame.”Theyboth

saidatthesametimeandshesmiled.Agenuine

gratefulsmileandhepausedbeforehisturnedhis

lips.

“WillyoubemygirlfriendAlora?”Heaskedandshe

nodded.

“Yes.”Shesaidandheplacedthebookdownbefore

hegotuponhisfeet.Hetookherhandandhelped

herup.Shewasmuchmoreshorterwithoutthe

heelsandhehadtheadvantageofheight.

“I’mdoingyoua-“

“afavour.”Hecompletedandshenoddedwitha

smallsmile.Sheclosedhereyestryingnottoget

overwhelmed.Agirlfriend?Howdoesshebehave?

Willheexpecthertodostuffforhim?Sheletgoof

hishandasshethoughtabouteverything.She

lookedaroundtheroomandthechesspieceswere

alloverthefloor.Shebentdowntofixthemsothey

canbeinorder.Austin’ssharpgazefollowedher.

Howshestartedthinkingandallofasuddenshe

wastryingtoputeverythinginorder.Alorawasin



herheadtryingtoplanhowthiswouldworkwhile

clearingtherug.Shefelthandsonherwaistand

shestiffened.Shehadneverbeentouchedlikethat

andthatsentmorepanicalonghersystem.Austin

slowlymovedherfromthetaskshehadassigned

herselfandlookedather.Hisallknowinggazeon

herhadhermovingback.

“Alora..”

“Maybe,maybeIshouldn’thaveagreed.”Shesaid

andpaused.

“Whydoyousaythat?”

“Ifeeloutofmyzoneanditfeelwrong.These…”

shepointedouttohisstuffandhim.

“Isnew,mybraindoesn’tknowhowtoreacttosuch

becauseitisoutofmydepth.DatesarethingsI’ve

neverdone.”Shesawhislipslift.

“I’myourfirstdateandboyfriend?”

“Thisroomistoosmallforyourego,shutup!”He

movedcloser.Shewasslowlycomingback,outof

herhead.hemovedcloserandclosertoher.



“IamhonouredI’myourfirst-“

“Don’tgloatRobert.Istillhateyouremember?”

Heshookhisheadandhishandssettledonher

waist,shefrozeupagainandhelookedather.

“tun’asrienàcraindrequandtuesavecmoi.”(You

havenothingtofearwhenyou’rewithme)

Shevisiblyrelaxedandheplacedherheadonhis

chest.

“Tupromets?”(Youpromise?)

“Yes.”Herarelypromisedbutininstanceshedid,

heneverbrokethem.

“I’manobsessivecompulsive.”Shehalfwhispered

asheplacedhisotherhandonherhead.She

stiffenedagainbeforesherelaxed.

“I’mnotusedtobeingtouched.”Hecouldseethat.

Healsoheardwhatshewhisperedaswell.

“Iwon’tpushyou.”

“Thankyou.”Shemutteredbeforeshemovedher

headfromhischest.



“Okay,nowthatisover.Whatnext?”Sheasked.

“Crosswords.”

“Thestakes.I’mnotplayingforfree.”Shesaidas

shedetachedfromhim.Itwasgoingtotaketimeto

getusedtotheintimacyandshewasgladhe

wasn’tpushinganything.

“Ofcourseyouwon’t.”Sherolledhereyesathimas

hesmiledlookingather.

.

.
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AtPrincetonUniversityLibrary,Alorawatched

Austinmakehiswaytoherwithbooksinhandand

coffee.Sherolledhereyes,shetoldhimnotto

cometoAmericabecauseshewasbusyandhad

assignmentsandassessmentstopreparefor.They

lockedeyesandhegrinnedandshegavehima

murderousglarethathadhimgrinningwider.Hesat

nexttoherandshemovedherchairmoretotheleft,

puttingdistancebetweenthem.

"You'reimpossible."Shesaid.Hehandedherthe

coffeeandshetookit.

"Don'tyouhaveworkorsomething?"

Hehandedheratextbookandsheopenedit.His

namewasetchedonthecornerofthefirstpage.It

washispersonalcopy.Herfingerslingeredonhis

fullnamebeforeshelookedupathim.

"IneversaidIneededatutor."Shepointedout.

"Iknowyoudon'tneedmeLora."Heretorted.

"Letmeseeyournotes."Heopenedhisnotebook



andtookoutthepenciltoplaceitbehindhisearas

shehandedhimhernotebook.Hisfingersskimmed

thepagesashereadthenotes,fasterthanshe

couldandshecrossedherlegs.Shedidn'tknow

himreadinghernotes,hisfingersonher

handwritingcouldbesohotandhewasableto

comprehendherhandwriting.Shepagedhis

textbook.Hejustsavedhertime,shedidn'thaveto

golookfortherecommendedtextbookinthelibrary.

Shesawhistabsandhighlightedwordsandside

notes.Helookedupather.

"Donetryingtoseeifit'stheone?"Sherolledher

eyesasheremovedhispencilfrombehindhisear

andfullyfacedher.

"Let'sgetstarted."

"AmIgettingtheboyfriendortutor?"Sheasked.

Shecouldn'tbelievehewashelpingher,whata

horriblewaytospendhistimebecauseheflewall

thewayfromBotswanatoherewhenshetoldhim

notto.Sheknewshewasbusybecauseafterthis

shehadanessaytotypeatherroombecausethe

professordecidedtomovethesubmissiondate



closer.Aninconvenience.Shethoughttoherself.

"Thetutor.Coffeeisgood?"Shenoddedashe

movedhischaircloserandshefoundthechapter

shewassupposedtobestudyingwhilehehanded

herhernotebook.

"Thisshouldn'tgiveyouanyideasRobert,I'm

equallycapableofmatesteringanytopiconmy

own."Hechuckled.

"Okay."Shemovedhereyestohernotebookasshe

pickedherpencilfromthepencilcase.Thetexts

shehadsentweresoembarassingandthefactthat

shesenttheminsuccessionmadeherwanttoburn

herselfalivebuthedidn'tmentionit.

"We'lltrytocoverthetopicintwohours."Hesaid

Twohourslater,shelookedbackupathimasshe

noteddownwhathejustsaidandshelookedatthe

textbookaswell.

"Good?"Shenodded.Hereyesmovedtotheempty

coffeecupandshelookedbackathim.Shewon't

tellhimtohisfacethathewassmarterthanher,he

graduatedayearagoandhebreezedthroughthe



topicasifhelearnedtheinformationlastnight.

Tellinghimwouldmakeherchokeonhisegoand

hehadsuchabigone.Heexudedconfidenceatit's

mostprimallevelandeverythinghedidwas

calculatedandwellthoughtthrough.Sheshookher

headasshelookedatthebooksonthetable.She

didn'texactly'love'yearfoureconomicsbutshe

alwaysdidexceptionallywell,heexplaineditbetter

thanherprofessorevercould.

Hepulledherchaircloserandshehadtostop

herselffromyelpingsoinsteadsheglaredathim.

"We'reinalibraryRobert.I'llkillyou!"Shesaid.

"How?"

Herheatedgazedidn'tmovehimasshefoldedher

arms.

"Obviouslyasharpknifetocutoutyourc*ck.

Maybethenyouwouldbehave."Hegrinned.

"Youwantmyc*ckbaby?"Sheliftedherhandtohit

hischest.Wasthatallheheard?Hesmoothly

caughtherwristinasemihardgrip.Sheglaredat

him.



"Thosesexualinnuendoswon'tworkonmeRobert."

Shesaidandhelaughed.Hiseyesshowinghumour

whichwasmoreemotionthanheusallyshowed.

"IknowLora."Helookedatherwristengulfedbyhis

hand.Heletherwristgoandpickedherhandto

interlaceitwithhis.Hebroughtherhandtohislips

andkissedherhand.Sheremovedherhandfrom

hisgrip.Sheknewhewasphysicallystrongerthan

hersosheknewheletherhandgososhecould

removeherhand.Sheclearedherthroat.

"Thanksforthecoffee.Ididn'twantyourtutoring

butthankyou."

"Soungrateful,handmethetextbook."

"I'mstillgoingtouseit."Hesmirked.

"I'llreturniteventhoughit'snotlegallyand

rightfullyyours."

"Ineveraskedyoutobringitanyway."Shesaidas

shepickeditupfromthedeskandhelditagainst

herchest.Shebreathedout.

"Nowthatwegotthetextbookissueoutoftheway,



canIstudyinpeace?"Shesaidandhehadto

suppressassmile.Shewassostubborn.Hepulled

herchairevenmorecloserandthistimeshe

actuallyyelpedandhehadahardtimesuppressing

hislaughterassheturnedpinkfromembarassment.

Peopleturnedforafewsecondsbeforeminding

theirownbusiness.

"ThelibraryisaplaceofsilenceandIamgoingto

fuckingwipeyourexistenceoffthefaceofthis

damnedplanetRobertifyoudon'tstopwiththis

nonsensicalbehaviour."Sheseethed.Hejust

placedahandonhercheekbeforehisfingerslifted

herchin.

"Youliveforexaggerations."Shepaused.Shewas

butfigurativelyspeaking,shewasalreadyburying

himsixfeetunder.

Heloweredhisheadastheireyeslocked,herfire

filledonesandhiscalmgazesweepingoverher

facialfeatures.Herlipspartedasiftoanswera

silentquestionandhetookthatchancetoallowhis

lipstotouchhersforthefirsttime.Aloratensedand

closedhermouth.Panickingatwhatshewasdoing,



howwasshesupposedtogoaboutit?Hereyes

widenedatthepossibilitiesofwhatmightgowrong

andshemovedherheadaway.Austinheldtheback

ofherheadandpeckedherlips,easingthetension

andpressureshewastryingtoputherselfunder.

Theirfirstkiss,assimpleasitwas,wassharedin

thelibrary.Herubbedherchinandliftedit.

"WhatdidIsaylasttime?"Heaskedgentlyandhe

watchedherrollhereyesathim.Hesmiled.

"Youknowwhatyousaid."Sherepliedandhehad

tochuckle.Hepressedhislipsontohers,not

forcinghertoopenhermouthforhim.Aloraclosed

hereyes,shewassloppyandshe'sucked'.She

wasusingRebantle'svocabularynow.Teenagers

couldkissandshecouldn'tbringherselftodothat.

Whatifshebithistongueorproducedenough

salivatofillhismouth?Thatwouldbedisgusting.

Whatifhisotherloverswerebetterthanher?She

feltlikeacompletefailureandshehatedfailingso

bad.Austinhadremovedhislipsfromhersandhe

pushedherhairback.

"Lora,don'tthinkaboutit.Getoutofyourhead."He



whisperedandsheopenedhereyes.

"Don'tputtoomuchthoughtintothat.AmIyour

first?"Heaskedandshemovedback.

"Okay,that'senough."Hechuckled.Hewasright.

Hebroughtherrightbackclosetohim.

"Asyourpersonaltutorandboyfriend,allowmeto

showyouhowit'sdonemyfierydreamer."It

soundedsocondescendingbuthewasactually

serious.Hewantedtoteachherhowtokissinthe

library.Shelookedaroundandhestoodupfromhis

chair.Hetookherhand.

"I'mnot-"shedidn'tevencompletehersentence.

Shewasonherfeetinsecondsandhewasalready

dragginghertoGodknowswhere.Sheshouldpoke

hiseyesout.

"Ineedtopokeyoureyesout."

"YourhyperbolesdonothingtomeAlora."

"Youshouldbescaredofme.I'llkillyouinyour

sleep."Heactuallystoppedwalkingandwinked.

"Youwantmeinyourbed?Iwantyouinminetoo."



Shegroaned.

"Fuckyouformisinterpretingme."

"Fuckyou?Iwoulddoitinaheartbeatbaby."He

sawherskinturnintoafeverishpink.Shewas

easilyangered,seewhyhewasfuckingfascinated

withher?Shedidn'tevenneedtobesolved.She

wasthemostcomplexphsycicsproblemhehas

evercomeacross.Hegrinned.Hesawanquiet

aisleandhewalkedalongitbeforehestoppedand

letherhandgo.Shefoldedherarms.Ifhereyes

couldshootbulletstheywouldhaveshotstraightto

hisskull.Hemovedhishandstoherwaistasshe

keptherselfrigid.

"Sosteponeistopartyourlips."Hesaidandshe

lookedtheotherway.

"Loradon'tthinkaboutit."Hesaid.Aloralickedher

lips.Whatifshepartedthemwrong?Thiswasso

sillyandchildish.Austinusedhisotherhandto

makeherfacehim.

"Don'tstart."Shesaid.

"Withwhat?"Heaskedwithasmileplayingonhis



lips.Aloralookedathisheightandhisfucking

confidence.Amerekisshadhershakinginher

heelsandhewasoozingwithsexualtensionand

aurajustbymoving.Notfair.Shejuttedherchin

andwithoutwarningheplacedhislipsonher,it

tookherbysurpriseandinamatterofsecondshis

tonguewasinhermouthandshefelthishandhold

hersteadyinplace,notmovingfromherwaist.Her

armsdroppedandshetentativelyplacedanunsure

handonhischest,feelinghismusclesbeforeshe

sunkintoherheadagainandbrokethekiss.She

steppedbackandpushedherhairback.Austin

extendedhisarmtohersoshecouldtakeit.

"Ican'tdothis."Shesaid.Shehatedfailureandshe

cringedathowhervoicehaddroppedanoctave.

Hehadn'tdroppedhishandandshereluctantlytook

it.Heusedthatasanopportunitytopullhercloser.

Theyweresurroundedbystacksandstacksof

booksandthefreshsmellofbooksasshesucked

inadeepbreath.

"Chesslater?"Hewastakinghermindoffwhatjust

happened.



"Ihaveanessaytosubmit."Shesaid.

"I'llbringyoufood."

"Ihateyou."Shesaidsoftly.Hekissedthetopof

herheadassherelaxedinhisarms.

"Iknow."

.

.

.

*

*

*
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Alorabroketheembraceandherubbedherchin.

Shesuckedinadeepbreathbeforeshelookedat

herfeetthenbackathim.



“Let’stryagain.”

“Alora.”Sheshookherhead.Akisswasn’tgoingto

makeherfeelstupid.Shewasn’tgoingtobe

defeatedbyasimplekiss.Sherefusedtoaccept

that.Austinshookhisheadandjustrubbedher

chin.Hesawhershouldersslumpandasigh

escapeherlips.

“Wasitthatbad?”Sheasked.

“Itwasn’t.”Anditwasn’tthatgoodeitherbutshe

tried.Hegaveherthat,shetriedsomethingoutof

hercomfortzone.Hepeckedherlips.

“Wereyourpreviousgirlfriendsbetter?”Sheasked

andhelookedintohereyes.

“Aloradon’tdothat.”Hesaidandshesteppedback

fromhim.

“Ijustwanttoknow.”Shelikedcompetingandhe

didn’twanthertocompetewithpeopleinhispast.

Theywerenotherandwouldneverbeher,notin

thislifetime.Hemovedcloserasdrewherbackinto

hisarms.



“Youdon’tneedtobeperfectineverything.This

wasyourfirstkissandbecauseitwaswithyou,it

wasspecialtomeokay?”Hebelievedthathimself

andwantedhertobelievethat.Alorasighedand

nodded.

“Don’tthinkaboutitLora,westillhaveovera

thousandkissestogo.”Shelaughedandheheard

herlaughterforthefirsttime.Itwasbeautiful.

“Whowouldwanttokissyouathousandtimes

over?”

“Youwould.”Shefakedagag.

Hechuckledandkissedherforeheadthenhernose

andcheekbeforethecornerofherlipsfollowed.

“Youstillhaveworktogetthrough.”Hesaidand

shenodded.

“Yousaidyou’rebringingfood.”

“Yes.Youarepullinganallnighter?”

“No.”Hekissedhernoseandshewrinkledit.He

smiled.Shethinkstoomuchandoveranalysed

everything.Believeitornothewastryinghisbest



nottoletherobsessivebehaviourflareupwhenhe

wasaround.Heleftamonthagoknowinghegot

thegirlandhewashere,amonthlaterslowlybut

surelyheadingsomewherewithher.Hewould

neverforcehertodoanythingshewas

uncomfortablewith.Aloralookedatherhands

beforesheplacedthemonhischest.Hejust

watchedherassheclosedhereyesthendropher

handsthenplacethembackonhischestagain.He

heldherwrists.

“Alora.”

“I’mokay.”

“You’renot.Breath.”

“You’renotmylungs.”Shesnappedthenstarted

breathinginandout.

“That’sagoodgirl.”Hepraisedandsheclosedher

eyes,herheartpickingataweirdrhythmatthe

praise.Hekissedherforehead.

“Nowweshouldgo,getyourbooksandyourelax

evenifit’sforanhourbeforeyougetstartedon

yourassignment.”



“You’renotthebossofme.”

“IknowLora.Iwantyoutoberelaxedbeforeyou

overexertyourself.”

“I’musedtothis.”

“Wellyoucouldgetusedtomebeingaroundthen.”

Heletgoofherwaistandtookherhandasthey

walkedbacktowheretheylefttheirstuff.

Heloweredhisheadtowhisperinherear.

“Wanttoknowasecret?”

“What?”

“Youcouldhavegottenmorepracticeifyouhad

gonetoStanford.”

“Whydoyousaythat?”Sheasked.Theybothknew

theanswertothequestionbutheansweredanyway.

“BecauseIwasthereandIwouldteachyou

everythingyouneededtoknow.”Theygottotheir

seatsandshestartedpackingherstuffinthesame

ordersheknew,makingsureitwasinplaceinher

bag.Austinheldhisbooksandwhenshehad

ensuredthatnothingwasmissing,theywalkedout



ofthelibrarysidebyside.Hetookthebagfromher

andshewantedtoprotestbeforeshethoughtbetter

ofit.Theyallowedsilenceandthesoftmelodiesof

theenvirotheywereinsurroundthemasAustin’s

calmeyesobservedhisgirlfriend.Hisverypeculiar

girlfriend.Aloratouchedherlipsandpushedher

hairbackbeforesherememberedthatshewas

messingwiththestyleandsheneededtocombit

outtostyleitagain.ShefacedAustinwhowas

watchingherwithsuddeninterest.Whywashestill

here?Shethoughtthatamonthwasenoughto

makehimseeshewasnottheconventionalwoman,

shepanickedoverakiss.Somethingsosimpleand

shenewhedidn’tsayitbuthehasprobablybeen

withbettergirlswhoknewwhattheyweredoing.All

shedidwasdebatewithhimandchallengehim

insteadoflisteningtowhathesaidandinthatother

department?Shewascoldanddidn’tknowhowto

evenbehave.Austinrealisedthathedidn’tlike

seeingAloraquestionherabilities.Shewas

confidentovereverythingshedoesandshenever

displayedweakness.Shewasnowquestioning

herselfoversomethinglikeakissanditwas



shakingherconfidence.Hewalkedbesideshertill

theyreachedherdormroomandsheopenedthe

doortolethiminside.Shetookherbagfromhimso

shecouldplaceitonherstudydeskalongwiththe

bookshewasholding.Sheexcusedherselffrom

thebedroomandlefthimstandingthere.

Aloramadeherwaytothebathroomswhereshe

washedherhandslikealwaysbeforeshesplashed

wateronherfaceandwashedherhandsonemore

time.Shedriedherhandsandusedherhandsto

fanherfacebeforeexitingthebathrooms.She

foundhimsittingatthecornerofherbedandshe

foldedherarms.Hisheightwouldn’tfitthelengthof

thebed,hewouldneedtocurvehisbodybuteven

thatwouldbeenough.Sheshookherhead,why

wassheimagininghimonherbed?

“Iorderedtakeout,sitdownandrelax.”

“I’mfine.Isaidthisbeforeweleftthelibrary.”She

saidasshesatdownnexttohim.Thiswasso

awkward.Austin,amanconfidentineverythinghe

didjustpulledhercloserandhiswholeframe

engulfedher.Shehasbeensoclosetohimthan



shehaseverbeenwithpeopleinalongtime.

“You’retense.”

“Gladyounoticed.”

“Iwouldratheryouthreatentokillme.”

“Oh,Ireallydo.”

“Afteryou’redonewithschoolthissemesterwhat

next?”Hewasinterestedinknowing.Shewanted

herideatowork.

“IfItellyouI’llhexit,Itoldyouthat.”

“Thereisnosuchthingashexesorbadluck.”

Shebreathedout.

“Iwanttostartmyownbeautybrand.”Henodded.

“Ihavebeenworkingonitforyears,Ijusthaveto

getthisdegreethenimplementtheidea.”

“Tellmemore.”Hesaidashekickedhisshoesoff

andforcedhertoremoveherheelsandsitcross

leggednexttohimonthebed.

“Sothat’sit.Idon’tneedyourapprovalfirstofall,



secondofallIwasjusttellingyouasmyboyfriend

andthirdofalldon’tstealmyidea.”Shesaidallin

onebreath.

“You’reaforcetobereckonedwith.Can’twaitto

seeyourbrandinstores.”Hewhisperedagainsther

earandherbreathhitched.

“Itdoesn’tsoundstupid?”Sheclosedhereyes.She

saidthataloud?

“Notatall.”Hekissedhercheekandshetouched

hercheek.Thiswasgoingtotaketimetogetused

to.Hetouchedherheadandshelethim,allowed

himtopullherheadtohissohecouldplanthislips

onhers,softlyandgentlyassheclosedhereyes

andpartedherlips.Shemimickedhisactions

withoutsecondthoughtandherhandsfoundhis

neckontheirownaccord,pullinghimintoheras

theykissed.Deeplywithallthetimeintheworld,his

handsstoppingrespectablyatherwaistashe

pulledherin,herbodycrashingintohisandactually

meltingintohisandAloraonlybrokethekiss

hearingaforeignsoundescapeherthroat.She

retreatedbackintoherhead.Wasthather?She



flushedandAustinrubbedherlipsashesmiled.He

isnotgoingtopushanything.

.

.

.

*

*
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AtHadesandReba’ssharedhouse,Hadescovered

Rebantlewithablanketassheclosedhereyeswell

atleasttriedto.Shewassocold,herteeth

chatteredagainsteachother.AsmuchasHades

hadhisownwithdrawalsymptomstotendto,she

camefirstbecauseshematteredtohim.Amonth

hadelapsedandhismotherhadn’tcalled.



Maybeshesawthatitwasuselessbecausehe

wouldnotaskhisfatherformoney.Therewereno

trendingnewssohewasokay.

“RebaI’mhereokay?”

“Cold…”shewhispered.Thatwasaheavyblanket

hecoveredherwith.Hekissedhercheek.

“You’llgetwarm.”Hesaidandsheclosedhereyes.

Shewasfreezingtothebone.Todayitwasworse

thanotherdaystobehonest.Hadesevenskipped

workandsheskippedschoolsothathecanmake

sureshewasokay,herneedscamefirstbeforehis.

Hestillhadthatguilthesecretlycarried,thathelet

Rebantleusedrugsjustbecausehecouldn’tstop

drinking.Hedecidedtogetundertheheavyblanket

withher.

“I’mhere.I’mhere.”Heheldherinhisarmsand

didn’tlethergo.Theyhadalongwaytogo.

***



AloraglaredatAustinforagoodminute.He

shruggeditoffandsherolledhereyesasshe

closedherlaptop.

“Okay,firstarchitecttoeverexistandyouarenot

allowedtotakelongerthanthreeseconds.”she

askedandheansweredimmediately.

“Imhotep.”

“Fatherofarchitects?”

“LouisSullivan.”Heansweredsmoothlyasshefully

facedhim.

“Crosswordthen?”Sheasked.Shedidn’twantto

thinkabouttoday’sevents.

“Today’stopiciseverythingbusiness.”She

shrugged.Thatwastheirforte,himbeinghis

mother’sinterimCEOandshewasstillastudent.A

studentwithdreamsbiggerthanhercurrentbank

account.Shegotoffherchairandbentdowntothe

boxthathadcrosswords.Thatseconddateofhis,

theycameupwiththeirownmethodofplaying

crosswords,theysettheirownthemeusingthe

boxesonthealreadyprintedcrosswordpuzzle.



Playedbytheirownrulesandrespectedthestakes

theyputup.Shehatedcheatingandheloved

winningtofeedhisconceitedness.Shelookedat

therugthensettleddownashegotoffhisphone.

Sheplacedthecrosswordpageinthemiddlewhile

sheheldapencilandheraisedaneyebrow.

“Sithere.”

“No.IamnotgoingtobecontrolledbyyouandI

don’twantyounearme.”

“Itmakesthegameeasier.”

“Robertpleasedotheworldafavouranddie.The

worldwouldbeabetterplacewithoutyou.”She

saidandhiscalmgazewasjustonher.

“Youknowthatwon’thappen.Yougofirst.”

Shelookedatthesevenletterword.

“Finance”shesaidassheloweredherbodytowrite

thatdown.Shestraightenedupandlookedupat

him.Hetookthepenfromherhandandextended

hishandtofillintheblanksthatfollowed.She

cautiouslylookedathimasshereadthewordsand



tooherownbacktofillinthecrossword.The

silencewasn’tweirdinanywayormanner,itwas

silencetheyunderstoodandusedsothattheycan

beabletothink.

Bytheendofthecrossword,Alorahadwon.

“Iwon.”Shesaidandhesmiled.

“Iletyouwin.”Sherolledhereyesasshegotupon

herfeet.

“Noyoudidn’t.”Hisphonerangandhegotupas

well.Shewatchedhisanswerhisphoneashe

walkedclosertoher.Hisfreehandlandedonher

shoulderandheusedhisthumbtorubthesideof

herneck.Hewatchedherreactionsandshewas

frozenintoplace.

“Okay.I’monmyway.”Hecutthecallandlooked

downather.

“Don’tlookatmelikethat.”

“Likewhat?”Shemovedbackandsheplacedher

handonthespothehadtouched.

“I’llbebackinten.”Hewalkedoutandshesighed.



Whatwashappeningtoher?Thiswasnother.She

saidbutwhatwasher?Sheclosedhereyesand

leanedback,onlyhersisterlovedherspitefulself,

Rebawastheonepersonwhotrulylovedherwith

allherflawsandshestillshoneherbrightnessall

around.RebalovedHadesfuckingHudsonandwho

intheirrightmindwouldloveHades?Rebawas

precious.shedidn’twanttobelievethatAustin

couldstaylongenough.Maybethiswasachase,an

almostdecadelongchasewherehecouldfinally

sayIgottobedthesmartspitefulgirlwhowasmy

academicrival.No.Shewasn’tgivingupherpower

likethat.Shewasn’tsleepingwithhim.Notnowor

ever.Shemadeuphermindassheturnedonher

heelandstartedcleaningherroomwhilehewasout.

.

.

.
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Austincamebacktofindeverythingclearedupas

heheldthetakeout.Hewasgoingtohavetolive

withherobsessivenessandhealreadyhadwaysto

notallowittoflareupwhenhewasaroundher.

Aloralookedathimasheraisedthepaperbagsand

sheglared.

"Afterthisyou'releaving?"Sheasked?Heraisedan

eyebrow.

"Darling,youcan'tgetridofmethateasily."

"It'smyroom,Idohavetherighttokickyouout."

"Butdoyouwanttokickmeout?That'sthe

question."Shekeptquietashesatontherugand

sheappreciatedthat,thefoodcrumbswon'tlandon

herbedandthatwon'tsendherintoacleaning

frenzy.



"Ihaveatherapist."Hesaidashetookoutaboxof

nuggets.Alorafrowned.Hewasopeninguptoher?

"Atherapist?"Sheaskedagain.Shefoundithardto

believethatthemanwhomshehasknowsinceher

teenageyearsandwassuperioroneverywaywas

seeingsomeone.

"Why?"Sheasked.

Heleanedagainstthebedandtiltedhisheadina

sexyway.

"Trytofigureitout."

Sherolledyoureyes.

"IhateguessingRobert,spillitout."

"You'reahorribleconfidanteLora."

"Whatever!Sayit."

Shesaidasheopenedanotherbocandhandeditto

her.Shehelditinherhandsandhereyeswere

fixatedonhim.Herwanderingeyestravelledfrom

hisfacetohischestthenbacktohisfaceagainas

shewaitedforhimtospeak.



"AtfirstitwasaboutmyconditionbutthenIpickhis

mindabouttopicsandthings,heistheonly

therapistwhochallengesmeandmakesmethink

eventhoughhedoesn'tnecessarilyagreewith

whateverIsay."AustinwatchedAloraprocessit,

shedidn'tevenknowthatJamesknewmoreabout

herthanheleton.Histherapistknewalotofthings

andhedidsayalotofthingstohim.Jamesalways

toldhimhewashumanandhecan'talwayscontrol

everything.Austinpreferredtothinkotherwise,he

wasafuckinggeniusandhemadepeopledothings

forhimwithoutnoticing.Amanipulatorwouldbe

themostsuitablewordbecausehemanipulated

peopleforhisownbenefit.Therewasaboutof

silenceandAloraopenedtheboxtotakeoutthe

burger.Shelooledathim

"Whatcondition?"

"IwassupposedtobeonAdderall."Hesaidsimply.

Ittookhersecondstofigureitoutandhereyes

widenedinsurprise.

"IfyoufindoutthatI'mtakingAdderallyouhave

everyrighttoleaveme,Iwouldnevertakethatin



mylife."Sheputthatintomemory.

"Butwhy?"

"Idon'tneedhelptofocus,Icanachieveeverything

onmyownwithoutanystimulantLora."She

shrugged.

"Still…"

"Isurvivedwithoutitandlookatmyachievements,

allpuregeniusandme."

Sherolledhereyes.

"ThisisanegofreeroomRobert."

"It'sthetruth,I'veneverneededhelptoachievethe

goalsIsetformyself.Ididitallonmyown.Looking

atit,IdidyouafavourLora."

Sheglaredathim,hereyesfieryandherstare

holding.

"I'msoclosetokickingyououtofmyroomRobert."

Shesaidandhelaughed.

"Youmanagedtodateaman'swhoseIQdoubles

yours."Herglaregrewmoreheatedandifsheknew



howhardhewasunderneaththosejeansshewould

stopglaringathimlikethat.

"YourIQishigherthanminebyonlyonefucking

percentRobert!"

"SoyouagreethatI'msmarterthanyou?"Hesaid

withasmirkandsherolledhereyes.

"Shutup!"Hemovedfromhisinitialpositionandsat

behindher.Shetriedtomovebutheputhishand

aroundhiswaist.

"Robert,letmego."

"Why?"Shdbreathedout.Hewasgettingclose.Too

closetoherdefences.Noonewouldtraveltothe

endsoftheworldforaspitefulbitchlikeherwithout

agoal.Shedidn'tbelievethathewouldspendso

muchmoneyjusttogettoknowher,shewasnot

losinghervirginity.Shehadhermindmadeup.

"AloraI'mverypracticalaboutalotofthingsdarling

butIdon'tknowhowlongitwilltakeforyoutowill

yourselftomebutI'llwait."

"Iwon'twillmyselftoanyman."Hislipsbrushed



herneckeversolightly.

"Iknowyoudon't.Outsidethebedroomyoudon't.

That'sagiven."

"Youdon'tknowmeinsidethebedroom."He

laughedagainstherearandhefinallykissedher

neck.Shemovedherheadforward.Shewasnot

suposedtoenjoythis.

"Youseebabe,ifyouwereasdominantinthe

bedroomasyouareoutsideityouwouldn'tbea

virginat22wouldyouyoubabe?Youwouldhave

takenallyouwantedfrommenandleftthem

becauseeverydayyouthreatentheird*cks."She

didn'twanthisanalysisofher.Mainlybecausehe

wasrightandshedidn'twanttofuelhisegoby

agreeingthathisobservationswerespoton.She

couldn'tseeherselfasthewomanwiththehigh

heelsoninthebedroom,takingthelead.Itmade

heranxiousandfeverish.Shedidn'tevenknow

whatshewantedintherebecauseitwassomething

shewasn'tgoingtoexploreanytimesoon.

"Butyou'restillavirgin,areyouscaredthatyou



won'tbeasdominantinthebedroomasyouare

outsideit?"Hevoicedoutherfearandshekept

quiet.Austinchuckledlowlyandkissedhercheek.

"Getawayfromme!"Helaughed.

"No."Shedidn'tleanagainsthimandinstead

remainedrigid.Hedidn'tseemtomindhernot

beingthesoftkindheartedwomanmenwentfor

andthatcementedherbeliefthathewantedsex.

Hiseightyearlongchasewouldbedone.

"Andyouwanttoleaveafterthesex?Yourdecade

longchasedone.Havingbedyourrivaland

reachingthefinishline."Shesaidasamatterof

factandAustinjustkissedherneck.

"YoumightnotbelievemenowAlorabutyou're

morethanachasetome,youandIareendgame.

Youarenotthefinishline,wearejuststartingour

lifetogether."Hesaidandtiltedherheadupwards

tokissher,sherespondedbutnothowhewanted.

Hebrokethekissandsmiled.

"Idon'twantyoutemporarilyLora."Hekissedher

cheekandshejustnodded.



"Let'seat."Shesaidandhedidn'tletgoofherwaist,

insteadhisgriptightenedandshegroaned.

"Idespiseyou."Sheglaredupathim.Helowered

hisheadinsteadtokissherpinklipsandhe

watchedherclosehereyesashedidso.

***

MeanwhileatBotswana,Mooketsiwasinhishouse

scrollingthroughsocialmediawhenhepausedon

anonlinearticlesharedbyTheVoiceNewspaper.

Thearticlehadbeensharedbymanyandhe

decidedtoreaditbecauseitseemedlikeitwas

trending.

Uponreadingthecontentsofthearticle,hisheart

droppedandhequicklywenttohiscontactstocall

hismother.Hehopedtheywerelyingbecause

Rebantlewouldneverdoanythingofthatsort.They

allknewtheirsister,shewasn'tthattype.

"Hello?"Susanansweredwithasleepyvoice.



"Hello,didIwakeyouup?"

Susanyawned.

"Yes.Ismydaughterinlawokay?"Sheasked.

"Yes.Sheisasleep.IsRebantlewithyou?"

"No,shehasn'tvisitedinamonthbutItalktoher

overthephone.Sheisokay.Whatisit?"Susan

murmured.

"Nothing.Ihavetogo.Bye."Hehungup.Hedidn't

wanttoworryhismotherthistimeofthenight.He

dialledhislittlesister'snumberanditwasn'tgoing

through.

"AnswerthephoneReba."Hesaidfrustrated.It

wasn'ttrue.Itallhadtobeabiglie.Heheard

footstepsandassumedthatwashiswife.She

pulledhersilkgownandyawned.

"Cometobed,it'slate."Hesmiled.

"I'llbethereinaminute."Sheshookherhead.

"Yousaidthatanhourago."Shewalkedcloserand

tookhisphoneawayfromhim.



"Workwillhavetowaittillmorning.Comesleep."He

forcedasmileasshetookhishandandledhimto

thebedroom.Hewilldealwiththistomorrow.

.

.

.

*

*

*
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Thefollowingmorning,Hadeswaswokenupbyhis

phoneringing.HeturnedtolookatRebantlewho

wassleepingpeacefullyafterhoursofhimjust

holdingherassheshivered.Hekissedherforehead

beforehegotupandfollowedtheringtonetogetto

hisphone.Hepickeditupandansweredhisfather.



"Hello."

"YouarehellbentonembarrassingmeHadesaren't

you?AftereverythingIdoforyou,youdecideto

embarassme?"

Hadeswasperplexedbyhisfather'ssuddenrage.

HisfatherwentonandonabouthowHadeswas

nothingbutadisappointmentwithnothingtoshow

inhismidtwenties.Hadesswallowedandblinked,

hewasneversafefromhisfather'ssharptongue

foraslongashecouldremember.

"NowIhaveaboardmeetingtotryandassurethe

shareholders.YoucreatedthismessandnowI

havetofixitforyou."Hisfatherhungupabruptly

andHadeslookedatthephone,stilllostatwhathis

fatherwassayingandwherehegottheinformation.

Hisphonerangagainandhelookedathisfather

callagain.Heansweredagain.

"Hello."

"Bebymyofficebylunchtimesowecanfindaway

forwardwithyouraddiction."Hisfatherhungup.

Hisaddiction?Thatwaswellcoveredupandthe



onlypersonwhoknewofhisaddictionwas

Rebantlea-

"Fuck!"Hisabsentmother.Sheknewofbothoftheir

addictionsand-

Wait!Wait!HewenttoFacebookandthereitwas,

hewastrendingalongwithRebantle.Pictureswere

leakedandhewenttotheinternetwherehefound

articlesonReba,Rebantlewasabigdealbecause

shehadbeenaninternationalmodelandhewasa

bigdealbeinghisfather'sonlyheir.Heranhishand

overhisfaceashereadthearticlesthatwerespun

andtwistedbydifferentmediahouses.

'INTERNATIONALFORMERTEENMODEL

REBANTLEMOREMIADRUGJUNKIEALONGWITH

THEHEIRTOHUDSONINC.'

Itwasallboldedandhisheartstoppedasitshowed

picturesofhimstaggeringoutofaclubandsome

ofhimpassedout.Therewerealsopicturesof

Rebabuyingfromhersupplier.Hetriedtobreath



butitwassohard,hewouldratherhavehisimage

tarnishedbutnotRebantle'simage.Shewasso

sweetandshedeservednoneofthehatethatshe

wasabouttoreceive.Hewantedtoshieldherfrom

thatbuthewasfurioushecouldn'tevenshieldher

fromhismother'sspitetoexposethembecausehe

didn'tgetmoneyfromhisfatherforher.Hewalked

tothebedroomandRebantleyawnedasshe

removedherheadfromundertheblankets.

"Hey."Shesaidsoftlyasshesmiledathim,her

slenderarmsstretchingbeforeshepushedthe

blanketdownandshelookedathimasifhewas

someonebetter.Asifhewasn'tanaddict.

"Heyprettygirl.How'smyfavouritegirldoing?"He

askedandshegrinnedbeforeshecoveredherface

withherhand.

"I'mfreshasadaisy."Shesaidsoftly.Hewalked

closerandhelpedheroutofbed.Hehuggedher.

Shehuggedhimback.Hemovedhisheadbackto

lookatherface.Hislargehabdsframedhisface

andsheleanedintohistouch.



"Iloveyou,Iwouldneverquityouforanythingokay

Reba?"

"Iknow.Iloveyouandthankyou."Shesaidsoftly

andshestoodonhertiptoestoshylykisshis

cheekbeforeshelookedathim.Hesawmorethan

adrugaddictandlovedherregardless.Shemight

aswellsayshewasaddictedtohimthendrugs

cameafter,heraddictionneveralteredhis

perceptionofhetandhewasholdingherhand

throughtheirsobrietypledge.Shesmiledand

kissedhislips.Shewrappedherhandsaroundhis

waistandplacedherheadonhischest.

Hadesbreathedoutandkissedherhead.

"Idon'tknowifI'lllivelongenoughbutIloveyou."

Rebashookherhead.

"Hades,wewillbeokay.Iswear.Wewillbeokay.It

mightnotbenowbutsoon.Wewon'tletthe

addictionswinmylove.WanttowatchaMarvelfilm

withmethenwewillwatchanotherone?cshe

askedsweetly.Hewantedtoshieldherfromthe

mediaandeveryharshwordthatwasgoingtobe



saidabouther.Heknewtheworldwassexist,ifit

wasamanwhowasadrugaddicttheywouldsing

adiffetenttunebutsinceitwasawoman,theywere

goingtothrowstonesherway.Hekissedherhead.

"Whateveryouwant."Rebalookeduoathimwitha

cutesmileandhepushedherhairback.

"Youaremyloverandfriend.EverythingIneed.My

numberone."Hesmiledsoftlyandshetookhis

handleadinghimtothebathroomsotheycould

takeashower.

***

AtSusan'shouse,Susanreadthearticlesasher

jawdropped.Herdaughter?Ajunkie?Herphone

hasbeenringingoffthehookasthefashionhouse

Rebahasworkedwithbeforetriedtoget

confirmationifitistrueornotbecaauseshe

representedtheirbrandsatsomepoint.Shelooked

atherhusbandassheshookherhead.



"Rebacan'tbedoingdrugs.That'simpossible.My

childiscompletelyfine."

"Theysayfromaveryclosesource."

"Idon'tcare.Rebacan'tbedoingdrugs.Iwould

haveknownifshewasdoingdrugs."Susansaidout

ofbreath.ShedialledRebantle'sphoneandtriedto

call.Itwasn'tgoingthrough.Sheleftavoice

message.

"Rebantleanswerthephone!"Susansaid.She

pushedherweaveback.

"Iknowmydaughter,shehadagoodlifeandan

excellentcareer.Whywouldshetakedrugs?"She

asked.HercareerhadbeenthehighlightofReba's

lifeandshegrewupgreatregardlessoftheirfather

beingdead.Shedidn'ttakedrugs.Shewashappy.

"You'llaskher."Susanshookherhead.Shewas

goingtowhereRebawasstaying,shewasgoingto

squashtheseallegations.Hadeswasanalcoholic?

Sheshookherhead.Thosekidswerenormaland

okay.Themediawaslying.

"I'mgoingtoReba'shouse."Susansaidwitha



madeupmind.

***

AtMooketsi'shouse,hetriedcallingRebantlebut

herphonewasn'tgoingthrough.Hecalledhisbig

brotherBokamosotoseeifhewasgettingthrough

toRebantle.Hissister?Drugs?Impossible.He

didn'tevenwanttocallAlora,itwasprobably4am

inAmericaandhewouldbedisruptinghisyounger

sister'ssleepschedule.Helookedathiswifeand

chuckled.Hiafamilywasinforabigsurprise.He

marriedawomanandhedidn'ttelkthem,forall

theyknewhewasinFrancistownworkingand

probablyhadagirlfriend.Heshookhishead,the

mainfocuswasRebantle.Hisoldersister,tbe

fashionmodel.Theonewhohadgottebfameand

recognitionatayoungage.Hisbigbrother

Bokamosoanswered.

"Yousawthearticle?"

"Rebaisn'tevenansweringherphone."Bokamoso



said.

"We'reallworriedabouther."Hereplied.Wheredid

theyfailherifsheistakingdrugs?

"WhatifshewasinfluencedbyHades?"Moksasked

andBokamosekeptsilent.Thinkingaboutit.

"Rebawouldn'ttakedrugsjustonherown,Rebais

smartandtheproblemisshewasspendingtoo

muchtimewithHades."

"Youmighthaveapointthere.Letmedriveupto

mom'shouse."BokamososaidandMooketsi

noddedashehungup.Heshouldprobablyflyback

home.Woulditbeanappropriatetimetointroduce

hiswifeaswell?

.

.

.

*

*

*
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AtHadesandReba'ssharedhouse,theysatinfront

ofthetelevisioneatingpopcornasRebalightly

giggled.

"IlovehowBlackwidowhasevolvedovertheyears

inMarvel,theystoppedsexualizinghersomuch

andtheyarenowfocusingonberstrengthand

capabilities."Hekissedherforehead.

"Lookatyou."Shegrinnedasshekissedhislips

beforesnugglingintohischest.Itwastheirown

littleworld,theyweresousedtobeingtherefor

eachotherwithoutincludingotherpeopleandReba

preferreditthatway.Aminutelater,therewasa

doorknockandRebantlelookedatHades.

"Areyouexpectingguests?"Shewhisperedandhe

shookhishead.Hegotupfromthecouchand

headedtothedoor.Sheusedthefleeceblanketto



coverherfaceasHadesopenedthedoor.Hades

didn'thaveachancetosayawordwhenSusan

stormedinsidethehouseandshelookedaround.

"Whereismydaughter?"Sheasked,angerbrewing

inhereyesandhervoicetoohigh.Rebantlewho

wasunderneaththeblanketkeotquuetasherheart

raced.Whatwasgoingon?Shedidn'trespondwell

toangerandsheclosedhereyes.

"Hadesngwanakeokae?"(whereismychild?)

Reba'sstep-fatherwalkedinsidethehouseand

lookedaround.Hadesdidn'tsayanythingashe

walkedtothecouchandremovedthefleece.

"Hey,yourparentsarelookingforyou?"

"Whyaretheyangry?"Sheaskedwithalowvoice

asherbigeyeslookedatHadesforcomfort.What

didshedo?Hadesbreathedoutandbeforehe

couldsayanything,Susanwasbythecouch

holdingherwaistwithanger.

"Rebantleisittrue?"Rebantle'slookedlikeadeer

caughtinheadlights.Notknowingwhatthehellwas

goingon.



"Hee?Isittruethatyou'retakingdrugs?"Sheasked

andReba'seyeswidenedbeforetheyfilledwith

tears.Howdidtheyknow?Besidesshestopped.

"I'msorry."Susanshookherhead.

"Whatareyousorryfor?Areyoutakingdrugsor

not?"Sheaskedassheraisedhervoiceandthat

scaredReba.Hadesrubbedhisjaw.

"Pleasedon'traiseyourvoiceather."Susangave

Hadesthemosthatefullookever.

"Don'ttelkmehowtotreatmydaughter,sheismy

childandit'sallyourfaultthatsheistakingdrugs."

HadesrubbedReba'shand.

"YouRebantle,you'releavingwithme."

"What?"

"Iwillnotallowyoutobeinfluencedbythisboy.

Youarenotevenmarriedandyouruinedyour

reputationbytakingdrugs."SusangrabbedReba's

handtopullherfromthecouchandRebantle

lookedatHadesforhelp.Hewastheonlyfriendshe

needed.Heunderstoodherandshecouldn'tfathom



beingrippedawayfromhim.

"I-Idon'twanttogo."Shesaidwithasoftvoiceand

Susanwasn'thavingit.

"Youhavenochoice.Okgagogilesetseotsayadi

drugs,wenaReba?"(You'reamess,you'realready

takingdrugs.)WiththatSusanpulledRebantleout

ofthehouse.

"Youaretoneverseethatboyagain."

"What?"

"Heisabadinfluenceoveryourlife,lookatyounow.

25yearsoldandstillavarsitystudent,yohruined

yourownlife.Areye."(let'sgo)

"Myclo-"

"You'llbuynewones."ThabisolookedatHadesone

moretimebwforehewalkedouttojoinhiswife.

Hadescoveredhisfacewithhishands.Theydidn't

havetotreatRebalikethatbuthewouldtakethe

blameeverydayforRebastartingdrugseven

thoughheknewhehadnothingtodowithit,itall

startedwithhermodellingcareerandeverything



thathappenedwhenshewentinternational.He

couldblamehimselfforenablingher,welltheywere

bothaddicts.Theothercravedalcoholandthe

otherdrugs.Hesighed.

***

AtAlora'sdorm,shefinallywokeupandshepicked

upherphone.Shefoundamessagefromher

boyfriendandshssmiled.Shetextedhimbackand

putherphoneback.Timetogetstartedwithher

morningroutinebeforesheeventouchesherphone

again.Anhourlater,shepickedupherphoneand

likealways,scrolledthroughthenewstokeepuptl

datewithwhatwashappening.Hermorningcalm

wasdestroyedbythecountlessofarticlesshesaw

onhersisterandHades.Shereadmostofthemas

shewalkedtoherdesktositdown.Aloraopened

herlaptopasshedialedRebantle'sphonewhich

didn'tgothrough.Sheopenedagoogletabasshe

searcheddrugaddictionandwhatcanbedoneto



help.ShesighedanddialedHades.Hisphonerang

foragoodminutebeforeheanswered.

"Ifyouaregoingtoinsultme,saveit."Hesaidand

sherolledhereyes.

"You'resuchanasshole,whereismysister?"

"Yourmothertookher."Aloraxsshouldersslumped.

"Isittrue?"

"Yeah!"Sheleanedback.

"Whydidn'tyouguystellme?"Shesaid.Sheloved

hersistertodeath,RebalovedHadestodeath.That

meantshetoleratedHadestodeathandviceversa.

"Wewereworkingonit.Itwasn'tsupposedtobein

themedia."Hadessaid.SurprisinglyAloradidn't

evenblamehimforathing.

"You'vebeenbothfightingaddictionsandIdon't

knowhowyoutwothoughtyoucouldwinthis

alone."Alorasaid.

"I'llcallback."Shehunguoanddialledherstep-

mother'snumber.ItrangunanswerrdandAlora's

eyesquicklyreadwhatwasonthelaptopscreen.



ShedialledSusanagainandshefinallyanswered.

"Hello,canIspeaktoReba?"

"Aloracanyoubelieveitthatthatboyinflu-"

"KekopagobualeRebantle."(canIpleasespeakto

Rebantle.)SusanhandedRebaherphone.Reba

sniffedasshesawAlora'snameflashonthe

screen.

"HeyReba,areyouokay?"Rebashookherhead.

"I'msorry.I'msosorry…"Rebaapologisedoverand

overagain.

"Ifyouapologiseonemoretime,I'llpersonally

punchyou.Areyouokay?Didtheyforceyouto

comewiththem"AlroaaskedandRebawipedher

tears.

"Hadesdidnothingwrong."Aloralookedather

computerscreenasherheartclenched.

"Reba,assoonasI'mdonewithmylastpaperI'm

flyingbackhome.IknowyouloveHades,I'm

heartbrokenthatyoudidn'ttellmeofyour

struggles."RebachuckledandAlorasmiled.Less



tears.GoodjobLora!

"You?Heartbroken?"RebasniffedandAlorasighed.

"Yes.Butwhateveryouneedandwant,callme.I'll

calleverydaydoesn'tmatterthetimezone.I'llsend

Austinthere."

"Austin?"Alorarolledhereyes.

"Don'tstart.Heistheonewhowillbecloserandhe

iscalm.Toocalmtobethrowingtantrumslikeyour

motherandothersiblings."

"Uhu!"

"Iloveyouokay?Iwillbewithyoueverystepofthe

wayandlistentowhatever.YouknowIalways

listentowhateveryoutellme.Iloveyouforinfinity."

"Iloveyoutoo."

"Restokay?Pleasedon'tletthemforcetheirwill

ontoyou."

"Theywon'tunderstand."Alorasighed.

"I'lltalktothem.Willitbehardtoopenuptothem

regardlessofwhetheryou'retakingdrugsornot.."



"Yes."Alorasighedyetagainasshegoogledways

togetsomeonetoopenuptoyouabouttheir

problems.

"Okay.IloveyouReba.ThreemoremonthsthenI'll

bedonewithschoolandI'llbethere.Inthe

meantineAustinwillbemymouthpiecethatside.I

loveyouokay?"

"Iloveyou."RebasaidsoftlyandAlorablinkedtears.

Fuck!Shewascrying.Shehungupandblinkeda

coupleoftimessothatthetearswouldnotfall.

.

.

.
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*
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AtSusan'shouse,Rebajustquietlywalkedtoher

bedroombutitseemedlikehermotherhadother

plans.

"Wheredoyouthinkyou'regoing?Westillhaveto

getanswers."Rebarubbedhereyes.

"I'mtired."Susanheldherhip.

"Tired?WhenyouwerewatchingtvwithHades?Ae,

sitdownandanswerus.Wehadtofindoutthrough

themediathatyoutakedrugs..drugsRebantle.

Drugsaredangerousandyoutakethem?Ke

tshogile."Rebantledidn'tknowhowtodealwith

peoolewhowereangryandallthatcouldcomeout

ifhermouthwereapologies,likethetimeshe

mistakenlyripoedadressshewassupposedto

model.Shehadsaidsorrysomanytimestothe

pointofcrying.Justlikeinthisinstanceshewas

apologisingoverandoveragainasshecried.Susan

paused.

"Youbroughtthistoyourselfandnowwehaveto

findawayoutofit.Whenyoulistenedtobad



advice."ThabisolookedatSusan.Shewasgoing

aboutitthewrongwayandwasmakingmatters

worse.

"Su,calmdownandletherrest.Shewasprobably

avoidingsuchareaction.Rebayoucangorest."

Rebasaidsorryonemoretimebeforesheretreated

andSusanturnedtolookatThabiso.

"Ihadthatundercontrol,Rebantleismydaughter,

notours."Thabisostaredatherwithablank

expressionandSusanrealisedwhatshejustsaid.

"ThabisoI-"

"Fine.Sheisyourdaughter,Iwastryingtobe

helpful."Hewalkedawaywithoutwaitingforany

furtherexplanationfromherandSusan'sguilthad

herwantingtogoafterhimtoapologise.Itwasjust

aslipofthetongueandshedidn'tmeanthat.

Inthebedroom,Rebantleheldherkneesasshe

cried.Shedidn'twanttorelivethoseawful

memories,itwasbadenoughshehadfounda

ratherinconvenientescaoefromthememoriesbut

nowtheyrippedherawayfromHadesandshe



didn'tknowhowshewasgoingtosurvive.Heknew

whattosayandifAlorawashere,shewouldbe

withherinherweirdway.Homedidn'tofferherthe

comfortshebadlywantedandshedidn'twantto

relapseagainorbeforcedtotalk.Sherockedback

andforthandhummedthesongtheyusedtosing

togetherinthekitchenwhenshewokeupfroma

nightmareorinthemorningafterhersleepwalking

episodes.Sbestartedsingingthesongasshe

closedhereyes.

"Iwannabealone,alonewithyou.

Doesthatmakesense?

Iwanttostealyoursoulandhideyouinmy

treasurechest

Idon'tknowwhattodo

Todowithyourkissonmyneck

Idon'tknowwhatfeelstruebutthisfeelsrightso

stayasec.

Yeahyoufeelrightsostayasec."Shesangsoflty



astearsrolleddownhereyes,wouldtheyallowher

toseeHadesagain.

***

Aloralookedatthenotesshealreadymade.Her

heartracedasshethoughtthatshewasn'tdoing

enoughasasister,whatifshefailedheroldersister?

Shealreadyfeltlikeafailure.Shelookedaroundher

room.Everythingwasarrangedandshedidn'tknow

whattodowithherpentupemptionsthatwereriled

byhersister'saddiction.Shewalkedtoher

wardrobeandsatinsideasshebroughtherknees

toherface.Shewantedtoscreamsobad.She

wantedtoscreamandhopethatherscreamsmade

Rebafeelbetter.Sherubbedherchestandhereyes

adjustedtothedarknessinthecloset.Shesatthere

inthecloset,shedidn'tknowforhowlong.Sheonly

gotoutwhensheheardadoorknockandshetried

toregainhercomposure.Everythingshouldbefine.

Sheassuredherself.Sheopenedthedoorandshe



lookedatRobertwhosepresencesuffocatedher.

Hischestlookedlikeagoodplacetocrybutshe

wasn'tthatperson.Sbereleasedashakybreath

andtriedtomaintainherglarebutfailed.

"Lora."Cameouthisvoiceashelungedtowardsher

andheldher.Shedidn'tfighthimofflikeshe

usuallydidandshedidn'thavesomethingtosay

back.Shewassooffandshewascontinentsaway.

Somanymilesawayfromhersister.

Austinheldherinhisarmsasheclosedthedoor

andhepushedherhairbackdown.Hecouldsense

somethingwaswrongthemomentsheopenedthe

doorwithoutanysnidecommentorremark.Their

usualbanterwasn'teventhere.

Herubbedherbackandhewasn'tsureifshewill

openuptohimbutevenifshedoesn't,hewashere

eitherway.Shemovedawayfromhimandlooked

atherhands.

"Ihavetowashmyhands,theyhavedust."Shesaid

withavoicehigherthanherusualvoice.Itwaslike

shewaspanicking.Aloraquicklyopenedthedoor



andwalkedoutasAustinfollowedherquickpaces

tothebathroom.Itwasthegirls'bathroombuthe

justwalkedinfollowingher.Hewatchedheropen

thehotwaterfaucetandlettheliquidsoapfillher

handasshelathereditfranticallyuptoherelbows

andscruboffthedustthathedidn'tsee.Shefilled

herhandagainwithsoap.

"Clean,Ineedtogetclean!!"Shesaidwitha

breakingvoiceasherhandswentpinkandwhen

shewasabouttofillherhandwithsoapagainhe

heldherwrists.Shetriedtofighthimoff,tryingto

pullawayfromhisstronggrip.

"I-Ijustwashedmyhandsandyo-"

"Aloralookatme."Heforcedhertofacehimand

lookintohiseyes.

"Babyyou'resafewithme.Ipromise."Hesaidsoftly.

HerOCDwasflaringandsomethingtriggeredit,she

wasusingittogethermindoffsomething.She

weakenedinhisholdandheheldherhandsmuch

gentlyashepulledhertohim.Heplacedherhead

onhischest,ntocaringthatherwethandswere



wettinghisshirt.

"Doyouwanttotalk?"Heasked.Silence.

Hedidn'tletgoofherhandsincaseshescrubbed

herselftothepointofbleeding.Alorabreathed

softlyasscenariosplayedinherhead.Sheclsoed

hereyesandfistedherhands.Hedidn'tletgoofher

handsandshewashalfgratefulforthat,shewas

probablygoingtoscrubherselftillshebled.She

triedtirelaxinhisholdandhewalkedoutwithher,

notevenmovingherhead.Sheblinkedbackthe

tears.Shewasnotthecryingtype.

.

.
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InAlora'sroom,Austinpushedherhairbackasshe

laidherheadonhislap.Shehadn'tsaidanything

andhethoughtheheardasnifffromher.The

silenceallowedAloratothinkaboutReba's

situation.Wasshethatignorantofhersisterthat

shenevernoticedanythingwrongforyears?Tears

filledhereyesandsheforcedlyblinkedthemaway.

Shewasokay.Shetriedtomoveherheadbuthis

largehandkeptherheadonhislap.Sheclearedher

throat.

"I'llcastrateyou."Shesaidandhechuckled.

"I'mstartingtothinkyou'reobsessedwithmyd*ck

Alora."Sherolledhereyes,talkingtohimoffering

heramuchneededdistractionfromherracing

thoughts.

"Getoveryourself."

"Never."Hesaid.Hedidn'tforcehertotalkaboutit

andtheissueweighedheavilyintheair.Their

bantercouldn'tevenmaskitandshebreathedout



ashishandmovedtohercheekandthisonetime

sheallowedherselftotouchhishandandkeepit

there.Rightonhercheek.Austinmovedhisthumb

andshejustheldhishand.Hestilldidn'taskher

aboutwhatledtohertemporarybreakdown.

"Ifeellikeafailure."Shesaidsoftlywithoutmoving

hishand.

"I'malwaysthesmartestpersonintheroomandI

failedtonotice?Ishouldhavedonebetter,Ifailed

herbecauseh-"shepausedandclosedhereyes.He

didn'tsayanythingandshewasgratefulforhis

silence,sheknewhewaslisteningthough.

"Ihopesheforgivesmefornotpayingattention.I

feellikesuchafailureandIammilesawayfrom

homeAustin."Shesaid.Austinjustrubbedher

cheekassheheldhishandwithoutmovingher

head.

"Howdiditflyovermyheadthatmysisteristaking

drugs?AmIsoselfabsorbedthatIdidn'tnotice?"

Sheclosedhereyesagainandmovedherhead

closer.



"Peoplehidetheirproblemswell.Yoursisterhidher

ownwell."Alorafinallymovedherheadfromhislap

andshelookedathisface.Hewasaworkofartbut

she'llnevertellhimtohisface.Hisegodidn'tneed

moreencouragement.

"Likeyouhideyourtrueemotions?"Shesaid

pointedly,ifshehitthenailontheheadhedidn't

showitandheraisedaneyebrow.

"We'renottalkingaboutme."

"Wemightaswelltalkaboutyou."

"Areyougood?"Heaskedherandsheplacedher

handsonherthighs.Austin'seyesmovedfromher

thighstoherchestbeforehiseyessettledonher

face.

"I'mokay."Shesaid.Shehasalwaysbeenokay.The

onesiblingnoonehadtoworryaboutbecauseshe

heldherselfwithstandardssohigh,theycouldn't

evenmeetthosestandards.

Austinmovedcloserandshemovedback.He

laughedandsheshoolherhead.



"Ihateyou."

"Iknow."Shesmiledandhersmilelefthim

breathless.

"It'sbeautiful."

"Whatis?"

"YourrealsmileLora."Shesmiledmoreandhe

grinned.

"You'resmilingforme,myfierydreamer?"

Sherolledhereyesbeforesheglaredathim.

"YouwishRobert."

"Comecloser."Sherolledhereyes.

"No."

"Alora."

"Robert."

"Comecloser."Sherolledhereyesandmoved

closerwithherarmsfolded.Helaughedandpulled

hercloser,armsfoldedandall.Hekissedthetopof

herheadandsherolledhereyestryingnottosmile.



"Robert,thesamewayyougotmynumberfrom

Hades,willyoucheckonhimwhenyougetto

Botswana?"Sheaskedhim.Hadesprobablydidn't

haveanyoneinhiscornernowthatRebahad

forciblybeentakenawaybyherstep-parents.As

muchasshehaddetestedhimforbeingepicentre

inhersister'slife,hisparentsdidn'tgiveanyflying

fucksabouthimandthehumanpartofher

understoodwhyhewasalwayswithRebaand

didn'tmindblendingintoherfamily.

"Idon'tknowhowyouguysknoweachotherbut

talktohim."Heslidhisfingersinherhairandshe

usedbothhandstoholdhishand.

"Don'ttouchmyhairlikethat.Ketlagobetsa

kana."(i'llbeatyou.)

"I'dliketoseeyoutry."Shecontemplatedpicking

herpillowtohithisheadbutshewouldhavetopick

itupincaseitfell.

"Chess?"Sheasked.

"Lora?"Sheliftedhereyestohim.

"You'renotafailureokay?"Sheletoutaharsh



breathandnodded.

.

.

.

*

*

*
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InsideReba’sbedroom,shelaidinbed.Howwas

shegoingtoexplainherself?Wouldthemedia

houndherthemomentshesteppedoutsidethe

house?Wouldthebrandsheworkedwithaskherto

makeastatement?Theonlyconfidenceshehad

everhadwastowalktherunawaybutnowshecan’t

evensummonthatconfidence.Sheturnedonher

side,howwasHades?Whowashelpinghimwith



hiswithdrawalsymptoms?Hewastryingtoget

clean,hewasreallytryingandwasn’tshewho

wishedhewassober.Sheclosedhereyesand

rememberedthatpartyat17whenshehadHades

accompanyher,themusicwassoloudandhe

kissedherhalfdrunkinthebackseatofhiscar.Her

firstkissandshehadwishedhewassoberto

experiencethemomentwithher.Shehugged

herself,shewasn’tevenholdingherphonenorthe

housekeys.Howwasshegoingtoconvinceher

mothertotakehertoHades’housesoshecouldget

herphoneatleast.Alorasaidshewasgoingtocall

andshewantedtocallHades.Sheclosedhereyes

notimagininghowalonehewas.Tearsfilledher

eyes,hedidn’tevendefendhimselfwhenhewas

toldheinfluencedher.Sherubbedhereyesandgot

outofbed.Shethoughtaboutitandthenshesaton

thebed.Whatifhermotherloseshertemperagain?

MeanwhileBokamosoknockedonthedoor.A

flabbergastedSusanopenedthedoorandshe

lookedatherfirstbornwithreliefinhereyes.



“HiBK.”ShehuggedhimandBokamosohuggedher

back.

“IsRebaokay?”

“Sheisinherroom.”

“Yougother?”SusannoddedandBokamoso

breathedoutinrelief.Nowtheycouldfindaway

forwardtodealwiththeirsister’sdrugaddiction

thathassuddenlycometolight.

“CanIspeaktoher?”

“Okay.”Bokamosowalkedpashismotherandhe

foundtheroomRebaoccasionallyusedwhenshe

wasvisitingtheirparents.Heknockedonthedoor.

"Whoisit?"Hervoicewasmuffledbytheblankets

shewasunderandBokamososmiled.

"Bk."

"Coming."Heheardtherustleoftheblanketsandhe

leanedagainstthewallwaitingforhertoopenthe

door.Thedoorknobtwistedanditswungopen.Her

ganglyfigurecameintoviewbutitwasswallowed

byheroversizedclothes.Shesmiledathimasshe



pulledthehoodieback.

"HeyReba."Heusedhishandtomesswithherhair

andsheheldhishand.Hechuckled.Alorawouldbe

spittingprofanitiesatanyoneattemptingtodothat

toher.

"CanIcomein?"Heaskedher.Hedidn'twantto

suffocateherandhewatchedherthinkaboutitfor

aminutebeforeshewalkedinsideandtoldhimto

follow.Howdidhissweetestsisterresorttodrugs?

Itwasdifficulttobelievethatthegirlwhowasa

forcetobereckonedwithbehindthecameralens

wasthisshyawayfromitandwasnohookedon

drugs.Rebasatdown.Shehadbeenignoringher

compulsionsandshewasmakingprogressright?

Shesaidtoherselfasshesatonthebedandher

footstartedtappingonthecarpetedfloor.

Bokamosotookthechairwhichwasnexttothe

studytableandhefacedhissister.

"Areyouokay?"Heaskedherandhewatchedher

purseherlipsandnod.Hetookthatasananswer.

Hedidn'twanttooverwhelmher.



"Youwerecrying."

"I'msorryifI'mmakingyouworriedaboutme.It

wasnevermyintention.I'msorry."Shesaidandshe

closedhereyes.

"I'msosorry."Hegotupfromhischairtohugher.

"I'msososorry."herwordscameoutasherubbed

herbackandsheheldbacktears.

***

AtHudsonCo.,Hadesmadehiswaytohisfather's

office.Heavoidedthestaresofthepeopleinthe

officebuildings.Thenewshadmadeit'srounds

hereandhewassurethemediaattentionwas

somethinghisfather'sCompanywasn'tlookingfor.

HewassmartnotthatsmarttoAloraandAustin's

extentbuthegothisdegreeregardlessofthe

alcoholabuseright?Helickedhislips,wishinghe

washoldingabottleofbourbontocombatthe

wordsfromhsifather'smouth,theyalwayshurt



morethanphysicalpunchesandkickscould.They

cutdeeperthanthewhiskeyglassbottlecould.His

fatherwasanalcoholichimselfandheneverhidit

fromHadesbuthedidgetthejobdoneatthe

companywhichwasalegacyfromhisgrandfather.

HudsonCo.,hasalwaysbeenafamilycompany.

Onehewishedhedidn'thavetoleadoneday.He

sighedasheknockedonthedoor.

"Comein."Hisfather'sroughvoicesoundedandhe

steppedinsidetheofficethathadoneofthebest

viewsinthecity.Hisfatherwasfacingtheviewwith

hishandsinhispockets.

"Atleastyoucameandyouaren'tstupidenoughto

stayaway."Hesaid.HadessatdownandFred

Hudsonturnedtofacehisson.Theresemblance

wasuncannyanditwaswithnodoubtthatHades

washisson.Throughandthrough.

"Themornibghasbeeneventful."Hesaid.

"Thankstoyourex-wife."HadessaidandFred

facedhim.

"Shedidthis?"



"Becauseshedidn'tgetmoney.Youknowhowto

pickthemdon'tyoufather?"Thefatherwasbitter

anditleftanevenbittertasteknHades'mouth.

"Careful,themoneythatreportsinyouraccount

everymonthhasmylastname."Andhehatedthat

butneverdidanythingaboutit.Hesighedand

lookedathisfather,hissharjawtickingashe

waitedforFredHudsontospewhisnonsensesohe

cangotohisemptyhouse.Hefelthishearthollow.

Rebawasgone.Hepushedhertothebackofhis

mindforthetimebeing.

"I'lldealwithher,fornowgetcleanorsomething."

FredsaidandabitterlaughescapedHades'mouth.

"Likeyouare?"

"Don'tpatroniseme."

"Iamnot.Iamaskingfather."

"It'syourmessI'mtryingtosolvehere.Makesure

thatRebaiscleantoo.Youdatingaformermodel

boostedthesalesandnowtheyplummeted

becauseofthescandalthatjustsurroundedyou

two.WorkwiththecompanypublicistaswellandI'll



talktoSusansincesheisRebantle'smanager.Allin

allI'mdealingwithyourmess."Hebreathedoutand

Hadesleanedback.

"Arewedone?"

"Justgo!"FredsaidandHadesdidn'tneedtohear

moretogetgoing.

***

HourslateratSusan'shouseaftershehadbeenon

countlessphonecallstryingtoremedythesituation

andcomeupwithawayforward,sheheadedtothe

bedroomshesharedwithherhusband.

"ThabisoI'msorryaboutwhatIsaidearlieron.It

wasintheheatofthemoment."Thabisoputhis

phonedowntofaceher.

"Aren'tweateam?Maybestillinthesameheatof

themomentyoumighteventellAlorathatsheis

notyourbiologicalchildandhurtherfeelings

regardlessofhowoffishsheseems."Susanshook



herhead.

"Iwouldneverdothat.Aloraismydaughter."

"AndIthoughtallfiveofthesekidswereour

children,IwastooforwardIguess."

"Don'tbelikethat."

Thabisopickedhisphoneandcheckedthetime.

"Ihavetogo."

"Where?"

"Out."Hesaidandhegotoutofbed.Heslidhisfeet

inhisslidesandpickedhiscarkeysoffthestand.

"Thabisowearestilltalking."Shethrewherhands

intheair.Thabisowalkedpastherandclosedthe

door.Shesighedfrustrated.

ThabisoknockedonReba'sdoorandheheardthe

rustlingoftheblankets.Sheopenedthedoorand

shelookedathim.

"Wecango."Shenoddedandwalkedbackinside

theroomtowearhershoes.Shewalkedoutafew



secondslaterastheywalkedsidebysideinsilence.

Susanopenedthedoortoherbedroomandstepped

out.ShesawherhusbandwithReba.

"Whereareyougoing?Sheisinnostatetoleave

thehouse."SusansaidandRebantleshrinkedback

asThabisolookedathiswife.Shewashandling

thisallwrong.

"Sheisnotaporcelaindollforcryingoutloud

Susan.Rebantleisoldenoughtomakeherown

decisions."Hesaid.Rebantleopenedhermouthto

apologise.Shedidn'twantthemtofighrbecauseof

her.

"Andherbeingoldenoughledhertotakedrugs

right?Idon'tcareifsheisinhermid20s,sheisnot

fittobeoutthere."Rebantlebreathedinandout.

Seewhyherdrugaddictionwasbetterwhenitwas

justasecretandonlyHadesknew.Sherubbedher

armandclosedhereyes.

Thabiso'sgazelandedonRebaandhebreathedout.

Heputhisarmsaroundher.

"Reba,let'sgoandyou'llbeback."



"I'msosorry.Sorry."Shesaidneartearsand

Thabisoglaredathiswifebeforehebreathedout.

"Thereisnothingtobesorryaboutokay?"He

assuredherandledheroutofthehouse.Reba

wishedshedidn'thavetothinkrightnow,ifthere

weredrugsnearbyshewouldbesohighand

nothingwouldburstherbubbleofhappinessevenif

itwastemporary.Thosehallucinationswerebetter

thanfacingreality.

.

.

.
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ThabisoparkedhiscaroutsidetheyardandReba

gavehimagratefullook.

“Godowhatyoudobeforeweheadhome.”She

noddedandshegotoutofthecar.Shealmost

trippedasshehalfrantothegateandThabiso

chuckled.Thatwasyounglove,hecouldseepast

theiraddictionsandhesawlove.Eventhoughit

didn’tseemlikeittootherpeople.Helookedathis

phoneandheswitchediton.Hewassurehewas

goingtofindmissedcallsfromSusan.Hehated

howshehandledthewholethinganditwasso

unlikehislevelheadedwife.Didshefeeloutof

depthorwasshetryingtoactlikesuperwoman

andsaveeveryone?

Rebantleknockedonthedoor.

“Hades!Hopenthedoor!”Shesaidandthatdrew

Hadesoutofhisthoughts.WasthatReba?He

breathedoutandlookedaround.Thankfullyhe

hadn’topenedthebottleofwhiskeyhehadbought.

Wassheback?



“Coming.”Hegotupandwalkedtothedoortoopen

upforher.Theminutethedoorwasopenshe

hurledherselfinhisarms.Heheldher,hisbody

engulfingherframe.Sheletgoofhimandhe

smiledather.Theyhadbeenapartformorethan

sevenhoursandshehatedthat.Sheplacedher

headbackonhischest.

“Hi.”Shesaidsoftly.

“Hilove.”Hisvoicewasintoxicatingonit’sown.Did

heknowthat?Rebaaskedherself.Hadeswasthe

kindofhandsomethatwasharshandwasallin

yourface,hedidn’tblendinandsheknewgirls

wantedhimbuthewashersright?Right?She

askedherselfandshookherhead.Shedidn’thave

muchtime.

“Whatisitlove?”

“Icamehereformyphoneandclothes.”Hades

swallowedandnodded.Heliftedhisheadandsaw

thecar.Thabisoraisedhistwofingersinsaluteand

Hadesnoddedinacknowledgment.

“I’llhelpyou.”Hekissedthetopofherhead.



“HadesI’mscared.”Shesaid.

“Talktome.”

“Iwantafix.”Shesaidunderherbreathandhe

closedhiseyes.Shedidn’tletgoastheywalked

insidethehouse.Heclosedthedoorandheldher

hands.

“Wheredotheurgescomefrom?”

“I’mupsettingeveryoneandit’smyfault.Idon’t

wanttothinkaboutitHades.”Shesaid.

“And?”

“Andthereisnothingtotakemymindoffmyown

thoughts.Idon’twanttothink.”Shesaidasshe

removedherhandsfromhis.Sheheldherhoodie

sleevesandHadeslookedather.Shewassocute

butthatwasbesidesthepoint.Heshouldn’tenable

her,thatwaswhatgotthemhere.

“Love,youdon’th-“sheshookherhead.

“EversinceIgotthere,mythoughtshavebeen

racingandthecompulsionsweresostrong.I-Ijust

wantasmallfix.Evenifit’sweedthoughheroinwill



beefficientbutweedcandobecauseit’seasierto

findthanheroin.”Shepacedupanddownasshe

startedthinkingaboutwhereshecanfinddrugs,

shedidn’tdoweed.Itwasn’tstronglikethedrugs

shetookbutitwasbe-

HertrainofthoughtwascutoffwhenHadesheld

her.

“Rebawearenotgoingdownthatroadagain.”He

saidsternlyandRebatouchedhischeek.

“I-Iknowbut-“shebitherlowerlipandreleaseda

tiredsigh.

“IknowyouH,you’regoingtodrink.Youneed

somethingstrongertoprocesseverythingandyou

don’twanttohavetoprocess.IknowyouHades.”

Shesaidsoftlyandhefacedtheotherway,knowing

thatshewasright.Herebeforehim,stoodhisbest

friend,loverandgirlfriend.Sheknewhimlikethe

backofherhandandsheacceptedhim.Evenifhe

wassuchabitterbastardbutheacceptedhimand

lovedhim.

“No.I’mnotlettingyoudestroyyourselfoncemore



love.Iloveyoutoomuchtoletthathappen.”Reba

sighedandnodded.Heheldherhand.

“Let’shelpyoupackyourclothesokay?”She

noddedandlethimleadhertotheroomtheyhad

sharedforoverayear.Shehadsomefunmemories

hereaswellasmemoriesshepreferrednottothink

about.Whentheygottotheroom,shetookouther

suitcaseandplaceditonthebed.

“Idon’tknowwhenI’llbeback.Idon’twanttogo.”

Rebasaid.Hadestoodbythebedandhejust

nodded.Shedidn’twanttohavetoleavehimall

alone,Hadeshadonlyherforsupportasweirdas

thatmaysound.Hemayberichbuthehadher,he

hasonlyhadherfromthetimesheagreedtobehis

bestfriendwhentheywereteenagerstillnow.He

hadnoclutchtoholdontoandshehadthis

paralysingfearthatthemomentsheleaves,she

mightfindhimdeepintohisaddiction.Deepinto

thatdarkhole,theybothfoughttogethimoutof.

Theywereaddictsandtheirdynamicwasweirdto

understandbutsheknewhehadher.Shehadher

familywhomshewasguessingatthispointwanted



nothingtodowithHades.Sheclosedhereyes,her

chestachingatthepossibilityofHadesdyingfrom

alcoholpoisoning.Sheopenedhereyesandblinked

backhertearsbutitwastoolate.Theyrolleddown

hercheeksandHadeswasbyhersideinseconds.

Heheldher.

“Love,it’sokay.”

“Idon’twanttoloseyou.”RebasaidandHadeskept

quiet.Inhisteenyearshehadbeensurehewasn’t

goingtolivepast24butherehewasanditwas

becauseofher.Rightnow,hewasn’tsosure.

“Hadessaysomething.”Shebegged.Hesighedand

kissedherforehead.

“IloveyouokayReba?”Rebamovedherheadand

sniffed.Hedidn’tevenreassureher.Shejust

noddedthendisentangledherselffromhimsoshe

couldgopackherbag.Intwentyminutesshewas

done,shedidn’tpackupeverythingbutonlythe

stuffshewasgoingtoneed.Thesuitcasewasnow

onthefloorandreadytobetakenaway.Shewasn’t

sureifhermotherwasgoingtoletheroutofher



sight,shedidn’twanttooffendhermotherand

disobeyher.Shehatedconflictentirelyandshe

wouldagreetoanythingthantoseepeoplefightor

quarreloverher.Shefoundherphoneandslidit

intoherhoodiepocket,shelookedaroundtheroom

andshewasconflicted.WouldsheseeHadesagain,

wouldhermotherunderstandthatsheneedsHades?

Shewalkedintohisopenarmsandshefitperfectly

withhim.Theydidn’tletgoforawhileandshewas

theonetobreakthestronghold.Shestoodonher

tiptoestokisshissharpjawlinethenlips.She

openedhermouthandhedidthesame,hishands

nowmovingdowntoherflatbehind.She

appreciatedthathenevercommentedonhowshe

didn’thaveanyasstogropeandlovedheranyway.

“Isthisgoodbyesex?“Heaskedandshenodded

beforeshebrokethekissandsmiled.

“Youspoiledthemood.”

“Icanstillhaveyouagainstthewall.”Hekissedher

nosethenhercheek.Shegrinned.Shewasmaking

Thabisowaitandshefeltbadaboutthatbutthen

Hades.Shekissedhimagainandthistimehe



pickedherup,shewrappedherlegsaroundhis

waistasheplacedheronthebed,gentlyasifshe

wassomethingbreakable.Shelookedupathimas

helookedstraightintohereyes.

“Iloveyou.”Hesaidandshenodded.Herhandson

hisjacketandalreadyunzippingit.Hethrewit

acrosstheroomandshelookedatanotherobstacle,

hist-shirt.Sheslidherhandsunderneathittofeel

hisskinandhelowerhimselfonhertokissher

withoutevenremovingherclothes,hewastorn

betweenremovingherclothestofeelherskinorto

removeherbottomssoitcouldbeeasierforherto

getdressedwhensheleft.Heshookhishead.He

wouldhavetothinkaboutthatlater.Rebamade

thingseasierforhimbyliftingherselfoffthebed

andremovingherhoodie.Sheplaceditonthefloor

andhedidtherest.Inminutestheywerefullynaked

andkissingfervently.Hades’lipssuckedonher

neckashe#EXPLICIT

.
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HadeswatchedRebagetdressedasatearfell,he

quicklywipeditawayandhegotupfrombed,

pickinguphisboxershortsfromthefloor.Rebantle

breathedout.Shewashopingforthebestandshe

washopingthathermotherwouldunderstandher.

Shehopeditwouldgetbetterandherstepfather

wouldallowhertoseeHades.

Hadesheldherinhisarmsasshestoppedmidway

withslippingthehoodieoverherhead.

“I’llvisit.Ipromise.Wecanbeatthis.”Shesaid

softly.Shedidn’tknowhowbutshewasbetterthan



heroinandanyotherdrugshecouldtake.Shetold

herself.Hadesnoddedandkissedherforehead.

“I’llmissyou.”Hesaidandshesmiledsadly.

“I’llcalleveryday,Ipromise.”Sheplacedafingeron

hislipsandrubbedthe,beforeshemovedbackand

woreherhoodie.Shecheckedforherphoneinthe

pocketsN’sthankfullyitwasstillthere.Shelooked

atthemessyroomandthebedwheretheyjust

madelove.Sheswallowedtearfullyandhuggedhim.

“Iloveyou.”

“Bestfriends?”Hesaidwithacroakyvoiceandshe

grinnedintohisbarechest.

“Foreverinourworld.Bestfriendandlover.”

“Andeverythinginbetween.”Hecompletedina

breath.Shenoddedandkissedhisbarechest.

“Idon’twanttoletyou.”

“Sodon’t.”Hesaid.Rebashookherhead.Itwas

impossible,hermotherwassounpredictableatthis

pointandmaybethedistancewoulddothemgood

right?Butitcanalsodomoreharm.



“Ihaveto.”Sheletgoandshelickedherlips.He

kissedhercheekandhislipslingeredtherefor

secondsbeforehemovedhislipsawayand

steppedback.

“I’llcall.”Shesaidandshewalkedovertoherbag

andshepickeditup.Okayitwasheavy,she

decidedtopullitashewatchedherwalkoutofthe

bedroom.Herubbedhiseyesandfollowedherout

asshepulledthebagtothedoor.Shesmiledlike

everythingwasokay.Helickedhislipsagain.

Rebantleopenedthedoorandwalkedout,leaving

thebetterhalfofherheartinsidethehouse.Her

handgrazedhercheek.Hiskiss,hercheek.He

watchedherleave.Shewantedtoscreamthatthe

universewasnotfair,ifshehadnotgonethrough

allthatwhilemodellingshewouldbeokay.She

wouldn’tbesodependentondrugsandher

boyfriend.Shewouldbehappyandcheerfulandnot

soscaredandcoveredlikealittlemouse.

Thabisogotoutofthecarandmetherhalfwayto

getthebags.Helookedatherandthesadnessin

hereyeswasapparent.Wasitsomethingthey



alwaysmissed?Hecouldn’tevenrememberthe

timeshegenuinelysmiledifhismemoryservedhim

well.

“Thankyou.”Rebasaidsoftlyandhenodded.She

washisdaughter,regardlessofwhathiswifesaid

in‘theheatsofthemoment’.

***

AtPrinceton,Aloralookedoverhernotesonhow

shecouldhelpRebantle.Shewasn’tthemost

affectionatesisterintheworldbutshewouldtry.

ForRebashewouldtryherbestsoheroldersister

canbeokayagain.Shedidwanttoimaginethe

stigmaRebawasgoingtofaceinclassorthe

stares.UBwasabigschoolandeveryonenow

knew,theyknewRebantleMoremi,thebigmodel

wasnowadrugaddict.Afulldrugaddictandthere

werepicturestosupportthat.Shepushedbackher

hair,worriedalloveragain.Shejustwantedtoknow

howandwhenbutshewasgoingtowait.Forher



sistertoopenuptoher.Shecheckedthetime,it

wasalmostnighttimethere.Sheshouldcallthe

bankonMondaymorning.Thedoorknockwas

whatmadeherturnherhead.

“Ifit’sRobertatthedoor,pleasedie!Idon’twant

menwithbigegosinmyroom!”Shesaidandshe

heardhislaugh.Shesmiledandshookherhead.

Sheschooledherfeaturestoformafrownandthat

glareshehadmasteredtoscarethemalespecies

awaywasalreadyinplace.Shegotupandwalked

tothedoor.Sheopeneditandfoldedherarms.

“Weren’tyousupposedtogoandneverreturn?”

“Youaredramatic!”

“Dramaticyousay?Idon’tthinkyou’llbesayingthat

ifIcutyourheartintotwowouldyou?”Heclutched

hischestinmockfright.

“Nowyouwanttocomeformyheart?Iassume

yourhyperbolesshouldscareme?”

“FuckyouRobert!”

“IdidsayIwouldfuckyouinsecondsLora.”Her



faceheatedandhesmirkedbeforehemovedcloser

andkissedherforeheadthenhislipsmovedtoher

nosebeforehekissedhercheek.Hislipslingered

onthecornerofherlipsandshestoodthererigid,

silentlyhopinghekissedherlipsbuthebreathedon

herlips,hislipsnotmeetinghers.Shepartedher

lipsandhereyeslookedathimwantinghimtokiss

her.Hestraightenedandherfistedhandhithis

chest.

“Idespiseyoutentimesoverandwishyouwould

burninhell.”Shesaidandheactuallylaughed

beforeheloweredhisheadtokissherlipswhich

partedinaninstant.

“Youwantedmetodohisbaby?”Hesaidina

breathyvoiceinhermouthandshenoddedasshe

adjustedherheightbystandingonhertiptoesand

unsureofheractions,sheplacedherhandsonhis

chestthenherfingersclutchedhisshirttopullhim

tohim.Hishandsnakedtoherwaist,herbodyfully

flushagainsthis.Shecouldfeelhishardplanes

andsheopenedhereyes.Shedidn’tevenknow

whensheclosedthem,sheletgoofhisshirtand



movedback.Shebreathedoutandshewatched

himrubhisthumboverhislipsandhowthehell

wasthaterotic?Shehatedhowhewassureof

himselfineverythinghedid,heknewjusthowto

touchher,howtokissandheprobablyknewsex

betterwhileshewasavirgin.Notthatshedidn’t

knowthetechnicalitiesofsex,shewassmarter

thanthat.Sheevenwatchedpornatonetimetotry

andseehowitwouldgo.Masturbation?Abigflop.

Toys?Theyirritatedherandshethrewallthatshit

away.Shehateditbeinggoodandsexwas

somethingshewassureshewasnotgoodat.

Austin’shandcuppedhercheek.

“GetoutofyourfuckingheadAlora.”Hesaidand

shedidn’tsayanything.

“Don’tforgettocheckonHadestomorrow.”She

said.Changingthetopic.

“Alora,don’toverthinkeverything,I’mtoosmartfor

youtotryandchangethetopicwithme.”

“You’re1%moresmarterthanme.”

“Thatstillmakesmesmarterthanyoubaby.”She



rolledhereyes.

“I’mnotababy.”Shesaidandhechuckled.

“Oratagoitentsha.It’scute.”Alorapaused.Shehas

neverbeendescribedascute.Abitch?Yes.A

demon?Yes.Aggressive?Moretimesthanshecan

rememberbutcutenevermadeittothelist.She

rolledhereyes.

“I’llcheckonhimandupdateyou.Anythingelse?”

Heasked.

“That’sall.”Shesaidandhetouchedherhead.She

heldhishand.

“HandsoffmyhairRobert!I’llfryyourd*ck,don’tdo

that.”

Heusedhisotherhandtoholdherhandandkissit

ashisgazelockedonhersashekissedherhand.

Aloraflushedandhehadtotrynotgrinlikea

CheshireCat.

Sheremovedherhandandsheplacedbothhands

atherback.

“ImanagedtoGoogleeverythingandI’mcompiling



theinformationondrugaddiction,whatIcandoto

becuddlyforherwhenIgetthere.Ashouldertocry

on.Ihavetopracticeonyou.”Shesaidandhe

watchedherinfascinationassherambledonabout

herresearch.Hesteppedinsideandclosedthedoor

asshewalkedovertoherdesktogetherpapers.

Heleftheralonefortwohoursandnowshewason

fullonresearchmode.

“Robertareyoulistening?”

“Yes.”Shetookhishandandmadehimstandinthe

middleoftheroom.

“Thisisoutofcharacterandweird.Dareusethis

againstme,I’mstickingapeninyoureyeball.”She

threatenedandasmilethreatenedhislips.

“Gotit?”

“IunderstandAlora.”Shenoddedandwalkedcloser.

“OrshouldIroleplayhowI’mgoingtoaskher?Let

medothisfirst.”Shebreathedintoherhandsand

shewrappedherarmsaroundhisheight.

“Isthissoftandcuddly?Welcoming?”Sheasked



himandhelaughed.Sheletgoandbitherlipin

frustration.

“Robertworkwithme.”Austinpulledhertohim.

“Yoursisterknowsyourcharacter,justbetherefor

her.”

“Sheneedssupport,hugsandwarmth.”Shesaidas

heheldherinhisarmsasshestoodtheredoing

nothing.Notevenhugginghimback.

“That’snotyouandsheknowsit.”Aloraknewhe

wasrightbutthiswasRebaandshewasgoing

throughalot.

“Darling,let’sjustgowithyoubeingyou.”

“Areyoualwaysbeingyouaroundotherpeople?”

Shequestionedandhekeptquiet.

“IfyouarepretendingwithmeRobert,Iwillwalk

away.”Shesaid.Herfinalitynotputtingtheissueup

fordiscussion.

“Eemma.”Herespondedandshebreathedout.



***

AtHadeshouse,heopenedthefirstbottleof

whiskey.Hecouldrememberwhenhetoldhis

fatherthathethoughthehadaproblemandhewas

toldhewasanembarrassmentandshouldstop

tryingtoseekattention.Heputthebottletohislips

andthebitterconcentratedliquidtouchedhislips.

Hewelcomeditintohissystemasifitwasthe

waterheneededforsurvival.Thatwasit,drowning

outthethoughts.Thefactthathissecretwasout,it

putRebainthespotlightandshewassosweetand

didn’tevenaskhowithappenedthateveryoneknew

aboutthis.Hewouldtaketheblameforher

addictionanyotherdaythanwatchherget

slanderedanddragged.Theydidn’tknowhalfofthe

thingsshewentthroughandhegotangryonher

behalf,thinkingofhowsomeofhermodelling

friendsorpeopleshehadthoughtwereherfriends,

touchedheranywaytheywanted,violatingher.He

closedhiseyes,forgettinghischildhoodaswell

becauseitwasnevernice.



.

.

.
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*

*

AFEWDAYSLATER

[06/02,19:41] :REBORN

58

AustinfacedJamesashebroughthishands

together.

"IrealisedIwoulddoanythingforAloraandnotfeel

likeI'mwastingtimebecauseI'mnotgetting

anythingfromit."

"Youdoknowwhatthatfeelingis."Austinshookhis

head.



"Thatisaveryfar-fetchednotionJames."Austin

repliedcoolly.

"Isit?IhavebeenhearingofAlorasinceyouwere

15andnowat23yougotherandyoudon'tstop

talkingabouther."Austinstoodupandslidhis

handsinhisslackpocketsbeforehewalkedoverto

theopenwindow.

"Whatwehaveismutualunderstandingandrespect,

unlikemosthumanbeings,herintellectallowsher

tounderstandmewithoutitrubbingheroffthe

wrongway."Hesaid.

"Samegoesforyoubutyouknowfartoomuch

aboutmethananyoneknows."Austinaddedandhe

finallyfacedhistherapist.

"Iassumesheacceptsyournarcissisticbehaviour."

Jamesasked.

Austinshrugged.Hehasalwaysbeenfirstandbeen

thereforhimself.Didn'thavetofullydependon

people,didthingsonlyiftheybenefitedhim.

Manipulator,ohhehadafewtraitshewouldn't

change.Hisphonebuzzedinhispocketandheslid



itout.

Lora:CheckonHades.

Hechuckled.Hedidn'tforget.Heonlyarrived

yesterdayforfuck'ssake.

Austin:Nogoodmorning?

Jameswatchedhisclient,Austinwasn'tatexter.He

wasrarelyonhisphone.

Lora:Youdon'tdeserveagoodmorning

Austin:Okaybaby.

Heslidhisphonebackinhispocketbeforehe

facedhistherapist.

"Ihavetogo."

"Howisyourplangoing?"

"StartingmyMBAnextyearifthat'swhatyou're

asking."

"Youknowyoureallydon'tneedit."

"Ido.Tobebetterateveryone."hesaidandhe



walkedoutoftheofficeasJamesstoodupfrom

thespothewasontoprepareforhisnextclient.

***

Alorastaredathislasttextbeforeshetookouther

notes.Shehadtheurgetoflungthemacrossthe

roombutthepageswilltearandcrumpleandshe

willpanic.Shetookadeepbreathasshedialledher

sister'snumber.Shecouldn'twaittofinishwith

school.Shenowwantedtobethereforhersister.

"Hello."Rebasaidattheendoftheline.

"HiReba.Howareyou?"Rebawentsilent.

"ImissHadesandatschooleverythingisterrible,

theyjusttakephotosofmeandcallmenames."

Rebasaidwithquietsadness.

"Ican'tevengototheshopsalone,Rora."Alora

closedhereyes.Shecouldn'timaginehowReba

mustbefeeling.

"I'msosorry.Sosorrythatpeoplearepryinginto



yourlivesnowallbecauseofme.I'msosorry.I

didn'tmeanit."

"Don'tapologise,Idon'tcareaboutthemedia.Icare

aboutyoueventhoughIcanexecutemyrevengeby

suingthem.Whoarethepeopletakingpicturesof

you?Isitmen?CanIhavemyboyfrienddo

somethingaboutit?"

SheheardRebagigglingandAlorafrowned.

"Yourboyfriendhuh?"

"Don'tstart."

"Didyouguyshavesex?"

"Godno!"

"Youstillcan'tbringyourselfto?"

Aloraguessedthischangeoftopicswasokayto

takeReba'smindoffofthings.

"No.Intimacyis-itthrowsmeoffmybalance."

"Mytwonerds.Ican'twaittoseehowyouguyslook

together.Yourduomakesmefeeldumbbecause

youandAustinaresosmart."



"Youarenotdumb."

"Iknow.I'mjustokay,so'yourboyfriend'?"

"Pleaseshutup!Hedoesn'tevenknowIsayheis

myboyfriend."RebalaugehdandAlorasmiled.

"Iwouldn'twanttoboosthisego.RebaI'mdating

anegomaniac,whatthehelliswrongwithme?"

"Youlovehim."RebasaidandAlroapaused.

"Idodon'tI?"

"Ye-"

"It'sarhetoricalquestionReba."

"Yay!Makingmefeeldumbernowusingwordslike

rhetorical."Alorachuckled.

"Anyway,loveandhate.Maybeyouhatedhim

becauseheuppedyouineverything.Uppedisthe

rightwordright?"

"Yes."

"Yesthat.Andnowyounolongerseehimas

competitionsinceyouareatdifferentphasesinlife.

GoshIfeelsowise."Alora0lacedherphonedown



andclappedherhands.

"GiveitupforLadyReba."Shesaidwithhumourin

hereyes.

"Ishouldventureintophilosophy.Givemethe

namesofphilosophersRora."Alorachuckled.

"Socrates,Plato,ImmanuelKant,Aristotle,David

Hume,Dani-"

"Okaythose!IbetIcanupPlato.Hisnamessounds

likePlutoinaway.Ithink."Alorasmiled.

"IbetyoucanReba."

"Yep."

"Howisitathome?"

"MomisbeingmomandMooketsiisonhisway,

BokamosochecksonmeandEmoryisbeingEm

everyday."

"You'recomfortable?"

"ImissHades.Imisshimsomuchithurts.He

doesn'tanswermycallsanymore."

"IwishIcanmakeitallbetter."



"It'sbeyondyourcontrolRora.Thankyouforcalling.

Bye."

"Bye."RebacutthecallandAloraclosedhereyes.

Whatwasshesupposedtodomilesawayfrom

home?

***

Rebatriedcallinghimagain.Shebitherlowerlipas

itrangandsenthertovoicemail.

"Heybaby.Answerthephone.Hadesyouknow

you'renogoodalone.Pleaseanswer,tellmeyou

didn'tkillyourself."Herpanickedvoicesaidasshe

talked.

"Whatkindofalcoholareyouon?Babyholdonfor

me,inthisworldit'sjusfus.Ustwoandifpossible

wewouldn'tbelivingonthisterribleearth.Hades

answerthephone!!"Shehalfscreamedwithtears

onthephone.Shebitherlowerlipandwipedher

tears.Sheputthephonedown.Sherubbedher



armsandclosedhereyes.Sheshouldn'tthinkhe

woulddothat,hermotherdidn'tknowwhattodo

withher.Thefunnythingwasthatmenwere

understood.Hades'addictionwasunderstoodand

themediabrusheditoffbecauseitwasnormal.It

wasrareforwomentkbedrugaddictsandthey

werehavibgafielddaywithher.Tearsfilledher

eyes.Shewantedafix.Sheneededone,shewanted

toblockoutherselfout.Butsheshoukdcheckon

Hadesfirst.Yes.Yes.That.Shewalkedoutofthe

roomandheadedtothesittingroom.Hermother

wasinthereandshelookedupfromthelaptop.

"Ifoundyouatherapisttohelpsinceyoudon'twant

totalktous."Susansaid.

"IwanttocheckonHades!He'snotfine.Iknowhe

isn't."ShesaidandSusanshookherhead.

"No!Youneedtofocusonyouandonlyyourself."

Rebashookherheadwithtearsstreamingdownher

cheeks.

"Mamaashardasitistobelieve,heisapartofme.

Thegoodpartofmythoughts.Mamahehasno



one.'SusanignoredRebaasshefuriouslywiped

hertearsaway.

"Please!Kagokopa!"

"Rebafocusonyourowntherapy.Hisfamilyhas

money,hewillbefine."Rebashookherheadin

disbelief.Shewalkedbacktothebedroomand

checkedherphone.Shecalledhimagainbut

voicemail.Sbetookoutthephonecoverandlooked

atthemoneyshehad.P100wasenoughforataxi

specialtoHades'place.Shebreathedout.She

walkedoutofherroom.Shealsowalkedpasther

mothertoheadtothedoorandshewassurprised

thathermotherwatchedherwithouttryingtostop

her.Shewalkedtothegateanditwaslockedwitha

padlock.Eventhesmallgate.Tearsfilledhereyes

asshehitthegate.Hadeswasn'tokay,hewasn't

andshecouldn'tdoanything.Susanputherlaptop

downandwalkedtothedoor.

"Reba,Iloveyouandyouknowthat.Iwantyouto

focusonyourselfwithoutanydistractions.You'll

thankmewhenyou'recleanandmaybeinfuture

you'llfindsomeonewhotrukylovesyouandwon't



letyouusedrugs.Someonewholovesyouwouldn't

dothat."ShewalkedclosertohugRebawhowas

stiffinherarms.

"Ihateyousomuch!"Rebacriedout.

.

.

.
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*

*
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Itdidn'ttakelongforAustintogettoHades'house.

Alorahadsentdirections.Helookedatthequiet

houseasheparkedhiscar.Itwastooquietforhis

liking.Funnythingwasthathehadnoticed



somethingwaswrongwhenhemetHadesatthe

clubandhedrankasiftheworldwascomingtoan

end.Hewalkedtothedoorandknocked.Therewas

nothing.Heknockedagainbeforeherubbedhis

mouth.Heknockedagainbeforehetriedtoopen

thedooranditwaslocked.Hebentdowntolookat

thekeyholeandthekeywasstillinthedoor.He

walkedbacktothecartocheckhistoolboxinthe

boot.Inminuteshefoundthecorrecttooltotryand

pickthelocktoopenthedoor.Infiveminuteshe

pushedopenthedoorandrhestenchofalcohol

filledtheairhestartedbreathingashewalked

insidethehouse.Hiseyesflittedaroundtillthey

landedlnHadesandhewaspassedoutonthefloor

withbottleofalcoholoverthetable.Austinwalked

overandhecrouchedovertoHades.Heplacedtwo

fingersonhisnecktocheckifhispulsewasstill

there.Itwas.

"Seemslikethealcoholwillhavetobedrainedfrom

yoursystem."HepickedhimupandHadesdidn't

evenstir.Itknockedhimoffanditseemedlikehe

hadbeendrinkingnon-stop.Heplacedhimonthe



couchandhemadeaquickdecisiontotakehimto

thehospitalinsteadofcallinganambulance.

He'lljusthavetocarryhimtohiscar.

***

Rebalayonherbed,exhaustedfromthecryingand

stillnotwantingtosleep.Shedidn'twantto

sleepwalkorwakeupfromanightmareoranything.

Shelookedaroundherroom.Nothing.Hades'

phonewasn'tgoingthroughandshedidn'twantto

botherAlora.Herbrotherswerebusyandhadwork.

School?Nothingwasgettingthroughherheadand

shewasafraidthatherintrusivethoughtswillget

thebetterofher.Sheforcedherselftostaystilland

closedhereyes,shehadtobelieveHadeswasokay.

***

Attheprivatehospital,Austinsatonthechair



silentlyobserving.Hisquietnaturedrewthe

attentionofmostofthehospitalstuff,allofthen

notingwhohewasandwhohebroughtin.Austin

althoughsilent,hisdominanceandselfassurance

wasfeltwithnowords.Adoctormadehiswayto

himandclearedhisthroataswordsjumbledoutof

hislips.Austinraisedaneyebrowashestoodup,

hisheighttoweringoverthedoctor'sand

intimidatinghimmoreandthedoctorcoughedinto

hishand.

"MrHudsonwillbeokay,hehasalotofalcoholin

hissystem."Austinhadgatheredthathimself.

"Hemightwakeuplaterthiseveningandweare

tryingtodrainsomeofthealcoholfromhis

system."ThedoctorinformedAsutinsincehe

broughthimin.Austinwasstillsilent.

"Anditseemslikehehasanuhalcoholproblem.

Wecan-"

"Allowmetodealwiththat."Hequicklydismissed

thetopicandthedoctorexcusedhimselfashe

walkedaway.



Austinslidhishandinhispocketandcheckedthe

time.Alorawasfreeandheshookhishead.Hehad

evenmemorisedhertimetabletoknowwhichtimes

tocall.Hedialledhernunberanditdidn'tevenring

morethanthreetimesbeforeitwasanswered.

"Hellodarling."

"Didyoureadmytexts?"Sheasked.Hervoiceabit

higherthanusual.

"Yes.Firstcalmdown.Takeadrepbreathand

inaginemetouchingyou."Sherolledhereyes.

"Iwouldnever!YourtouchrepulsesmeRobert!"Her

voicereturningtothenormaloneheknew.Hehad

preventedanepisodeonherside.

"Whydidyoucall?"

"IfoundHades."

"ThankGod."

"I'mtheonewhosavedhim,notGodAlora."

"Getoffyourhighhorse."



"Idodeservesomethinghigherandcreditworthy

andit'snotahorse."Aloragroanedinfrustration.If

hewasinfrontofher,shewouldhavebeenglaring

athimthoughitnevermovedhim.

"Isheokay?"

"No.I'matthehospital.Henearlydrankhimselfto

deathbuthe'lllive."

Aloratouchedherchest.HersisterlovedHadesand

justlikeAlprafiercelylovedhersister,shedidwhat

wasinherpowertomakesurewhathersisterloved

wasokay.WhichwasHades.Withtheaddedfact

thathedidn'thaveanyone,apartofherunderstood

hisloneliness.Havingfamilybutthemnotreally

payingthatmuchattentiontoyou.

"Makesureheisalright."Alorasaid,hereyes

wanderingaroundasshecrossedherlegsonthe

benchshesaton.

"Okaybaby.AndLora?"

"Hmm.."

"Don'tpanic.I'llupdateyou."Hesaid.Aloranodded



andshehungup.Sheknewheneverdidthingsthat

didn'tbenefithim.Austinwascomplexyet

straightforward.Shemusedandshookherhead,

shedidn'tknowwhetherhedidthistowinherover

orjustbecausehetrulycared.Eitherwayshewas

sogratefultohim.

Shecheckedherphone.ShewantedtocallReba

butitwouldbelikesheissuffocatingherifshe

calledoverandoveragain.Shefoldedherarms.It

willbealright.Sheassuredherself.

.

.
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Thatday,Austinhadleftthehospitaltogobackto

hisofficeandgetafewthingsdone.Justashegot

readytoleavehisoffice,thedooropenedandin

walkedhismother.

“Iwanttomeether.”ShesaidandAustinfixedhis

blazerashelookedathismother.Thepowerhouse

ofMathewsInc.,thewomanwhostartedthis

empireandwasreadytoletgobutnotquiteyet

sincehewasstillinterimCEOandshehadthefinal

say.

“Shehasschool.”Hesaidsimplyandhismother

raisedaneyebrowinquestion.

“SheisthereasonyouflyouttoAmericaasifyou

livethere?”Austinwasn’tgoingtoanswerthat.The

onlyreasonhewouldtravelwouldbebecauseof

businessbutAlorawaspersonalandhedidn’tfeel

likediscussinghisgirlfriendwithhismother.

“Evenifyoudon’ttellme,Iwillfindouthername.

Sheworksthere?”



“Princetonfinalyearstudent.”Hertiltedherhead.

“Smart?Corporategirl?”Hepickedhisbriefcase

beforehecheckedhiswatch.

“Yes.”Hismotherobservedherson.Theydidhave

thatmotherlysonbondandtheyusuallydiscussed

businessandtheywereciviltoeachother.There

wasnoplayofuselessemotionslikelove.She

taughthimtodependonhimselfonlyandbeingat

schoolmadehimmuchwiser,heusedpeopleorin

asmarterterm,amastermanipulatortogetwhathe

wanted.Heworkedsmarterandharder.

“Ifiguredthatyouwouldgoforasubmissive

womanwhodidn’twanttojoincorporate.Someone

likeChanda.”Hismothersaid.Hedidn’twanta

womanwhowouldsayyestoeverythinghesaid.

Hewantedsomeonewhocouldchallengehim and

keephimonhistoes,speakhermindandbe

independentwithouthimandAlorawasallthat.He

justpassedhismotherashewalkedout.Hewas

nothavingthisdiscussionwithCeline.Nottoday.

Hetookouthisphoneashecheckedformessages.

NonefromAlora.



***

Alorafinallydecidedtocallhersisterwhoanswered

almostimmediately.

“Rora?Ihateithere!”Rebasaidtheminuteshe

answeredandAloraswallowed.

“I’mlistening.”

“Hadesisn’tanswering.Heisnogoodalone,Idon’t

wanttolosehimRora!”Reba’slowwhispercame

overthephone.

“Areyoucrying?”

“N-I’msorry.”

“Don’tapologise.”

“IknowHadesandIaresomessedupbutheisa

pieceofmeIwishIdidn’tneedbutIneedhimso

much,momisn’tlisteningtome.Sheisn’tand

makesdecisionsforme…”Alorablinkedtears,she

hasneverheardhersistersoscared.Rebawasn’t



evenworriedaboutherself.

“TheymakeitseemlikeI’maninvalidandasif

HadesissomethingIshouldstayawayfromlikea

baddrug,Idon’tknowhowtomakepeople

understandthatourlovemaylooklikeatragedybut

heismyremedy.Iwanttobreathfineknowingheis

okay,Ican’tletletmyownvoiceshauntme.Rora

I’msoscared.”Rebasaidassheplacedthephone

downandsatonthefloorwithherhandsonher

knees,shakingasshecried.Alora’stearschoked

herasshelistenedtothepainfulsobs,thecrying

movingsomethinginherthatshedidn’tevenwant

tofeelbecauseshedidn’twanttocry.Shecovered

herfaceasshebreathedout,Reba’ssobsnoteven

stoppingandgettingevenworse.

“I-Idon’twanttouseagainbutIneedtoforget

everything.EverythingRora,thewords,theslurs

thrownmyway,thesexualadvances,inappropriate

touches,thealmostrapeIwanttoforgeteverything.

IwanttomakeitstopRora,howdoImakeitstop?”

SheblubberedandAlora’sheartraced.Almostrape?

Slurs?Shecoveredhermouthwithherhandasthe



tearsrolleddownhercheeks.Rebaheldthatin?All

ofthat?Foryearsandshewasescapingitall.A

chokedcryescapedfromAlora’slipsasReba’sown

riveroftearsflowed.

“I-IhestayedwhenItoldhimthat.Hedidn’truna-

whatifheisgone?”

Alora’ssnivellinggottoRebaandsheshookher

head.

“RoraI’msosorry,Ididn’tmeantomakeyoucry!

I’msosorry.”Sheapologisedinbetweenthetears

asAloraopenedhermouth,shedoesn’tcry

gpddamit!Butshecouldn’tstopthetears.Hersister

hadneverheardhercryeversinceshestartedtogo

toprimaryschoolandthewaterworksstarted.She

lookedup.

“Re-Fuck!Don’tapologise,I’mhereokay?AsfarasI

am,Iamhereokay?I-“Alorawipedhertears.

“RoraI’mso-“

“Don’tapologise.I’mfine.I’mfine,I’mherefor

everythingokay?Traumadumponmeifyouwant.

I’mhereforyou.”Shesaidasshesniffedandshe



rubbedhereyes.Rebantle’smindtoldhershemade

amessofthings,shewastiredoffeelingdelicate

butitwashardnotto,sheleteveryonedown.She

usedtoletherselfdownwhentherewasnoone

aroundandnowshewasn’tsurehoweveryonesaw

hernow.Sheuseddrugstoblockherselfoutnow

therewerenodrugsandHadeswasn’tthere.

“Rebayou’restillthere?”

“Y-yes.”

Alorabreathedintoherhands.Sheneededtogeta

gripoverherself.Shefannedherfaceandshewas

sureitwasredandhereyeswerered.Shehatedit

butReba,hersweetsisterwentthroughalot.She

deservedtheworldandnotwhatshewasgoing

through.

“Reba?”

“Hmm?”

“Hadesisokayokay?Austiniswithhim.Austinis

withHadesokay?”ReliefwashedoverReba’s

featuresasmoretearsfilledhereyes.



“Heisreallyokay?”Aloradidn’twanttobreakReba

morewiththetruththatHadesalmostdrank

himselftodeath.

“Yes.Austiniswithhim.I’llcallAustininthe

morningtoconnecthimtoyou.Ipromise.”Alora

said.Rebanodded.Alorararelybrokeherpromises.

“Iloveyouokay?”Aloraassuredher.

“IloveyouandI’msorrry,Ididn’tmeantomakeyou

cry.”

Aloratriedtoschoolherfacebutthetearsstill

rolleddownhercheeks.

“Ihadsomethinginmyeyes,asplinteror

something.”Rebagaveoutalowchuckle.

“OkayRora.”

“Justasplinter,nothingmuch.”Aloradidn’twantto

evenelaborateonReba’sconfessionsbecause

thoseweren’tconversationsthatwerehandledover

thephone.Ifonlythemonthscouldmoveasswiftly

asherlessonsdid.Shewantedtogohome.

“Byeokay?”



“ByeR-Rora.”HecallendedandAloracouldn’tlift

offtheheavyfeelinginherchestandshewalkedto

herdarkcloset.Sheclosedthedoorandhalf

screamedintoherhandsatherignoranceofwhat

hersisterhasbeengoingthrough.Shefailedher

oldersister.Shefailedhersomuch,herchest

cavedandshecoveredhermouthscreaminginto

them.Shedidn’thearherphoneringingonthebed

andshemissedherboyfriend’scall.

***

AtSusan’shouse,Susanknockedonthedoorand

sheopenedit.ShefoundRebainbedandshe

sighed.Shesatonthecornerofthebedandshe

lookedatherdaughter.Shewasalwaysthe

happiestamongallherchildren,howcouldshe

havemissedthat?Shehadbeensohappywithher

careertakingoffatayoungageandeverything

workinginherfavour.

“Rebaareyouokay?”



“Yes.”Shesaidwhateverhermotherwantedtohear

butshehadbecomesuchaliar,shehadbeenable

tohideheraddictionandshecouldfeelherself

shiveringfromnotgettingafix.

“Iwantwhat’sbestforyou,theroadtorecoveryis

notaneasyonebutwearehereforyou.Achange

ofenvironmentwillbegoodforyou.Beinghere

mightactuallyhelp.

“Okay.”Rebareplied.Shewasgettingworse.She

didn’twanttoworryhermother,shecaredthough

right?Inherownway.

SusanrubbedReba’slegthroughtheblanketand

stoodup.

“Anythingyouneed,youcantalktous.Wearehere

foryou.”RebanoddedandSusanwalkedout.Reba

closedhereyes,tryingtosleepbutsleepeludedher.

Shegotoutofbedandsheplacedtheroom

scratchingherarms.Herbedroomdooropenedand

hereyeswidenedwhenshesawherstepfather.

“Areyouokay?”Shenoddedfranticallyandhe

walkedcloser.



“Wanttogooutforadrivethrough?”Shenodded,

anythingtogetoutofthehouse.

“Getreadyandadrivewoulddoyouaworldof

good.”Sheforcedananxioussmileashewalked

outandshewalkedtoherclosetandpickedouther

hoodie.Shesliditoverherheadandshewasready.

.

.
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Sheliftedherhandsandfacedthemirror.Shewas

donealright.Shebreathedasshesteppedoutof



herbedroomandshewalkedtothesittingroom.

ShefoundherstepfatherwithEmoryandshe

smiled.Emorygotoffherfather’slapandrantohug

Reba.Rebapushedhersister’sbraidsback.

“Heythere,howwasschool?”Rebaasked.

“Daddysayswearegoingforfoodandicecream”

Rebasmiled.

“Yesweare.”Hersistergaveherhersmallhands

andRebagladlytookitasThabisostoodupand

walkedtothedoor.

Rebabreathedout,shewillbefineandsheneeded

thefreshair.Shedidn’twanttobecoopedupinside

thehouselikesomekindofprisoner.

***

Alphafinallygotoutoftheclosetandsherubbed

hereyes.Sheclosedhereyes,tiredtodoanything.

Shewalkedoutofherroomtogowashherface

withwaterandmaybeusehereyedropstomake



hereyeslessred.Sheknewtheywouldbeswollen

inthemorningandshedidn’twantpeopleasking

questionsorlookingatherstrangely.Minuteslater

shewasbackinsidethebedroomandopenedthe

closettotakeouthercosmeticsbag.Shefoundthe

eyedropsandshesatonthebed.Exhausted.She

shookthesmallbottleandwidenedhereyesasshe

openedthesmallbottle.Afewdropslandedonher

eyeandheblinkedbeforeshedidthesametothe

otherone.Sheblinkedafewtimesbeforeshe

pickedherphone.ShesawAustin’smissedcalls.

Shebitherlowerlipandshecalledhim.Hopefully

heanswersher.

“Lora.”

“Robert.”Shereplied.Sheclearedherthroat.

“Youweren’tansweringyourphone.”

“You’renotthebossofmeRobertyoudoknow

that.”

“Younevermissmycalls.”

“Theworlddoesnotrevolvearoundyou.”



“ItdoesLora.Ifyouactuallyre-“

“Shutup!”Shesaidasshesmiled.Sheloved

banteringwithhim.Shepaused.Sheloved?Loved?

Hereyeswidenedattherealisationandherheart

raced.Loved?Thattranslatedtoheractuallyloving

himan-

Herworldstoodonit’saxis.Sherecalledher

conversationwithRebaearliertoday,nottheone

thatledtohercrying.Thatrhetoricalquestion.Fuck!

Itwasn’tabadthing.Notatallbutwhendidit

happen?

“Lora?”Heaskedattheendoftheline,hersudden

silencealarminghim.

“I’mhere.I’mstillhere.Uhmwhatdidyouwantto

talkabout?”

“Iwascheckinguponyou.”Shedidn’thavearetort

forthatsoshejustnodded.

“That’sanicegestureRobert.”

“Therehastobeamuchbetterreplythanthat.”

“I’mnotinflatingyouregoRobert,Icanstillfeelit



andyouaremilesaway.”

Hechuckled.

“I’lltellyouwhenHadeswakesup.I’matthe

hospitalokay?”

“Thankyousomuch.Itmeansalottome.”Shesaid

andhenodded.

“Lora,yourvoicegaveyouaway.What’sgoingon?”

Heaskedandsheheardfootsteps.

“I’llbeinmycarinminutesthenI’llFaceTimeyou.”

“Thereisnoneedforthat.”

“I’llbethejudgeofthat.”Hehungupandshestared

attheblankscreen.Shedidn’thimtocomforther.

Shedidn’tneedaman,shewasn’ttheoverly

emotionaltypesoitwasnevergoingtohappen

again.Sherubbedhereyesagain.Herphonerang

andsheansweredhimimmediately.Thedimlightin

hiscarilluminatedhisfeaturesandshelookedat

hislips.Thefirstlipstoevertouchhersandshe

ignoredthatfeelinginherchestthattoldher,his

lipsweretheonlylipsthatweregoingtoeverkiss



her.Hereyesflittedtohisheadandshesmiled.

Austinsmiled.Itwasraretoseehersmilingandit

wasalwaysrefreshingtoenjoytheraritiesoflife.

Raritiesofher,partsofhernooneknewbuthim.

“Youwerecrying.”

“DustRobert.”

“Youhaddirt,I’mlisteningbaby.”Hesawhersoften

asshefacedthescreen.Hereyesweregoingto

swellsoonenough.

“Robert?”

“Yes?”

“Youarepracticalandall,doyoubelieveinlove?”

“No.Loveisanemotionthatoftenleadstobad

decisionssometimes.Somethingthatisn’tpractical

andlogical.”Lorabitherlip.

“Samegoesforreligion,theyareboththesamein

thecontextthatyouwanttobelieveinsomething

thatdoesn’texist.”

“Okay.Iunderstandyou.Asflawedasthatsound.

Soyoudon’tbelieveinfairies?”Helaughed.



“Lora,thatisasillynotionthattheworldshouldbe

ridof.Noneedtofillkids’headswithfantasiesthat

donotexistandarenotevenpartoftherealworld.

Realismoftensurpassessuchillusions.”She

nodded.

“Butsometimesit’sbetterforonetobelievein

somethingtobehappy.”Heshrugged.

“ThatmaybeyourstandLora,Ihavemine.”She

nodded.Sheknewwherehestoodbuthehadsaid

somethingalongthelinesofthembeingendgame

butshesighed.Itwasokay.Itwasbetterthan

nothing.Honestly.

“Nowtothecruxofthematter,whywereyou

crying?”

“Robertdon’tstart.”

“Alora,youdoknowIwillgetonthefirstflightout

ofhereheadingtherejusttofindthatoutright?”

Shepaused.Herheartsoared.Okayhecared.

“Noneedforsuch.”

Heraisedaneyebrowandshethankedhisparents’



genesformakinghimgoodlooking.Shedoesn’t

wantkidsbuthewasalwaysimmaculate,hiscurly

hairwasnicetotouchandshewishedhecould

growitlonger.

“Speak.”

“Don’tcommandme.I’mnotaninsolentchildbut

okayfine.It’smysister,sheisconcernedabout

Hadesandshetoldmestuffthathappenedtoher.”

Shesawhiseyessoftenafraction.

“Youcried?”Heasked,hisvoicelowerandshe

facedtheotherway.

“I’llbeokay.”Shewhispered,notfacingthescreen.

“You’renotokay.”Hesaidandshesighed.

“AnywayI’mokay.Ididn’tbreakabone.”Shesaid.

“Itbrokeyourheartandyouhadnoonetohold

you.”

“I’mnotadelicatedollRobert.”Shestilldidn’tlook

atthescreen.Shehasalwaysbeenthereforherself,

maybeitwasbecauseshehadbeenconstantlytold

shewasthedaughterofasidechickbyherfather’s



familyandshedidn’twanttodistressanyonewith

herlittlewhimsandwasthereforherself.Tears

filledhereyesandshebitherlowerlip.

“Loralookatthescreen.”Shefacedthescreenand

sheblinked.

“I’mhangingup.”

“Don’t.”Hesaid.Hehatedthegeographical

disadvantagehehad,lookingathercryingandhe

decidedthenandtheretonevermakehercryor

anythingelse.ItsethimoffwhenAlorawasunsure

ofherselfandnowhercryingwashisundoing.

“I’mnotcrying,Iswear,”sherubbedhereyesand

forcedasmile.Sherarelysmiledtoo.Hewatched

hertrytoglareathimbuthereyesglazedoverwith

tearsandsherubbedhereyes.

“I’mokayAustin.”

“You’renot.”Hesaidasheleanedback.Hehated

seeingherlikethisandhecoulddoanythingabout

it,notevenholdher.

“Loradoyouhateme?”Shelookedathimwithtears



inhereyestryingtoglarethroughthephonescreen.

“Iwillalwaysdo.You’remynemesisRobert.”

“Butyouaredatingme.”Sherolledhereyesand

rubbedthem.

“I’mdoingyouafavour.”

“Thatlastkissdidn’tlooklikeafavour.”She

chortled.

“Getoveryourself.Jetehais,Robert.”(Ihateyou,

Robert)

“fais-toi?”(doyou?)shenoddedandhesmiled.A

smileformedonherlips,thetearsnolongerinsight.

Inminuteshehadtalkingaboutsomething

completelydifferentandtheygotintoadebate

abouttheeconomyandhehadfuncrushingher

pointswhileshefumed,turningallredandcussing

himout.

Meanwhileinthehospitalroom,Hadeshalf

consciousheardtheblippingmachines.He

wonderedhowheendeduphere.Heopenedhis



eyesandthelightalmostblindedhim.Heclosedhis

eyesandwaitedasthemachinesbeepingsounded

closerandnotasifthesoundwasfading.Whenhe

openedhiseyesthesecondtimewithoutthelight

assaultinghim,hiseyesscannedtheroom.Ittook

himminutestorecognisehissurroundings.A

hospital.Hewasalive.

.

.

.

*

*

*
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Hades’heartpounded,easingtheheartmonitorjust

asanursewalkedinsidetheroom.Thenurse



smiledlookingatthegentleman.Finallyhewas

awakeandtheycouldseewhattodo.Hadeslooked

ather,hegaveheraquestioninglookasshewalked

closertohisbedsideandtherewasnowater.

“HelloMrHudson,howareyoufeeling?”

“Likehell.”Hissharpandraspyvoicereplied.His

throatfeltlikehehadbeenconsumingsandforthe

pastfewdaysbecauseitwassoroughanddry.

“Letmegetyouwater.”Thenursesaidandquickly

exitedtheroom.Hadesdidn’tmovehisheavyhead

fromthepillow.Hehadthemotherofallhangovers.

Hewassurehewassupposedtodie.Howdidhe

keepdodgingdeath?Godmusthatehimtowantto

keephimoneartheveryfuckingtime.Heclosedhis

eyes,hisheadacheamplifyingwitheverypassing

secondnow.

***

Austinsmiledbeforehesaidbyetoher.Hehated



thedistancebetweenthem.Hepocketedhisphone

andgotoutofhiscar,lockingitashewalkedinside

thehospitaltoseeiftherewasprogress.Heheaded

toHades’room.Heopenedthedoorandhegot

inside.AssoonasthedoorclosedHadesopened

hiseyesandhefrowned.Seeingafamiliarfigure

beforeablanketofrealisationcoveredhim.

“You’reawake,youtookyourtimeforsure.”Austin

saidasheslidhishandsinhispocketsandleaned

againstthewalllookingatHades.Hisfacecalm

andnotgivinganythingaway.

“Whatare-ah.”

“IwouldbesavingmyenergyifIwasyouHades.

It’snoteasyconsumingmorethan70%ofalcohol

andstillsurviving.”HesaidandHadesclosedhis

eyes,wantingforthesharppaintosubsidise.

“Howdidyoufindme?”

‘FocusongettingthroughthenightHades.Your

questionsareirrelevantatthisgivenmoment.Point

isyou’realiveanditwouldbeinterestingtoknow

whyyouwantedtokillyourselfwithalcoholbutthat



isanothertopicforanotherday.”Hadeswasabout

toreplywhenthedooropenedandthenurse

walkedinholdingaglassofwaterandsomepills.

“Wewillhavetocheckyouinthemorning,fornow

havewaterandthesepills.”Shesaidasshehelped

himsitupright.ThenurseturnedtolookatAustin

whodidn’tseemtowanttomovefromwherehe

wasstandingandthenurseturnedbacktoHades.

Twoprominentmeninoneroom,wellonlyoneif

shedidn’tincludeHadeswhowasjustanalcoholic

withafattrustfund.Hadeslaidhisheadbackas

thenursewalkedoutandhelookedatAustin.

“Is-IsRebaokay?”Heasked.Austinnoddedand

Hadesbreathedout.Aslongassheisokay.Itwas

hardwithhernotbeingthere,nowthatshewas

gonetherewasapossibilitythatshemightnot

needhimagain.Heclosedhiseyes,painsqueezing

hisheartastearsrolledonhissidesandAustin

silentlywitnessedthat.Hadesletthetearsroll

silently,hisfatherwasn’theretowitnessthatorto

tellhimtowipethosetearsasquickashecould

becausehewasembarrassinghim.Heopenedhis



eyesexpectingAustintojudgehimorsay

somethingbutAustin’sfacewasimpassiveashe

stoodthere.Hebroughthishandsandrubbedhis

eyes.

“Ifyouwanttotalk,I’llbehere.”Austinsaid.Hades,

whohashadonlyRebathesepastfewyearsdidn’t

knowhowtocomprehendagesturelikethat.

***

ThabisobroughtbackthegirlshomeandEmory

whohadherownshareofsugarfromtheicecream

wasalljolly.Heroldersistercouldn’tkeepupand

Rebawasatleastsmiling.Heleftthegirlstotheir

owndevicesashewalkedtothebedroomwhere

Susanwasstaringattheceiling.

“Susan,youareslowlygoingtoloseyourown

daughter.”Susanblewoutair.Frustrated.

“WheredidIgowrong?Theyareallhappy.Her

brotherswork,Aloragotintoherdreamschooland



Rebahadtheopportunitytopursueherpassion

whichwasmodelling.WhatdidIdowrong?”She

askedhim.Shedidn’tknowhowtodealwithReba

atthispoint.Shedidn’tknowhowshefailedher

whenallherkidswerefineandexcelling.Hereldest

happilymarriedforthatmatter.

“Kidsgrowup,thingshappen.Kidslearntohide

thingsfromtheirparents.Rebaisasweetchildand

shedoesn’tneedtobetreatedlikeaprisoner.She

madeherowndecisionsandyoudon’thaveto

blameHadesforwhatRebadecidedtodo.”Thabiso

said.

“It’shardnottobecauseshespendsmostofher

timewithhim.”

“Haveyouaskedyourselfwhy?Whyshecriedwhen

yousuddenlykeptherawayfromhim?”Susankept

quiet.

“Ofcoursetheyhavetheirownproblemsbut

beyondtherumble,thereislove.Evenifitflawed,it

isthere.Shefeelssafearoundhimandmaybethat

whywedon’tknowanythingorwhyshestared



takingdrugs.”Susanbreathedout.

“I’lltry.”

“Youdon’thavetopushyourdaughteraway,treat

herlikeagrownadultanddon’ttakeherautonomy

fromher.Soonerorlatershewillresentyoufor

that.”HershoulderslumpedasThabisoheadedinto

theirbathroomandshewaslefttherewithherown

thoughts.Hehadapoint.Howdidshedealwiththis?

ShewasdisappointedinRebabecausehowcould

sheconsciouslychoosetotakedrugsasifthere

werenoothermeanstodealwithproblems.She

sighedandgotoutofbed.Shewalkedoutofthe

bedroomandsawRebacloseherlittlesister’sdoor

beforeshewalkedtoherownbedroom.Shesighed

andheadedtoReba’sbedroom.Sheopenedthe

slightlyajardoorasRebaremovedhersweater.

RebalookedathermotherandSusanrubbedher

eyes.

“I’msorry.”Shesaid.Shehadrunoutofthingsshe

couldsayandthosewerethewordsthatwereon

hertongue.WasshekeepingRebaherebecause

herkidshadgrownanddidn’twantheranylonger



thatsheusedthissituationtocontrolherchildand

betheparentagain.Tearsfilledherowneyesand

Rebajustnodded.Susanguesseditwasgoingto

takemorethansorrytogetthroughtoherdaughter

butitwasastart.

***

Mooketsishookhishead,itwastooearlyto

introducehiswifetohisfamily.TheRebaissuewas

stillnewandneededdigestingsohewillhaveto

wait.Afewmonthsmaybe?Hopefully.

.

.

.

*

*

*

THREEMONTHLATER
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AtAustin'shouse,HadesfoundAustininthe

kitchenshirtlesswhilesippingcoffee.

"Aloraiscomingbackhometoday."Hadessaidand

Austinnodded.Heknewthat.Hewasplanningon

goingtotheairportbuthewassureherfamilytook

firstprioritysohewasn'tgoingtobethereforlong.

"Iwanttosaygoodbye."Hadessaidinthesilence.

"Iamproudoftheprogressyouhavemade."

"I'msureyou'llbegladtohavemeoutofyourhair

darlinganddealwithyourlittledemon."Austin

chuckled.

"Scaredshewillscratchyou?"

"Alorahasacrazyelementabouther.Nooffense."

Austinraisedhishandsupasanindicationofit

beingnothing.



"Everyonethoughtso,Ialwaysthoughtshewasa

genius."Hadesshookhisheadashewalkedtothe

fridgetotakeoutmilk.Helookedaroundthe

kitchen.Therewasnoalcohol,notthathewould

haveany.Hehasbeentryingtobecleananditwas

hardbuthewastrying.Austinturnedouttobea

friend,oneheneversawcoming,himpraising

Hadesforhissmallaccomplishmentsandeven

livingwithhiminhisspacesotheloneliness

doesn'tpropelhimtowardsabottle.SomeScotch

orJamesonbecausethathadbeenallheknew.All

hecouldusetofillthevoidinhisheartandhehada

deepervoidnowthatRebawasgoneeventhough

theycalledeachother.Thecommunicationwas

limitedandthecontactwasclosetozero.Itwas

silentlykillinghim.Piecebypieceandhehad

learnedtosharesuchthoughtswithAustin,over

coffeewhichwasn'tagoodreplacementforthe

alcohol.Hehadcometofigurethatoutandeven

thoughhefeltdumbunderAustin'scalmstareand

thesilentconfidenceAustinhad,hewasanokay

friend.HisfirstfriendeversinceReba.



"ButI'llseewhattodosoyoucansaygoodbye.It's

justthreemoremonthsofrehabtosolidifywhat

hasbeenhappening."Hadesbreathedoutand

nodded.

"Doyouloveher?"HeaskedandAustinkeptquiet.

TheybothknewHadeswasaskingaboutAlora.

"Ourrelationshipanditscontextisdifficultfor

peopletounderstand."

Hadesshookhishead.

"Thatwasasimplequestionandyou'reavoidingit."

HesaidandAustinshrugged.

"Doesitmatter?"Austinasked.

"Itdoes."Hadessaid.Notthathewasgoingtosay

itbutRebajadtoldhimaboutAlora'sfearof

intimacyandhehopedthatAustinwasn'tjustafter

Aloratosleepwithherandleaveher.Thatmay

explainwhyhewassupportiveofHades,hewas

tryingtoscorepointswithAlora.Austinwalkedout

ofthekitchenandHadessighed.



***

Atthehotelroom,Mooketsilookedathiswife.He

stilldidn'thaveenoughcouragetotellhisparents

abouthisimpromptumarriage.Hehaddecidednot

tosleepathomeandoptedforahotelroom.They

wereallgoingtomeetAloraattheairportlater

today.Hiswifesmiledasshesatdowntopourjuice.

"OkaytellmeaboutyourfamilyandallIneedto

know."Sheasked.

"YouknowReba."Shenoddedasshepushedher

silkyhairbackandMooketsismiled.

"Rebaistheonethemediaalwaystalksabout.Is

sheokay?Imeansheiscurrentlygettingbetter?"

"Sheis,Zaradon'tworry."Shenoddedandbrought

theglasstoherlips.

"WehaveBokamoso,youdoknowhimright?"

"DoI?Notsure."Mooketsishrugged.

"Thenwehavemyyoungestsister.Alora.Outof

everyonesheisthe-howdoIputit?"Zaradidn't



knowtheyhaddescriptions.

"Onceyoumeether,you'llunderstandme.Trustme.

Mymotherandstep-father.Thatisall.Theparents

willbeangrybutotherwisemysiblingsarecool."

"Gotit.Igotit."Mooketsikissedherforeheadthen

hercheek

"Iloveyou."Shesmiled.Shedidn'twanttobeinthis

citybutshewasgoingtobearitalloutjustbecause

shecamewithherhusband.Shesighed.Crossing

herfingersshedoesn'tmeetHadesorcrosspaths

withhimbecausehercuriositywillbepeakedand

hermothertoldhertoneveraskquestions.

Questionsalwaysledtotroubleandhermotherhad

beenthroughalotalready,shedidn'twanttoopen

oldwounds.

"Zeewhat'sup?Youhavethatgloonylookonyour

face."

"I-IhaveaquestionandIfee-"

"Askaway."

"HowisHades?Likehischaracter?"Mooketsi'sjaw



tickedandZarafeltlikesheshouldhavekeptquiet.

Mooketsibreathedout.Hiswifewasaskingabout

anothermanandittickedhimoff.

"I'msorry.Ishouldn'thaveasked."Zaraquicklysaid

andMooketsibreathedout.

"Heistolerable."HesaidandZaratookthat.

"I'msorry.Iknowhowyoufeel,withyoursister's

sagaandhimbeinginvolvedinallofit.Ididn't

meannoharm."

"I'msureyoudidn'."

"Babe,Ididn't.HonesttoGod."Mooketsinodded.

"Enoughaboutpeoolewhodon'tmatter,whathave

youplannedfortheweekend?"

"Besidesmeetingyourfamily?Uhmwe'llgofor

quadbikes.That'sallIhaveinmind.Iamsureour

marriagewillcausedrama."

"Theyareachillbunch."

"Butwedidn'tgothroughthenormalmagadipatlo

process."MooketsibreathedoutandkissedZara's

forehead.Sheblinkedbeforeshesmiledandlooked



upathim.Theywouldn'tunderstandtheirsituation

buthehopedtheywouldunderstandtheirlove.He

wasstilltryingtotalkherintohavinghischildren

andsherefusedonthebasisthathisfamilydidn't

knowherexistenceanditwouldbewrongtosome

degreetohavekidswithoutherbeingknown.

"You'recute."

"Andyouneedtogetreadytopickyoursisterfrom

theairport."

"Joinme."

"Idon'twanttoimposean-"

"You'refamilyokay?You'reMrsZaraMooketsi

Moremi."Shegrinned.

"Okay.I'llstayinthecarthough."

"Zara!"

"I'llstayinthecar.It'sfinal."Hegroanedandshe

laughed.

***



AtSusan'shouse,shegotreadyandshefacedher

husbandwhowassittingonthebed.

"Ican'tbelieveAloraiscominghome.Forgood

now."SusanstartedoffandThabisonodded.

"I'llhaveallmykidsinoneroofandIamsureAlora

willfindajob.Shemighthavealreadybeenscouted

byabankorbyahugecompanytoworkfor."Susan

saiddreamily.TheyhadfoundRebaatherapistto

helpandalthoughthetherapisthadadvisedthat

Rebabesenttoamentalrehabilitationcentre.

ThabisohadSusanhaltthatandthoughtitwas

bettershewaswithfamilythanbeingsentoffto

strangers.

"I'msureAlorawilltellyouherplansonceshe

arrives."

"Iguessso.LetmecheckonEmory.Alora'sflightis

landinginanhourorso."

***



Austinreadhertextoverandoveragain.Hewasn't

partofherfamilyandshewantedhimattheairport.

Thebetterpartofhimwantedtokeepworkingand

notdropeverythingtoseehereventhoughhelast

sawheramonthagobutthepartofhimself,the

oneherefusedtoacknowledge,wasalreadyatthe

airportwaitingforAlora.Hewoulddoanythingfor

her.ReluctantlyhedialledHadeswhoanswered

immediately.

"Missmealready?"Hadesbantered.

"You'reheadingtotheairportwithme."Therewas

silence.

"Idon'tthinktheMoremi'swouldappreciatethat."

"Theywillhavetogetoverthemselvesright?I'min

myoffice.Behereinanhour."

"AustinyoudoknowI'molderthanyou."

"AndhowcanIforgetthatfactdarling?"Hesaidas

Hadeschuckledthenhungup.

.



.

.

*

*

*

Mysincerestapologies.Thisworkhasbeennothing

shortofbreakdowns,groupprojectsbeingrejected

thenredone,catchingupwithschoolwork,getting

readyfortestsandexamsandmoreassignments.

Let'scatchupthissidenowduringthisEaster

holiday.Thankyouforthepatience
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Alorastaredoutthesmallwindowastheairplane's

velocitytorethroughthebaresky.Sheplacedher

fingertipsonthewindowglassinthought.She



closedhereyes.Itwasoveranditwastimetojoin

therealworld.Shewasnotgoingtohidebehindthe

worldofacademiaandyetagainshefeltoutofher

depth.Herracingthoughtsmakingherwantto

screambutofcourseshecouldn'tdothat.She

removedherhandfromthewindowandplaced

themonherthighs.Theonlyfearshehadwasthe

fearthatmaybeshewasgoingtogonowherewith

herplans.ThatLoraCosmeticswasnotgoingto

succeedorgetthefundingsheneededbecause

alreadyshewasgoingtodepletehertrustfund.She

breathedout.Anotherfactshehaddecidedto

confrontfloodingherthoughts.Inherplansforthe

futuresheneversawAustinasbeingapartofthem

northembeingtogether.Shehaddecidedtotell

himshelovedhimevenifsheknewhewouldn't

reciprocatethefeelingsbuthimknowingwasokay

becauseshelivedhertruth.Shelovedandshe

didn'thidethatfact.Likesheeffortlesslylovedher

familyevenifherexpressionofweirdandawkward

shelovedthemnevertheless.



***

Attheairport,HadessatinthecarwithAustinwho

checkedthetime.

"Herplaneisprobablytheonelandingandit's

almostthree."Hadesnodded.HewasseeingReba?

Howwasshe?Hewantedtoholdherandneverlet

hergobecausetomorrowhewasleavingforrehab.

Itwasgoingtobealongthreemonthsofno

contactunlesstheycheckonhim.Fortheshort

timehehasknownAustin,heknewhewasgoingto

passbytocheckuponhim.

AustingotoutofthecarandHadesfollowed.He

lockedthecarasAustinbreathedout.Hisface

revealednothingbutcoolcomposurebuthewas

surehewasnervous.Hewasalsointerestedin

seeingAustinrelatetoAlora.Outofallthepeople,

Aloradatingwasashockgiventhefactthatshe

threatenedtoeliminatethemalespecieseverytime

withoutfail.HadesfollowedAustinastheywalked

tothefieldwheretheaircrafthadlanded.In



minutestheyhadarrivedandhesawAlora'sfamily.

Rebaturnedherheadandherjawdroppedasshe

sawHades.Shesmiledandlookeddown.Her

siblingsturnedtoseehimandshesawthedistaste

onMooketsi'sfaceandhowhermotherignoredthe

twogentlemen.Rebasmiledatthemandwaved

withahugesmile.AustinnoddedandHades

longinglylookedather.Shewasanadult.Rebasaid

assheexcusedherselfandjumpedintoHades'

arms.SusanopenedhermouthbutThabisoraised

aneyebrowatherandshekeptquiet.Rebaburied

herfaceinthecrookofhisneckasheheldherin

place.

"Hibaby.Imissedyou."Shesaidandhelickedhis

lips.

"Ididn'tabandonyouokayHades?Iloveyouokay?I

loveyou!"Shekissedhisneckandshemovedher

headtolookathim.Shegrinnedandburiedher

faceonthecrookofhisneckonceagain.Hades

hadhisbestgirlinhisarmsandshewasinhis

arms.RebawonderedifHadesknewthathewas

moreintoxicatingthanthealcoholheconsumed



andshewouldnevertireofhim.

"Hilove."HesaidsmoothlyandRebagrinned.

AustinwatchedtheirPDAandheturnedhisheadto

watchthem.RebaslowlysliddownHades'body

andsheplacedherheadonhischestbeforelooking

upathim.

"We'llmakeitlove."Hadessaid.

"WemightnotbeinaMarvelfilmandwearestuck

inthishorribleearthbutwe'llmakeit."Hekissed

herforeheadandrubbedherchin.

"Ihavesomuchtofillyouinon."Hadeschuckled.

"WehaveforeverIguesslove."

"Andthatmeanswe'llgetourhappyending?"Reba

askedandhenodded.Shewassatisfiedwiththat

answerandsheturnedtofaceAustin.Shealways

feltstupidaroundsmartpeople.

"Uhmhi."ShesaidandHadeslookeddownatReba

thenatAustin.

"HelloRebantle."Rebacringed.

"Willhealwaysbeusingmyfullname?"Sheasked



Hadesinwhatshethoughtwasawhisper.

"Icanstillhearyou."Sheclosedhereyesin

embarrassmentandHadeschuckled,kissingher

hair.Austinslidhisphoneoutasatextreported.He

readthetext.

Lora:IwillmurderyouRobertifyouaren'tatthe

airporttheminuteIgetoffthisflight.

Hedidn'trespondandheslidhisphonebackinhis

pocketashewaitedforhertoshowup.

BokamosoandhiswifeglancedatRebawho

seemedmoreanimatedandshowedmoresignsof

lifethanshehasevershownthepastthreemonths.

"Shelookshappy."HiswifesaidandBokamosohad

toagree.Mooketsishuffledhisfeet,nervousabout

today'sdinnerandintroducingZara.HeknewAlora

wasgoingtobethecentreofattentionforthenext

fewweeks.Withherwaitingforherresultsand

graduatingfromPrincetonUniversity.AfuckingIvy

Leagueschool.Shehasalwayshadbig

achievements.Sometimeshewasjealousthatshe



hadallthatbrainanditwassurelysomethingshe

mighthavegottenfromherbiologicalmother.He

swallowedthejealousydownasSusangaspedand

everyone'seyeswerefacingforwardasthey

watchedherpushherhairback.Asalwaysthere

wasnosmileplasteredonherface.Shestopped

andlookedatherbagsandshedraggedthem

acrossasshemadeherwaytothem,shewas

muchlighter.Itmusthavebeentheclimatebackin

America.Alorawasmuchcloserandshelookedat

everyonewhocametoseeher.Everyonewashere.

Herlittlesisterwastheonewhobrokethesilence

assherhshedtohugher.AloratouchedEmory's

hair.

"Hithereyou."ShebreathedoutandEmorygrinned.

"AreyoubackforeverRora?"

"Yesmylittlegoblin."ShesaidandSusanrolledher

eyeswithasmile.

"Aloramychildisnotagoblin."Alorashrugged.

"Sheis."Emoryletgoofhersister'slegsandshe

stoodbehindAlora'slargesuitcaseandAloragave



Susanapointedlook.

"Seewhysheisagoblin?Whyisshebehindmy

suitcase."

"Thewickedwitchofthewestisback."Hades

banteredandAlorashothimaglare,noticingReba

inhisarms

"ShutupHadesanddon'tstealmymoment."Her

eyeslandedonAustin.Allpolishedandgood

lookingwithafreshcut.Shenevercaughtthatman

slipping.Agrinliftedhislipsandsheglaredathimn

heonlygrinnedwider.Herattentionwentbackto

herfamily.

"Thisisallsocuteguys.Iwouldbecryingbutyou

know"shetrailedoffandBokamoslaughed.

"That'stheAloraweknow."

Everyonelaughedandhereyeslandedonherother

brother.

"HelloMoks."Shesaidandheshookhishead.

"You'rebeingnice?"

"Foronce."Shesaidandherstepfathersmiledin



herdirectionandsheacknowledgedthatwitha

simplenod.Hewalkedtowhereshewastotakeher

bagsandEmoryjusttookAlora'shands.

"Suyou'reluckyIlovethislittlegoblinhere."She

saidasshesqueezedEmory'shandandwalkedto

whereRebawaswithHades.Rebagotoutof

Hades'embraceandhuggedhersister.

"Heytheresis."

"Yougood?"Aloraaskedwithonehandawkwardly

placedonReba'sbackwhileRebahuggedherwith

everythinginher.

"I'llbeokay."Alorasighed.

"That'snotananswerandIdemandafull

explanation.Areportifyoumust."Rebalaughed

andAloratriedsohardnottosmile.

"Yourboyfriendisscary."RebasaidandAlorabroke

thehugandlookedatAustinacrossReba's

shoulder.

"Heisnot."

"I'mscaredofsayingsomethingwrongandhe



correctsmypronouncements.Isthatthecorrect

word?"Alorashookherhead.

"We'lltalkbutI'mhappyIgettobeherenow.With

you."AlorasaidquietlybutRebaheardher.Aloralet

goofEmory'shandandshewalkedtoAustin.The

restofthefamilywatchedcuriously.Itwasn'tasif

theydidn'tknowwhowasthat.AustinMatthews

wasmakingwavesinthebusinesssectorandthey

thoughtjustbecauseHadeswasanheirtoa

multimillioncorporationhecameherewithhim

sinceAustinhimselfwasheadinghismother'svery

successfulcompanywhichwasworthbillionsbut

nextfewsecondsprovedthemwrongasthey

watchedhowhishandwrappedaroundAlora's

waist.Mooketsi'seyespoppedandBokamoso

squintedhistomakesurehewasseeingcorrectly.

SusanfrownedwhileThabisowatchedtheshow.

Amusedbyeveryone'sreactions.

Rebagrinnedasshesilentlycheeredthemon.Look

atthetwonerds.Hersisterwasn'tevenrepulsedby

histouchbutthenagainAlorahadmonthstoget

usedtoit.RebalookedatHades.



"Lookathowheislookingather."Hadesagreed.

Austinhadloweredhisheadtotalktoher,hishand

onthesmallofAlora'sbackandthemwhispering

betweenthebothofthem.

"Heislookingatherasifsheinventedthewhole

universeandshewastobeadored."Rebasaid.

"Andhesaidhedoesn'tloveher."Hadesbreathed

out.Rebafrowned.

"Helovesher.TheA*team.Hewilladmitthat.Iship

them.Lostin?Cutehuh?Iknow.I'msmarttoo."

HadeschuckledandkissedReba'shead.

"You'retoocute."Hesaid.

.

.
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Aloralookedupathimandhislipsthenhiseyes

again.

“Thankyou.”

“Forwhatmachérie?”(mydarling)

“ComingandhelpingHades.”Hewantedtokissher

rightthereandnowbutheknewhisgirlfriend.He

optedtotakeherhandandkissit.Hewoulddo

anythingforher,sheshouldknowthatbynow.

Herheartraced,shenoticedhowhewaslookingat

herandshehopedhewouldkissher.Justapeck

onherlipsandthenheshouldstepback.Insteadhe

letgoofherwaistandshelostthewarmthofhis

handashemovedback.Sheglaredathimand

foldedherarms.

“TellmewhatyouwantLora.”Sherolledhereyesat

himthengavehimamurderousglare.Austinknew

hisgirlfriendjustalright.Shewasabouttothreaten



todohideousthingstohisd*ckorplanbodilyharm

tohim.Ifnotthat,shewasabouttothreatenmurder

ordeclareherhateforhim.

“Don’tyoudareforgetthatIhateyouRobert.I

despiseyouandyourexistence.”Shesaidwith

suchvenomandHadesstifledachuckle.

Sheturnedtoglareathim,notmindingthatshehad

gotteneveryone’sattention.

“Wenashutup!Don’tyoustart!”Rebarubbed

Hades’chest.ShehadgottenusedtoHadesand

Aloraexchangingtheseformorethanadecade.

Hadesshookhishead.Howweretheysupposedto

keepup?OneminuteAlorawasloveydoveywith

Austinandthenextshewasgivinghimadeadly

glare.Shewasafirstclasslunaticforsure.He

lookedatAustinwhowasn’tmovedbutinsteadhe

lookedamusedashekepthiseyesonthelittleshe

devilshootinghimglares.AustinchuckledasAlora

clearedherthroat.Shefacedherfamily,the

shockedlooksontheirfaceswerepricelessand

Rebatookoutherphone.Shesnappedafew

picturesasshesmiled.Sheknewhersisterhaditin



her,toloveamanshethought.Evenifshehasn’t

beenintimatewithherboyfriendshewasgivingit

time.Alorahadintimacyissuesandshehadto

workthroughthem.Rebamused.

“Don’tbetoosurprised.Everyonethat’smy..”she

tookamomenttofakegagbeforeshelookedat

Austin.

“Myboyfriend.”Shetouchedherchest.Itfeltso

awfuladmittingittothepublic.Wellherfamilywas

thepublicinthissenseandtheyaregoingtothink

sheishavingsexwithhimandallthosenasty

thingspeopledowhensheisonlycontentwithhis

kissesandhehasneverpushedherfurtheror

demandedforsex.

Mooketsilaughed.

“Youhaveaboyfriend?”Shehadtorestrainherself

fromtellinghimthatshejustsaidthat.Ofcourse

Austinwaslargerthanlifeandallbutshewasthe

onedoinghimafavour.Shedidn’twantthemtoget

ittwisted.

“Ijustsaidthatdumbass.”Mooketsiraisedhis



handsinmocksurrenderandBokamosonodded.

“We’llacceptthatyouhaveaboyfriend.Asyoung

asyouare.”Hesaid.Ofcoursehewasbeingsucha

bigbrother.

“Hehurtsyouhehastodealwithus.”Alorashother

boyfriendaglare.

“Ithinkshewilldealwithhimjustfine.”Hades

chided.

“RebaIamgoingtokillHadesHudsonautwe?“

“Suchviolencemachérie?”Austinsaidsmoothly.

Everyonenoticedthathewasn’tmovedbyAlora’s

shortburstsofangerandhowhispresencewasfelt

eventhoughhehadn’tsaidawordtothem.Alora

openedhermouthtospeakbutAustinsurpassed

herandfinallygreetedherfamilyandshedidn’t

knowifitwasanAustinthingbutinthenextten

minutesherwholefamilyfuckinglikedhim.

Someonekillherrightnow.Emoryevenleftherside

tospeaktothesixfootfivemanwhomshecalled

herboyfriend.Suchatraitorousgoblin.Sheclapped

herhands.



“People,focus!Youcamehereforme.Including

him.Me.”Austinraisedaneyebrow.Hewasthe

narcissistandhereshewaswantingeveryone’s

attentiontobeonher.

“vousêtesjalouse?”(Youarejealous?)Austin

asked.Rebagasped.Sheunderstoodthemfromthe

littleFrenchshelearntwhenshewasgoingto

France.Alorarolledhereyes.

“I’mnotgoingtodignifyyouwitharesponse.”

Mooketsifrowned.Hethoughtshewouldturnall

softandmushybutshewasthesameoldAlora.

Wouldkidsmakehersoft?

Austinplacedhishandonherbackandshepaused

ashelookeddownather.Shewouldtellhimonce

theywerealone.

“Joinusfordinner.”Shewhispereduptohim.

“Youwantmetocome?”Shenoddedlookingupat

him.Rebaswooned.Theyweresocute.

“Lookatherinlove.”

“Yoursisterisfuckingconfusing.”Hadesmuttered



andRebahithischest.

“Sheiscute.”

“Thatdoesn’tmakeheranylessscary.”

“OneofthesedaysIwillletherkillyou.”Rebasaid.

Bokamososmiledalone.Whowouldhavethought?

Hehurriedhiswifealongexcusingthembut

promisingtoshowupatthedinner.Mooketsi

followedashesaidbyetoo.

RebaandHadesspokeforafewminutesbefore

shelefthissidetospeakwithhisparents.

“CanHadescomefordinner?”Sheaskedher

mother.

“Re-“

“Ofcourse.”ThabisosaidandRebahuggedthe

bothofthem.

“I’llbewithAlora.Sheisreallyresponsible.

Thanks.”ShesaidandwalkedovertoHadesand

Thabisochuckled.

“Didshejust-“heshookhishead.



“WhywouldIwantHadestocome?”Susanasked

andThabisoheldhiswife’sshoulders.

“Tryforthekids.Lookathowhappysheiswithhim.

Theyarekids,theyneedguidanceandnotus

suffocatingthem.Sheisdoingbetterintermsof

hertryingtosoberupexcusingthatlittlerelapse

shehadbutsheisdoingbetter.Shelookshappy

withhimandfulloflife.”SusanwatchedasReba’s

mouthmovedasshetalkedtoHadesandhe

listenedtoherasifhislifedependedonit.Herheart

softenedalittle.

“See?Justdinnerandherspendingafewhours

withhim.Thatwasallsheaskedofyou.”Thabiso

emphasised.

“Fine,Igetit.”

“Good.Let’stakeAlora’sthingstothecarandget

goingwithEmory.”

Theparentssaidbyeandleftthetwocouplesthere.

Alorafrowned.Herhandbag.Ithadmostofher

things.Sanitisers,wipes,herphone.Shestepped



backfromAustin’sembrace.

“Wait!”Sherantothemastheystoppedintheir

tracks.Shegotherhandbagwhichwasontopof

thesuitcase.

“We’llbetherefordinner.”Sheturnedherbackon

themjustasAustin,RebaandHadeswereheading

herway.Shewaitedforthemtilltheycaughtup

withherandinsteadofallowingAustintotouchher,

shetookReba’shandandwalkedforwardwithher.

“Whoa!Slowdown.”

“I’mlisteningnow.”

“Icanhearyou.”Austinsaid.

“Ifyoureallywanttobealivebythetimewegetto

thecar,pleaseshutupordomeafavour.Die!”

“Howdoyoutoleratethis?”Hadesasked.

“Monthsofpracticedarling.”Austinrepliedhimand

Alorarolledhereyes.

“Okayafterdinner.I’lltellyouallaboutit.It’snot

niceandpretty.Youdon’thavetolistenreally.I’m

okay.”Rebaansweredherquestion.



“Iwanttolisten.Reallylisten.Afterdinnerthen.Isit

likeasleepover?”Rebasmiledandintertwinedher

fingerswithAlora’s.

“Likewhenwewerekids?Iwantthosenightsback.

Yes!Asleepoverinmyroomandwehave

marshmallows.”RebawentonandAlorasmiled

lookingdownbeforesheliftedherheadtolookat

hersister.Theguyswerewalkingbehindthem.

“RebadoyouloveHades?”AloraaskedandReba

turnedtolookathim.Hewinkedatherandshe

grinnedbeforeshelookedathersister.

“Evendeepinouraddictions,ourlovelookedlikea

tragedy,hewasandstillismyremedy.Rora,heis

partofmeIcan’tshakeoff.Wewentfrombeing

bestfriendstoloversandIdon’tknowaboutthe

futurebutwe’llgetourhappyending.I’mtwo

monthssoberandthatisprogress.Alotof

progress.”Rebabreathedout.

“EventhougheverywhereIgo,themedialabelsme

asadrugaddict.Ajunkie.Ifitwasamanhe

wouldn’tbegettingbashed.NotthatI’mhatingonH



butheisn’tgettingbashedandI’msurepeople

sympathisewithhimbecauseheismaleandmen

gothroughalottoobutIgetharassedbypeople

withtheirphonestryingtotakeapictureofmeand

sayingsheisthejunkie.”Rebablinkedbackthe

tears.

“It’shardbutIknowI’llalwaysbeadrugaddictbut

I’mmorethanjustdrugsRora.”Reba’svoice

crackedandHades’handsnuckuptotouchher

shoulder.Sheturnedandsilentlycriedinhischest.

AloragaveHadesagratefullook.Shedidn’tknow

howshewasgoingtocomforthersister.Austin

usedthechancetoholdherwaistandshesighed

assheleanedagainsthim.

“Idon’tneedyou.Youdoknowthat.Idon’tneeda

man.Notatall.”Shesaidandherubbedherarm.

“Iknow.ButyouneedmeLora.”Shereleasedasigh.

“I-“shepausedasshewatchedHadescomforther

sisterandherheartclenched.Shegavestiffhugs

andthismantoleratedthem.Shedidn’tknowhow

toconsolepeoplebutshedidlovefiercely.She



lookedupathim.

“I’malwayshonesttomyselfandprinciples.”She

startedoutwithoutbreakingeyecontactwithhim.

“IknowwhatyourresponseisandI’mokaywithit

okay?”Shesaidashejustlookeddownather.Not

lettinghergo.Theywerestillattheairportandshe

didn’tknowwhyshecouldn’twaittillshewas

settledtotellhimthis.

“I-You..thisisnotgoingthewayIexpected.”She

pushedherhairbackandmovedherhandsdownto

pushhisbackbuthedidn’tletgoandshereleased

afrustratedsigh.

“Lora?”

“Hhmm?”

“Calmdown.”Hekissedthetopofherhead.

“Breathandcalmdown.Trytogetoutofyourhead

forafewminutes?Canyoudothatbaby?”Trust

himtothrowintheendearmentandhaveher

internallyscreaming.

Shebreathedinandout.



“Goodgirl.That’sitbaby.”Heencouragedsmoothly

andshewantedtoscreamatherself.Shedidn’t

wanttobehisgoodgirlbecauseshelikeditand

hatedit.Didshelovebeingpraised?

“Better?”Heaskedandshenodded.

“Good.Whatdidyouwanttosay?”Shebreathedout.

Thenshebreathedinandoutagain.She’llwaitif

sheisthisnervoustotellhimshelovedhimto

death.Irrevocably.Everywordinthedictionaryto

describethatshelovedhim.Eventothemoonand

back.ShefuckinglovedRobertAustinMatthews

andshewasgettinghotthinkingaboutit.

“Forgetit.”Shesaidandshesteppedawayfrom

him.Hedidn’tmakeanattempttotouchherandhe

justraisedaneyebrowherway.

“Die!”Shemouthedandherealisedshewastrying

toswitchthemoodbecauseshewastooafraidto

saywhatshewantedtosay.

“Lona!Dilovebirds,cutitoutwehavetogo.”She

clappedherhandstryingtobreakRebaandHades

up.



“Nowthatsheisangryshetakesitoutonus.”

“Wedon’thavetime.Let’sgoplease!”

.

.
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AlorasatinthefrontseatasAustinclosedthedoor.

SheturnedherheadtoseeHadesandReba

whisperingbackandforth.GoodGod.Theywere

annoyingandcuteatthesametimebutmostly

annoying.ThedoorclosedasAustinsettleddown

andlookedather.Hetookafewmomentsto



observeherandshefacedtheotherway.Whywas

helookingather?Hechuckledandstartedthecar.

Atthebackseat,Rebastraightenedupandshe

whispered.

"Ilovewatchingtheirinteractions.Theyareso

cute."

"Theirbanteriscute?"Hadesaskedwithalowered

voiceandRebanodded.

"LookatRoraturningawaythinkingheisn'tlooking.

Thenlookathimsmilinglookingather.Aren'tthey

cute?"HadeschuckledasRebatookhishandand

placedherheadonhisbicep,contentwithbeing

AloraandAustin'scheerleader.Alorashiftedinher

seatandshetookoutherphone.Shefoundtheaux

cordandsheconnectedherphone.

"Ihopeit'smusicthatwon'tkillus."

"Isurehopeitdoeskillyouguys.Allofyouexcept

Reba."Sherepliedandwentthroughthesongsshe

listensto.

"Isitclassicalmusic?Yousmartpeoplelike

sophisticatedmusicandstuff."



"NoReba.It'snotclassicalmusic.Ilistentothat

whenI'mstudying."Rebagrinned.

"SeeHades,Iamasmartperson…"Hadeskissed

hercheek.Helovedher.Shewasjustaballof

sunshinehewantedtoprotectevenfromhimself.

AustinwassilentandAloraplayedYoungthe

Giant'sMindOverMatter.Austinturnedtofaceher

andshelookedbackathim.Hisotherhandslidinto

hersandhebroughtherhandtoherlips.Itwastime

hewashonestwithher,hethoughttohimselfashe

heldherhand.Alorabreathedout,ignoringthe

flutterinhertummy.Shewasyettotellhimabout

herparentageandnotthetrashthemediawrote

aboutherparents.

Youknowyou'reonmymind

Andiftheworlddon'tbreak

I'llbeshakingit

BecauseI'mayoungmanafterall

Andwhentheseasonschange,willyoustandby



me

CauseI'mayoungmanbuilttofall

Thesongplayedinthecarwithnoonetalkingover

itandAlorawasthankfulforthesilence.Sheleaned

backonherseatashedrovethecar.Hewas

alwayssoconfidentinhimselfandallhecoulddo.

Shewishedshecouldalwaysbeconfidentandnot

breakdowninherdarkclosetallalone.Sheletgoof

hishandthenpickedituptointerlacetheirfingers.

Shewatchedhimsmileandsherolledhereyes

irritated.

"Don'tyoudaresayanythingRobert."Thesmile

onlygotwiderandsheshookherhead.Reba

watchedthemandsmiled.

"Theyareinlove."ShewhisperedtoHadesasshe

yawned.Aloraturnedtofacethemandshetriedto

notallowherlipstoturnupwardsinasmile.They

areinlove.Itwassoeffortless,shecould

understandnowwhytheylosttheirmindsandlost

theirwoes.Shecouldhearitinthesilence,they



weretrulyinlove.Shefacedforwardandreleaseda

sighasherboyfrienddrovethemhome.

"I'llgiveyouthedirections."Shesaidandhedidn't

respond.Howwashealwaysthiscalmandnot

wantingtosetthewholeworldonfire?

***

Zarastaredatthemirrorasherhusbandplaceda

handonhershoulder.Hekissedherneck.

"Nervous?"Heasked.Shenoddedasshelooked

downatherring.

Mooketsihadlefthisringinthecarwhenhewent

togethissisterandnowtheyhavedinnerwhich

startsatseven.

"Weshouldbuyrosesorsomething."Zarasaid.So

nervousabouteverythingandhowthisisgoingto

comeoffas.

"Zeerelaxokay?"Shesuckedinadeepbreath.



***

AustinparkedthecaroutsidetheyardandHades

gotoutwithReba.Rebajustheldontighttohim

andAlora'seyesflittedtotheirintertwinedhands.

Shecouldfeelhisgazeonher,assessingherand

all.Heletgoofherhandandshelostthewarmth

fromtheircontact.Eveninthesilence,shelooked

upathimandhedidn'tusuallybringdownthe

barrierbutshecouldseehowhelookedather.His

largehandsundidherseatbeltandhepickedherup.

Shedidn'tknowwhyshewasn'tthrowingafitover

himhandlingherlikeaporcelaindollbutheplaced

heronhislapandwrappedhisarmsaroundher.

"Imissedyou."Hewhisperedinherearbeforehis

lipsdroppedtoherneckandherheartraced.Was

hegoingtowantsexnowthatshewashere?Her

thoughtscrashedintoeachotherandsheplaceda

handonhischesttopushhimback.Hedidn'tfight

herbutinsteadlookedather.



"BabyI'malwaysgoingtosaythis,youneedtoget

outofyourhead."Hesaidsoftlyandshereleaseda

shakybreath.

"Tun’asrienàcraindrequandtuesavecmoi."(You

havenothingtofearwhenyou’rewithme)He

repeatedthewordsandshenodded.Heloweredhis

headtokissherandshedidn'tpushhim

back,insteadherhandscrumpledhisshirtastheir

tonguesfoundsolacetogether,hisdartinginand

outandherreceivinghiskissesandcatchingthe

rhythmthekisswasgoingat.Hishandswere

respectfullyonherwaistanddidn'tmovefurther

down.Sheappreciatedthat.Relationshipswereout

ofherdepthandshedidn'texudethesame

confidencelikeshedidtoherstudiesorthingsshe

wasgoodat.

Hebrokeitandhisbreathhitherlipsassheopened

hereyestolookathishazelbrowns.Hislipsturned

upinasmileandshemovedherhandstoplace

themonherlap.Hetookherhandsandplaced

thembackonhischest.

"Keepthemthere."Hesaidandshenodded.He



wantedtokissallthatworryaway,hedidn'texactly

likeitwhenhisgirlfriendwasn'tconfidentandthat

scaredhimmorethantheAlorawhoalwayshad

gunsblazingandwasreadytotrumpleevery

obstacleinherway.Sheremovedthemseconds

later.

"Icrumpledyourshirt.Sorryaboutthat."Shesaid

asshesmoothedthelineswithherperfectly

manicuredhandsandhelaughed.

"Robert,Icanclawyoureyesout.Don'tlaugh."She

threatenedandhekissedherforehead.

"Youregoisalreadysuffocatingme."

"Gladtohearthat.Itshould.It'snoteasytokiss

someonewithahigh-"sheplacedafingeronhis

lips.

"Don't!"Insteadofremovingthefinger,heopened

hislipstosuckonitandshegaspedandremoved

herfinger.Helaughedandshepunchedhischest.

"Don'tdothat."

"What?"Heaskedwithhumourcoatinghisvoice



andsheglaredathim.

"Youknowwhat."Heshookhishead.

"Youarestillcoming?"

"YouaskedandIdon'tthinkIcansaynotoyou."

Alorathoughtaboutit.Translation:Hewoulddo

anythingforyou.Shecouldlivewithknowingthat

hecaredforherinhisnarcissisticwayandnotfully

loveherlikeshedidhim.Shejusthopedhe

wouldn'tupandleavebythetimeshegivesupher

virginity.Shebreathedout.Shegotoffhislapand

pickedupherbag.

"Seeyouhereatseven."Shegotoutofthecarand

heleanedback.

AlorarolledhereyesspottingHadesandReba.

"Breakitup!"Sheshouted.

"Hellmustbefreezingwithyouonearth."

"Saystheonenamedafteragod."

"IsthatacomplimentAlora?"

"IwouldratherdiethabcomplimentyouHudson.



Rebaweneedtogetready."RebakissedHadesand

walkedtothegatewithAlora.Hadesheadedtothe

carasthegateslidopenandthegirlsdisappeared

intotheyard.

"Wehaveapproximatelytwohourstogetready."

Hadesjustnoddedasheleanedback.Hewillsay

goodbyetonight.

.
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Susanlookedatthetableandshewashappyshe



hadallherchildrenunderoneroof.Shecountedthe

chairthatwerethere.Mooketsiwastheonlyone

withoutapartnerandshewasstartingtohaveher

ownsuspicionsbutanywaythiswasafamiky

regardless.Thedinnertablewascomplete.She

hummedasshewalkedbacktothekitchento

checkonherpots.

Meanwhileinthebedroom,Alorapickedouther

dressandsherealisedshewasn'twearingitto

impressherfamily.Austinwascoming.Tohave

dinnerwithherfamily.Sheplacedthedressonthe

bedandtookoutapairofheels.Heelsalwaysmade

herfeelpowerfulandincontrolofthings.Theywere

aconfidenceboosterifshecouldsaythat.Heels

wereherbestfriend.Alongwithmake-up.Anything

thatneededherexhilaratedconfidenceneeded

heelsandmakeup.Shesatonherchairandtook

outhercosmeticsbagaswell.Shewasbathedand

hairwasheldbackinatightsleekponytailtoput

emphasisonhereyesandherface.Whichwasbare

ofmakeupcurrently.Couldshebethefaceofher

owncosmeticscompany?AloraMoremi,CEOand



FounderofLoraCosmetics.Ithadaniceringtoit

butshehadtoworkhardtomakeithappen.

Startingwithherplanstorenovatehermother's

housewithhertrustfund.Therestofthemoneywill

beaheavyinvestmentintohercompany.She

wasn'tgoingtoworkforaman.Shewasn'tdoing

that.Shehasbeenplanningthiseversinceshewas

ateenagerwhoexperimentedwithmake-up.Well

Reba'smake-upwhichsherarelyusedandher

decisionhadsolidified.Businessandmake-upwere

whereherheartwas.SheknewAustinwas100%

behindherandshewassureRebawouldsupport

everythingshedid.Shewasn'tsureabouttherest

ofherfamily.Carefullyshetookouthereyelinerand

concealer.

***

TwohourselapsedandAlorawalkedoutofher

roominherdressandheels.Herphonewasinhand

asRebawalkedoutofhers.



"Okay!Slayus!"

"I'lltakethatasacompliment."

"Itis."Aloratookamomenttolookathersisterwho

wasinayellowdress,yellowwastheperfectcolour

todescribeherpersonality.Shewasarayof

sunshinethatneededtobeprotectedevenifitwas

fromherselfandheraddiction.

"Rightcolour."Rebatwirled.

"It'sthefirsttimeinmonthssinceI'veworna

dress."Rebatouxhedhercollarbone.

"Idon'tlooktoofatright?"Alorawalkedclsoer.

"Youwereneverthattobeginwith."Alorasaid.

ModellinghaddestroyedRebacompletely.

"Okay.I'lltakeyourwordforit.Let'sgoandI'msure

theothersareontheirway."

"Let's."Alorareluctantlytookhersister'shand.

"YouremindmeofMaleficent."Rebastatedasshe

happilytookAlora'shand.

"Nowwearecomparingmetomoviecharacters?"



"Justanobservation."Theywalkedtothedining

roomandRebalookedattheseats.

"Uhmifwesitinthemiddleseats,Austinwillsit

nexttoyouandIwillsitnexttoHadesbutwe'llstill

sitnexttoeachother."Rebafloppedherhair.

"Ifeelsowise."Alorahadtosmileandshakeher

head.

"It'snoteasykeepingupwiththeAstarteambut

someonehastodoit.IalsounderstandFrench

dearsister,okaynotallofitbutIunderstandyou

andAustinspeakinginFrench.Isitlikeasecret

language?That'scool.Waitseleratanasemovie,

youhavealanguageyouspeakjusttoshutusout.

That'scute."

"Letgoofmyhand."Rebadidn't.

"Ihaveaquestion,areyouguysgoingtogoallthe

way?"

"Rebantle!"

"Itakeityourintimacyissuesarestillthere,no

biggie.OkayIcanbeabigsisternow.We'lltalksex



andeverythinglatertonight."Alorascrunchedher

face.

"You'rebeingweirdandIdon'twanttotalkabout

sex.Icanproudlysaynomanwillhavethepower

tosaytheyare-urghavingintercoursewithme."

Rebashrugged.

"NomanbutAustin.Thebutissilent.We'lltalk.You

knowIlostmyvirginityat18andokit-"their

conversationwasinterruptedbySusanwalkingin

andRebablushedinembarassment.

"Oops!"Shedidnotmeanforhermotherto

overhearthatconversation.

AloraglaredatReba.

"Letgoofmyhand."Rebaignoredher.Hermother

overheardhertalkingaboutsex?Awkward.So

awkward.

"RebaIlovethatdressonyou,itlooksgorgeous

andyellowyandsunflower-ish."

"Thankyou."

"Suthewordyellowydoesn'texistandI'llexcuse



thewordsunflower-ishbecausethosearemyexact

thoughts."Susansmiled.

"WearenotattheEnglishfairRora."

"Fine!"

"Youlookstunninginthatdress."

"Ialwaysdo.Thankyou."Alora'sattentionwent

backtohersister's.

"It'sagoodtimeforyoutoletgoofmyhand."

"SitdownAlora."RebasaidandAlorawantedto

touchherheadbutherponytail.Goshherponytail

wouldberuined.ShesatdownandRebadidto.

"Okay,Iloveyoureyemakeup.Iwasuselessatthis

eventhoughIhadsetsandsetsofmakeup."

AtopicAloralikeandshekneweverything.

Skincarewasherelementshecandoit.Sheturned

tofaceRebaasshestartedexplainingtheprocess

andhowshegotthere.Listingeverythingsheused

andotheralternativesonemightusedependingon

theirskin.

"Areyousureyoudidn'tstudycosmetology?"Reba



saidandshewasn'tsureitexisted.

"Idid.IwasanhonoursstudentsoIhadachoiceto

pickothercoursesthatwerenotpartofmydegree.

Ichosemostcosmetologycourses.Itmadesense."

"That'ssocool.Soyoucanapplyotherpeople's

makeup?"

"Yes.Andit'smorethabmakeup.Skincareaswell,

whattouseforwhat.Itwasnotasindepthas

dermatologybutIreaduponthatonline."

"That'sawholelotofstudying."Emorymadeher

waytothetableandAlorawatchedherpushachair

backthensitdown.Shedidn'twantchildren.She

hadfiguredthatoutwhenshehittwentyand

everythingshereadupongaveheramillion

reasonsnottowantchildrenbuttheonethatstood

outwasthefactthatshewasn'tsureifshecould

loveachildproperly.Ofcourseshelovedher

siblingsbutlovinhachildwasdifferent.

"Whyareyoulookingatmelikethat?"Emoryasked

andAlorashrugged.

"You'refascinatinglittlegoblin."



"Fascinating?Whatdoesitmean?"

"You'reinteresting."Emorynoddedherheadin

agreement.Asifsheknewshewasinteresting

enoughtocapturehersister'sattention.

"Iwanttolooklikeaprincess.Likeyou."

"I'mnoprincess.Idon'tneedaprincetosaveme."

Emorypoutedandthenplacedherhandsonthe

table.

"ButAustinis-isyourprince."ShesaidandReba

nodded.

"BullseyeEm.Youarecorrect."Rebasaidatthetop

ofhervoiceandAlorarolledhereyes.

"Heisnotmyprince.Idon'tneedsaving,Emory

listentome.Girlsdon'tneedprincestosavethem,

youareyourownhero.Infactashark."Emory's

eyeswidened.

"Sharksarescary."

"Exactly.Beasharkandgoforwhatyouwant.

Relentlessly."AloraconcludedknowingEmory

didn'tunderstandthelastword.Thabisomadehis



waydownandhepickedhissevenyearoldupas

shegiggled.

"Yougirlslookbeautifultoday."Rebasaidthankyou

andAloranodded.Emorysmiledasherdadputher

down.Susanfinallycamebackwiththepotsto

placetheminthemiddle.

"Givemeafewminutes."Theintercomrangand

Thabisostoodup.Timetowelcometheguests.He

pressedthebuttontoopenthegate.Aminutelater

therewasaknockandheopenedthedoortoletin

AustinandHadeswhogreetedhim.Austinhanded

himtheflowers.

"Fortheladyofthehouse."Hehadsaidand

ThabisotookthemasSusanwalkedbackinthe

kitchen.Shesmiledasshereceivedtheirgreetings

whilesheplacedmorefooddownonthetable.

AustintookhisseatnexttoAloraandhekissedher

lips.Justapeck.Alorausedherfingertowipehis

lips.

"You'llgetlipstickonyourlipsanditdoesn'tlook

goodonyou."



"Youcare."Hegrinnedandsheusedthetipofher

nailtotouchhischeek.

"Icandeliveronmypromises."Shesaidandhis

grinwidened.Whatthefuck?

"Giveityourbestshot."

"Ihateyou."

"Idon'tbelieveyou."

"Okaypopquiz.."shequicklysaid.

"Thestakes?"Heasked.

"Youstoptalkingtomethroughoutdinnerifyou

lose."

"Ifyoulosewhathappens?"

"Ineverlose."Hesmirkedashemovedhishead

back,herperfumethreateningtoundohim.She

wasn'tevendoingadamnthingthantoglareathim

withthosedarkeyesofhersandhewasfucking

hardforher.

"Iwanttoupthestakes."Hesaid.Shefrowned.

"I'mlistening."



"Ifyoulose,wegettomoveintogetherfora

month."Sheraisedaneyebrow.

"YouhadtojustaskifIwanttomoveinwithyou."

Shemurmuredasshemovedherfaceclosertohis.

"Doyoubaby?"Shekeptquiet.

"Lora,talktome.."Rebalookedatthemwithhearts

inhereyes.Shewastheirbiggestsupporter.She

madeHadesnotice.

"Soonthey'llbeoneachother'sthroats."Hesaid

andsheagreed.

Themomentwasinterruptedbyadoorknockand

Rebadidthehonoursofheadingtotheloungeto

openthedoor

"Higuys.Welcometothefamilydinner,stepin."She

usheredherbrotherandhiswifeinside.They

headedtothediningroomandshewaitedbythe

door.Sheheardafewgreetingspassinthedining

room.ShewaswaitingforMooketsinowthen

dinnercouldstart.Aminutelatertherewasadoor

knockandsheopenedthedoor.



ShepausedasshesawMooketsiwithalady.He

didn'tsaythathewillbebringingadatealongbut

themorethemerrierright.

"Higuys.Welcomeandyoucabproceedtothe

diningroom."Mooketsinoddedastheywalkedto

thediningroomwithZaraholdinghishand.Reba

closedthedoor.Nowtimetoeat.Notthatshewas

goingtoeateverythingbutyeah.Shepressedthe

buttonthatfinallyclosedthegateandheadedto

thediningroom.Everyonewasseatedandtheir

mothersatattheoppositesideofthetableand

Thabisodidthesame.

"HelloeveryoneandMooketsiyoubroughtadate."

Susansaidwithexcitementinhervoice.

Mooketsinoddedandheopenedhismouth.

"Zarathisismyfamily.That'smymother,father,

Bokamosoandhiswifeoverthere.RebaandHades,

AloraandAustinandEmory."

"NicetomeetyouZara."ThabisosaidandZarasaid

thankyou.Shewasnervousandherheartraced.

ShesqueezedMooketsi'shandunderneaththe



table.

"EveryonemeetmywifeZara."Alorawidenedher

eyes,Rebagaspedandplacedherpalmoverher

mouth.BokamosoplacedhisforkdownandSusan

blinked.Thabisomovedhisheadforwardwhile

Emorywasnonchalanttoallthatwashappening

aroundher.Austinbeingthecalmbeinghewas,

watchedandwaitedforsomeonetosaysomething.

ZaralookedatMooketsiwithpanicinhereyes.

"W-wife?"Susanaskedagain.Maybeherhearing

waswrong.Mooketsinoddedandsilence

envelopedtheroom.Therestofthemweretoo

stunnedtospeak.

.

.

.
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Noonemovedforwhatseemedlikeeternitytill

Emoryspoke.

"Areweeating?"Sheaskedinhersmallvoiceand

Alorawantedtoavoidaconfrontationeventhough

thebetterpartofherwoulddelightinone.Watching

chaosensuewasfunbutthatwasnotthepicture

shewantedAustintohaveofherfamily.

"IbelieveweshouldeatEmory."Shesaidandher

eyesmovedtoSusanwhocouldn'tactuallybelieve

whatwashappeningatherdinnertable.Reason

100nottohavelitrlegoblins.Lookatthestunt

Mooketsipulledonthem.

"Wemissedafewchapters."Rebashookherhead

aftershesaidthat.

"Iagree."Bokamosoaddedon.



"Iamwaitingforcamerastocomeandsay'just

jokesorjustkidding.'"RebawentonandHadeshad

totouchhershouldertomakehershutup.Zara

swallowed.HereyesmovingtoHadeswholooked

somuchlikehisfather.Theresemblancewas

uncannyandyouwouldn'tevendoubthisparentage.

Shelookedattherestofthefamilyassheshrank

intoherseat.

"It'snotajoke."Mooketsireplied.

"Mo-"

"WeareallgatheredheretohearallaboutAmerica

fromAlorawhojustarrivedtoday.Shehadavery

longtripandshewouldn'tappreciatethedrama.We

haveguestsaswellandwe'llsolvethislittlemishap

afterdinner."ThefinalityknThabiso'svoucehad

everyonelookingattheirplatesansMooketsi

regrettedshiftingattentionfromAloraovertohim.

OfcourseitwasAlora'sday.Shejustarrivedback

homefromherfouryeardegree.

Susanbreathedinandouttocalmhernerves.She

wasn'tgoingtomakeascene.Dinnermustgoon.



Sheplasteredasmileontoherfaceandshdlooked

atAlora.

"Okay,Roratellushowyoutwogottogether.It

seemslikeI'mseverelyoutoftouchwhenitcomes

tomychildren'slives."TheyallgotthedigandReba

pattedherheadwhileMooketsifoundtheplateabit

toointeresting.ZarawaslookingatHadesbefore

shefacedAlora.

"Wellyouknowdating.Ican'tbelieveIsaidthat."

Everyonechuckled.Alorawascrazy.Brainsandall.

Youhadtoadmitshewascrazy.

"How?"Thabisoaskedandshelookedateveryone

atthetable.

"DoIhavetotellyouguys?"Suequeried.Austin

wasamusedandshebadlywantedtowipethe

amusementoffhisface.Herhandsmovedtoher

neckthenshecaughthisgazeonher.Herface

heatedupandhechuckledinamusement.

"Okay!FortherecordI'mdoinghimafavour.Heis

veryprivilegedtohaveAloraMoremiashis

girlfriend."Shewinced.



"I'llenjoythis."Hadessaidandsheshothimaglare.

Zara'seyeswidened.Thatglarewasscary.Was

thatwhatMooketsimeantwhenhesaidshe'll

understandwhenshemeetsher?Damnandthe

factthatnooneexceptherlookedscaredoutof

theirseatswasasurprise.

"ThedayIkillhim.."shegroanedbeforeshe

composedherfeaturesandThabisoopenedthe

potsastheotherspassedtheirplatesaroundtoget

dishedfor.

"HegotmynumberfromHades."Shesaidand

Susanwassurprised.

"Inmydefense,heconvincedme."Hadeschirpedin.

"No,youweredoingtheLord'sworkHades.Goon

Alora!"Alorashookherhead.Hersisterwas

somethingelse.

"Thisstoryisinteresting,gobatlamothoangatha

namaareeditse."(Ishouldbebitingintomymeat

whilelistening)Bokamoso'swifegiggled.

"Myrelationshipshouldn'tbethatamusing.OurIQs

combinedsurpassesallofyouguys'IQs."She



foughtbackandAustinlaughed.

"Agree!"Shefacedhimandhesmiled.

"I'monherside.I'munderduress."Alorarolledher

eyes.

"LookwecompletelyunderstandAustin."Mooketsi

added.AlorawasAlora.

"WellnnaAloraI'mlistening.Hegotyournumber

fromHadesandwhathappened?Howdidyou

agree?You'reasdifficultasamulesowewantthe

juicydetails."

"Ican'tbelieveyouguyswanttomakemy

relationshipgossip."

"Isitgossipmachèrieifit'ssaidinourpresence?"

"Idon'tneedyouropinion."Hegrinnedashetook

hisplatefromSusanandAlorashookherhead.

"Hecalledandwestartedtalking.Thatboringstuff."

"Talkingstageisneverboring."ZarasaidandAlora

gaveheradeadstare.

"DoyouknowAustintota?Iwasboredgore."She



saidjusttorilehimupandheraisedaneyebrow.

RebawhisperedtoHades.

"Itoldyoutheyareinlove,lookathowheislooking

atmygeniussister."

"Ican'tdefendAustinanymore,thewickedwitchof

thewesthaswonhisheart."

"Socute.Nowtheyarethrowingbigwordsand

Frenchatthedinnertable.Gosannabotlhaleekete

etlonnaproblem."(Notbeingsmartisgoingtobea

problem)

"Longstoryshort,heflewovertoPrincetontoget

meforourfirstdate."Susanswooned.

"Heflewover?Forafirstdate.Yoh!"

"Yahneh!"Bokamoso'swifesaid.Peoplelivethe

movielikelife.Flewover?Justlikethat?Flewover?

ToAmerica?

"Didhekissyou?Likeprincedotoprincesses?"

Alora'sfaceheated.Shewasnotansweringthat

sevenyearold.No.



"Wewenttoanartgallerythendinner.Hegotme

thisnecklace."ShesaidtoEmoryassheliftedthe

necklaceshewaswearing.Noweveryonegave

thoselittlesighsofsomethingbeingromanticand

shewantedtodie.Shewhisperedovertohim.

"Keepyouregoincheck."Theydidn'tknowhewas

anegomaniacandlikeshehadalwayssaid,he

behaveddifferentlyaroundpeopleandtheydidn't

knowhimlikeshedid.

"Why?"

"Ihateyou.Youshouldchokeonaboneor

something."

"Lookatyou,allflusteredbecauseachildasked

aboutakiss."Hechangedtopicsandsheplaced

herhandoverhismouth.

"Shutup!"HegrinnedoverherpalmandSusan

smiled.Alorawasalwaysangrybutshewashappy

shefoundamatch.Austindidn'tseemtomindher

overlyintelligentchildwhosewayofthinkingwas

peculiartosaytheleast.Infacthelookedtakenby

her.NoonesmiledatAlora'sthreatsoranger



burststhoughtheywereindifferenttothem.

Alorabreathedin.

"Nowhereweare.Enoughaboutmyrelationship.I

wouldliketokeepitprivatejustasitis.Thatmeans

Iwon'tbetellingthepublicaboutmyrelationship

andinthiscontextyouguys..youguysarethe

public.AustinandIaretogetherandthat'sallyou

needtoknow."

"WellAustin,shecan'tcook."Bokamososaidand

Alora'spursedherlips.

"Iamsuremyveryrichboyfriendwasn'tlookingfor

acookwashe?"Therewere'ooohs'atthetableand

Bokamosochuckled.

"Alora1andBokamoso0."MooketsisaidandReba

laughed.Theyusedtodothisatdinnertables.

Keepingscoresforwhateverfoolishreason.

"Ialwayswinbrother."Shesmirked.

"Okayokay!Soaftergraduation,what'stheway

forward?"

"I'mnottalkingaboutirtoday.Otherwise,you



shouldeatguys."Shepickedherforkandstarted

eatingasthepeoplechattedamongstthemselves.

RebaandHadeswhisperedbackandforthwith

littlelaughsinbetweenasMooketsitriedtocalm

hiswifedown.Susanlookedaroundandsighed.

Herkidshadtheirownlives.Livesshefeltseverely

excludedfrom.Sheshouldhaveexpectedthis.

TheuareallgrownexceptforEmorybuttheywere

adultswiththeirownminds.Somehowithurtmore

thattheykeepstufffromher.Whatdidthatsay

aboutherasamother?

.

.

.
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DinnerwentbyfarmuchbetterthanAloraexpected

andshewatchedhernarcissisticboyfriendblendin

withherfamilyandheansweredtheirquestionsas

easilyashewouldaquiz.Sheplacedherglassof

juicedownasshealsowatchedAustintalkwith

Hades.HadeswasstillthatbitterpersonbutAustin

handledhimwell.Shecouldsaytheyarefriends

now.Hadeshasbeenonthesoberroadwhilehe

waslivingwithAustinandshelovedAustinalsofor

that.ItwouldbreakRebatoloseHadestohis

addiction.Shewasscareditwouldmakehersister

spiraloutofcontrolandtheywouldneverbeableto

helpher.ShepickedherglassasAustin'shand

restedonherthigh.Shelookedatitandbackathim

ashecontinuedconversation.Shelickedherlips

anddrankherjuiceassheleanedback.Hergaze

sweptonZarawhowasobservingeveryone.Their

eyeslockedforabriefmomentandshehada

feelingshescaredherasshewatchedZarasquirm

inherseat.Immediatelyherbrother'seyeslanded



onherandsheshruggedassheraisedherglass

beforeshewatchedAustintalk.Shewatchedthe

wayhislipsmovedwitheverysyllableutteredand

howhisfaceremainedvoidofemotionsexceptthe

occasionalsmilehethrewaround.Shesawthatit

didn'tquitereachhiseyes.Hewasalwayscalm,so

calmandshefellintodeepthoughtabouthowtheir

relationshipwillprogress.Ofcoursehesaidthey

wereendgame.Theyhadjuststarteddatingand

howcouldhebesureofthat?Shesighed.Ofcourse

sheknew,shebelievedinfateandtheuniverse

workingforthegreatergood.Hewasherfate,

whetherhewouldadmititornot.Theyhadmet

almostadecadeago,whenshewasbusypicking

upanewlanguagrandhewasalreadyfluentinthe

language.Theywerecompetitors.Eversincethen

andshehatedhimbutwasthathateacoverupof

theloveshefeltforhim?

Itwas,shemusedasshebroughttheglasstoher

lipsonceagain.Regardlessoftime,distanceandall

theothercircumstancestheyalwaysmet.She

drovedowndifferentroadsandtheyallledbackto



him.Thishotmanwhohadhishandonherthigh.

Tenminuteslater,Emorydeclaredthatshewas

tiredandwantedtosleep.Averyevidentindication

thatdinnermightaswellbeover.Shedidn'tknow

whenshewasgoingtogethimalone.Likereally

alonesothattheycantalkbutshewantedtotalk

andlayallhercardsonthetable.

"Ienjoyeddinner."Rebadeclaredwithahappyglow

onherface.Aloraconcludeditmustbefromseeing

Hadesaftersolong.RebalookedatHadesand

grinned.Shetookhiminagain,thismanwholoved

adrugaddictedgirllikeher,thegirlwhocarriedso

muchbaggagefromherendedcareer.Seeinghim

waslikeafix,shewantedtoseemoreofhimand

beingaroundhimforsolongwaslikeherfirst

breathoutofwater.Heavenly.Glorious.Hades

leanedintowhispersomethinginherearandher

smiledfalteredasshenodded.Hades'heart

poundedashecontemplatedtellingRebabuthe

hadto.Hehadtoletherknowandbesidesthe

happybubbletheyhadbeenintoday,hewantedto

knowaboutherprogresssofarandeverything.



SusanclearedthetableandZaradidn'tknowwhat

todowithherselfasherfather-in-lawlookedaround

thetable.ShesawHadesstandingupandReba

followinghimastheywalkedoutthedoor.She

watchedhowAlora,thegirlwhogavehershivers

lookatAustinlovinglybeforeshescowledathim.

SusanfinishedclearingthetableandThabisosaw

thatasanopportunitytotalktoMooketsi.

"MooketsiandZaracanstayatthetable."

"That'smycuetoleave."Bokamososaidstanding

upholdinghiswife'shand.Theyheadedtothe

kitchentosaybyetoSusanthensaidbyetoAlora.

"IthinkI'lltalktoAustininmyroom.Yeah,my

room."Shesaidstandingupandshetookhishand

ashegrinned.

"Don'tgrin!GodIhateyou!"Shesaidassheledhim

toherroom.

"Butweareheadingtoyoubedroom."

"Yoursexualreferenceswillnotaffectme."She

openedthedoorandwaitedforhimtostepinside



beforesheclosedit.Beforeshecouldeventurn,his

wholebodycoveredherandsheleanedintohim.

Hishandsonherwaist.

"Loratalktome."

"Yourmovinginsuggestion…"

"Whataboutit?"Hewasreassuringandeverything.

She

"It'stoosoon."Shebreathedout.

"Iunderstand."Shenodded.

"I-IhatesharingspacesandI-"hekissedherneck.

"Continue."

"UsmovingintogethermeanssexandIamnot

readyforthat."

"Stilldon'twanttogiveuppoweryet?"Sheclosed

hereyes.

"No."Hechuckled.

"Itstillbringsmebacktoyouscaredyouwon'tbe

abletodominateinthebedroom."Hewasaccurate.



"Andbaby,I'llbeherewhenyouchangeyourmind."

"Youwon'tleaveafter?"

"No.Ipromise."Alorabreathedout.Thismannever

breakshispromises.Sheturnedandherhands

touchedhischeek,theheelsgivingherheightan

extraboost.Hesmiledandshepartedherlipsinan

attempttokisshimfirst.Austinjustloweredhis

headsothatshecankisshimproperly.He

appreciatedhertrying,sheneverinitiatedkisses

andthiswasafirst.Heletherguidethekiss,itwas

slowasfuckwithherdoingherownprobingbefore

shebrokeitandsighed.

"Lora,it'sokay."

"Ofcourseyou'llsaythat."Hekissedherthistime,

takingcontrolofthekissandsheplacedherhands

onhischest.Hesmiledintothekiss.

"Goodgirl."Herfaceheatedandshebrokethekiss

topunchhim.

"CarefulRobert."



Outsideinthequietofthenight,Hadessatwith

Rebaassheplacedherheadonhisshoulder.

"Howhasitbeen?"Rebabreathedout.

"Horrible.Ihavemorecompulsionsthannecessary

andthetherapistmomfoundisn'thelping."

"Tellher."Rebabreathedout.Heknewitwasn't

easy.

"SheistryingeventhoughIsilentlyfeelherjudging

me.Thatherchildturnedintoadrugaddictand

nowsheisspendingmoneygettingherfixed.Like

I'matoyandI'llbeokay.Thetherapistdoesn'thelp

withmysleepwalking.Itisworse."Rebabreathed

out.

"IthinkaboutdrugsmorethanIthinkaboutfoodor

anything.I-"

"Talktomelove."

"Iusuallygooglewaystogethigh."Shecringedand

closedhereyes.

"I-Idon'tknow."Sheconcludesandbreathesout.

"Butthinkingisbetterthandoingright?That's



progress.."shewentonagain.Sheopenedhereyes.

"IwishIcanbeclosetoyouforever."

"Iwishsotoo…"

"I'mleavingtomorrow."Rebastilled.

"What?Why?"

"Forrehab."Sheswallowed.Hewasgoingtoget

better.Wasn'tthatwhatshewishedforwhenshe

was18whenheconfessedhisloveforherdrunkat

apartyandtriedtokissher?Hewasgoingtoget

sober.

"I'vebeentrying.Austinusuallythinksheisright

andcanbeaprickattimesbuthehashelpedtoo."

Hadessaid.Theconceptstillweirdgiventhatithas

alwaysbeenRebainhislifewhokneweverything.

"Forhowlong?"

"Threemonths."Anotherlongthreemonthswithout

him.Tearsfilledhereyesandhesniffed.

"Okay.Okay.I'llsurvive."Shesaid.She'llbestrong.

She'llbefine.



.
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Insidethehouse,SusanglancedatMooketsiand

hiswife.Thefactthathehasawifebeingsucha

foreignconcepttoher.

"Mooketsiwhydidn'tyoutellus?Marriageissucha

hugecommitmentandtogointoitwithoutatleast

lettingthenormalprocessestakeplaceiscareless."

ThabisostartedoutandMooketsiswallowed.

"It'scomplicated."



"Uncomplicateitforus."SusansaidandMooketsi

lookedatZara.Hebreathedout.

"Itwassupposedtobeamarriageofcontract."

Susan'seyeswidened.Wasthissomesortofmovie

whereshewasn'tgiventhescript?

Zaralookedatherin-laws.Itmighthavebeeneasier

tofoolhermotherthattheyhadbeeninloveatthe

timebuttheywereinlovenowright?Itwas

supposedtobesomethingquickandeasy.

"Contract?Nnakeheletswe."(I'moutofwords)

MooketsibreathedoutstillholdingZara'shand.

"Itwashonestlysupposedtobemarriageonpaper

andthenwefellinloveandhereismywife."He

liftedherhandtokissher.

"WheredidIgowrong?"SusanaskedansThabiso

rubbedherback.

"Youdidn'tgowrong.Letthemliveandmaketheir

mistakes."

"It'snottourfaultmother.Wegrowandweare

adults,IamsorryIdidn'tgoaboutthistherightway.



ItwasanerroronmypartandIapologise.Ilove

Zara,Iwashopingyouxdloveherlikeyourown

daughterandaccepther.Wecanstillgoaboutthe

traditionalprocessofmagadiandpatloaswell."

Zarasmiledathimandnervouskyfacedherin-laws.

"NothingIsaywillchangeyourmind?"Mooketsi

shookhishead.

"Okay.You'remykidsandIcan'tstayangryforever.

Iwasjustshockedthatmajordecisionscomeinto

beingwithoutmeevenknowing."

"Momit'snotyourfault.Allofusareadultsand

regardless,we'llstillfindourwaysbacktoyou."

MooketsisaidandSusansmiled.

"Zarawelcometothefamily."ShesmiledandZara

smiled.

"CanIlikehugyou?"Zaraasked.Mooketsichuckled.

Trusthiswife'spersonalitytopeakit'srearheadas

soonassomeonelikesherorshowsherkindness.

"Ofcourse."ShegotoffherseatandSusanstood

upasZarawalkedroundthetabletohugher.



"OkayIheardsomuchaboutyou."

"GoodthingsIhope."

"Allgoodthings.Thankyou!Thankyou!"

"Zee,youcanletgonow."MooketsichidedandZara

letgoasshepushedherhairback.

"Ohsorry."Mooketsistoodupandwalkedtohis

wife'sside.

"See?Allofthisisresolvednkweveryone'shappy."

SusangaveThabisoagratefullook.Hehandles

everythingsowellandshewassureifhewasn't

here,thingsweregoingtobeamess.Abigmess.

Thefrontdooropenedandtheyturned.Theysaw

Rebapassthem.Shesmiled.

"Goodnighteveryone."Shesaidheadingtoher

room.Rebaonherwaytotheroom,shepassed

AloraandAustin.Shesmiled.

"I'mwaiting."Shesaidandwalkedintoherroom.

AloralookefatAustin.



"Ignoreher."Theywalkedpastthepeopleinrhe

diningroomwhogavethemweirdlooks.

"Heisleaving."Aloradefendedherselfassheled

Austinoutside.

"Iguessweshouldleaveaswell."Mooketsisaidas

hehuggedhismotherandgavehisstemfatherhalf

ahug.

"ByeandZarashouldpassbytomorrow."Susan

added.

"Ofcourse.Bye."

TheywalkedoutandSusanlookedatherhusband.

"Sofarsogood?"

"Sofarsogood.Theyhavetospreadtheirwings

andflyanyway."Susanbreathedout.

"AmIabadmother?"

"Noyou'renot.Butyoucan'tcuttheumbilicalcord

andIthinktheyfeellikeyou'recontrollingtheirlives.

Letthemfailandwinontheirown.Kidsalways



knowwherehomeis."

"IstillfeellikeIfailedReba."

"Rebaisaworkinprogress,shefellbehindinalot

ofthingsbutsheisslowlypickingthepiecesofher

life."

"Ididn'twanttoputherintorehabbecauseI

thoughtitwouldbelikeI'msendingheraway

becauseofherdrugaddiction."

"Wediddiscussthat,rehabwouldbegoodforher

though.Sheisnottoofargone."Susansighed.

"I'llaskAloratosuggestit.SheisclosertoAlora

thansheiswithme."

"Sisters."Susanchuckled.

"Ineverhadthatwithmysister.IfonlyIhad

forgivenhershewouldhavebeenhere."

"It'snotyourfault.Everyoneisthemasteroftheir

ownlivesandtheirdecisions.Youdidn'tforcethe

pillsdownherthroat."

Shenodded.



"Isupposenot."Shesmiledathimasshelowered

herheadtokisshimandtouchhisgreybeard.

"Iloveyouandthankyou."Shesaidsincerelyashe

smiledandkissedherback.Shelaughed.

"Ithinkweneedtotakethistothebedroom."She

gavehimanaughtysmile.Hestoodupandpicked

herupasshesquealed.ThatmomentSusancame

toarealisation,maybeifshehadmetThabiso

earliershewouldhavegivenhimachanceinstead

ofMoremi.EverydayshediscoveredthatMoeremi

didn'tloveherlikeshelovedhimandhegaveher

threechildrenandwentontocheatonhertogive

herthefourth.Sheshookherhead.Shewasonly

gratefulforthekidsatthispoint.

AustinhuggedAloraandshehuggedhimback.No

snideremarksoranything.

"I'llcallwhenIgethome."

"Don't.Iamhavingasleepoverwithmysister."

"Okay."Hekissedherneckandthenherforehead.



"Youlookedbeautifultonight."

"See?That'swhyI'mdoingyouafavour.Youdon't

deserveme."

"Carefullittledreamer."

"I'mnotlittle."

"Yourageandheightsayotherwise."

"Robertfuckyou!"

"YouhavenoideahowIwanttodojustthattoyour

body."Hisvoicedroppedanoctaveanditsent

shiversalloverherbody.

"Fucktheprettyliesoutofyouandhaveyou

screamingmynamefortheworldtohear."Shewas

heatingup.

"Knowwhatelse?"Sheshookherhead.

"Haveyouatmymercy."Withthathelethergoand

walkedtohiscar.Hedidn'tturnbackandshecould

feelthegoosebumpstracingherskin.Fuck!She

quicklyturnedonherheelsandheadedtothe

house.



.
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IttookAloraawholehourtogetreadyforher

sleepover,sheranherhandsoverherpyjamas

beforesheheadedtoReba’sroomwithapillow.

Thepillowsmelledfreshsotheirmotherwashed

theblankets.Shewasthankfulforthat.She

knockedonthedoor.

“Tsena.”(getin)

Sheopenedthedoorandsteppedinside.She



lookedaroundandRebahadthechipsandsweets

onthebed.Shebreathedin.Theywon’tspillonthe

blankets.Theywon’tspill.Shecalmeddownand

smiled.

RebapattedonthecarpetandAloracarefully

placedherpillowonthebedandsatcrosslegged

onthecarpetwithhersilkpyjamas.Rebalookedat

hersandgrinned.

“Wearematching.Silkpyjamas.I’mtaking

pictures.”Shepickedherphoneandshetook

picturesasAloraobservedinsilence.WasReba

usinghersunshinepersonalitytohideherproblems

andalltheturmoilsheexperienced?Allthose

ragingthoughts?

“Thepictureslooksonice,ifIwasn’ttrolledon

socialmediaIwouldpostthem.I’llsendthemto

youandbesidesIdon’twanttodragyouintomy

mess.”

“It’snotyourmess.Rebaweareherewithyou.

Behindyou.”Rebaplacedthephoneandpickedup

thepacketofchips.



“Youguyshonestlydon’thavetogetinvolved.”

Alorabreathedout.

“Howdiditstart?”Sheasked.Hervoicelosingthe

usualhostilityitcarriedandthesoundofReba

openingthepacketofchipsfilledtheroom.Alora

waited.

“Itriedheroinat17.Itwasnicegettinghighandyou

knowhowexperimentingstuffislike.Ididthatonce.

Nothinghadbeenwrong.Mymodellingherewas

reallygoodandIwasgettingokaygradesat

school.”Shewentdeadsilentforaminutebefore

shecontinued.

“The.Parishappened.Goditwasawful!”She

admittedandAloramovedcloserasRebaateher

chips.

“Theyellingatmeforbeingslow..”shebreathedout.

“TheyliterallytoldmeIwasfat.Iwasn’tbutIwas

toldtoloseweight.”AlorasawRebafightback

tears.Rebahadalwaysbeenontheleansideso

shecouldguesshowbeingtoldshewasfathadher

confusedandalteredher.



“Istarvedfordays,atameresaladandasliceof

breadeveryday.Justtookeeptrackofmycalories

tofitintothedresses.Iwasbeingpaidforthat,I

couldn’tliterallyfightmanagementright?”Reba

suckedinabreath.

“Itbegantheuglycycleofmyconstantvomiting

andoverexercisingeverydaytolosecaloriesand

beingconsciousofwhatIeat.”

“I-Ididn’teatjustanythingAlora.”AndAloracould

realisehowignorantshehadbeen,Rebawas

alwaysswallowedwholebytheclothesshewore

butthathadalwaysbeenReba’sstyleofclothingso

theyneversawanythingwrong.Rebadominated

thecatwalksotheythoughtshewasokay.Reba

placedthepacketofchipsdown.

“AndAmerica?Godthatwasworse,theracialslurs

theycalled!”Shewipedhertears.

“Iwascalledamonkey,anape.Howisthathuman?

Howisthatokay?Iwasjustanotherhumanbeing

andtheysexuallyassaultedme.Somanytimes

thanIcancountbecauseI-“sheshookherhead.



Howcouldshefightthemwhentheyhadthepower

toruinhercareerandmakethingsharderthanher?

“Explainsexualassault.”Alora’svoiceroseasshe

breathedthroughhernoseandRebashookher

head.

“I’mokay,I’maliveandthereisnothingtobedone.”

“ExplainsexualassaultReba.”Rebashookherhead.

“You’regettingpink,it’sinthepast.I’mokay.”she

reassuredhersisterasshewipedhertears.

“I’moverit.”Alorashookherhead.

“You’renotbecauseitledyoutodoingdrugs.”

“Ineededtocopesomehow,whenyou’rehighyou

don’tthinkaboutyourproblemsandtheydon’t

consumeyouasmuchastheywouldwhensober.

Weeddidn’thavethatkickbutIwentwithsomany

drugs.Manynewonestochoosefrom.Theyhelped

meescapeandIwantedtoescapeeverydaybutit

wasn’tpossiblesoItookthemwhenIwasn’t

struttingontherunaway,atrehearsalorfittings.

Theyweremyescape.Myhappyplace.”Rebasaid



asshescratchedherselfandshelookedupatthe

ceilinghuggingherself.Howcouldshetellher

sisterwhowantshertogetbetterthatshewanted

drugs?Shewantedafix,maybesomecokeifnot

meth?Somethingtogiveherkickandhelpher

escapeherthoughtsofhelplessnessatwhatshe

experiencedandhowshecoulddoadamnthingto

stopitfromfuckingwithhermind.ShefeltAlora’s

armswraparoundherandshedidn’trealiseshe

hadmovedcloser.

“Icouldn’tpictureanythingpast30.”Rebaadded

andsheblinkedbacktears.

“Iwatryingbutitwasn’tworking,Ifiguredthat

eventuallyIwoulddiefromanoverdoseevenifI

hadweeksofsobrietybecauseIalwayswentback.”

Aloradidn’tknowwhattosay.

“IonlytalkedtoHadeswhohashisowndemonsto

fight.AndIthink,asmuchasweloveeachotherif

oneofuswastodie,theotherwouldfollow

shortly.”ShesniffedandAloraheldher.

“Idon’thaveanywordsofsympathybutIloveyou.”



“I-Iloveyou.”

“I’mhere.Forevertostay,I’llwalkthroughhellfire

withyou.Ifyourwingsarebroken,borrowmine

okay?I’llstandbyyou.JustlikeHadesisgetting

sober,Rebayouaretoo.Iknowitwonbeeasybut

wewon’tknowunlesswetry.”Aloraassured.She

wastryingtokeephervoiceeventryingnottocry.

“Fateandtheuniverseworksinamysteriousway,

everythingwillfallinplace.Iwantyoutohavefaith

inyourself.Justthisoncethatwe’llbeatthe

addictionandtalkthroughtheemotionaland

psychologicaldamagethatledtoitandOknowwe

can’twipetheactionsawaybutwe’lllearntodeal

withtheminahealthymanner.

“Al-“

“I’llbethereforyoueverystepoftheway.No

matterhowtoughitgets.Believeme,you’remy

sisterandIloveyouregardlessofyourflaws.”Reba

noddedandplacedherheadonAlora’sshoulder.

“EvenwithHadesgone,I’llbehereforyou.You’ll

bothbefine.”Shesaid.KnowingsheandAustin



werethereforthemineveryaspect.

.
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Austinshookhisheadathistherapist.

“That’sinaccurate.”

“Austin,youarehuman.Thesooneryoudealwith

theemotionyou’refightingthebetter.”

“Icareforher,morethanIhaveevercaredfor



anyone.InfactIdon’tcareaboutanyonebuther?I

do.Let’snotconfusethat.”Jameschuckled.

“Youaresmart.Youdoknowhowyou’refeeling,

don’tsuppresstheemotion.”Austin’sphone

beepedinhispocket.JameswatchedAustintake

hisphoneoutofhispocketandhesmiled,a

genuinesmile.Notthecondescendingoneshe

gavepeoplealreadythosecockygrins.

“Jameswasthatallwehadtodiscusstoday?”

“Howisitgoingwithconvincingher?”

“Aloraisindependent.Mostofherlifeshescared

menawayandtheyfled.Sheshotthemglaresthat

weremorethanclearwarningstostayawaysoof

courseshewantstobeincontrolofeverythingand

sheisscaredshecan’tcontrolthis.”Austinsaidas

hecheckedhiswatch.Hepickedhisshitjacket

fromthechair.

“JamesIhavetogo.OhandIhaveadatewithAlora

atmyhousetonight.”Jameswatchedhimgo.

Austinwasdoingthingsheneverdid.Jameshad

beensurprisedwhenAustinhadtoldhimhewas



livingwithHades.Austindidn’tlikesharinghis

space.NowhehadAlorainhisspace.Itwasjusta

matteroftimetillhestoppeddeceivinghimself.

AustinreadAlora’smessageandashewasabout

totypeshecalled.Heansweredimmediately.

“Darling.”

“Howcasualiscasual?”Sheasked.

“Yourkindofcasualwear.”

“Whatwillyoubewearing?”

“Pantsandashirt.”

“That’snotcausal.”

“Lora,thedresscodedoesn’tevenmatter.Ijust

wanttohaveyoucomfortableatmyhouseyeah?

Anythingyou’recomfortablein.”Hesoftenedhis

voiceforherandshewentquiet.

“Okay.Seeyouatsix.”

“Bye.”

Shehungupandhechuckledashebrisklywalked

tohiscar.



***

Aloraputthetwodressesonthebedassheasked

herselfquestionsaswhatwouldbedeemedas

casual.WhatwashercasualwasnotReba’scasual

andothergirl’scasual.Shouldshewearheels?Of

coursehowcansheleavethose.Shepickedthe

miniskirtthathadaseethroughlaceontopofit.

Thatwascasualenoughifshepaireditwithashirt

andsandalheels.Okaythatwassorted.Herhair

wasfine,shehasneverhadtoworryaboutthat.

She’lldohermakeupaswelllateron.Shecarefully

putawaytheclothesandsatonthebed.Toomany

thingstodo,solittletime.Shewashopingthatby

thesecondweekofJanuaryhermother’shouse

wouldberenovated.Shewantedtomoveassoon

aspossible,herownspaceandtoworkonher

brandinpeace.Stayingwithherparentswasfine

butshedidn’twanttostaywiththem,therestofthe

moneyfromthetrustfundwillbeheavilyinvested

inhernewprojectthatisgoingtoconsumetherest



ofherlife.Shehadsentemailsaswellafewdays

ago,forinvestment.Heavyinvestmentintoher

brandregardlessofwhetheritwasstillnon-existent

atthemoment.Sheclosedhereyes.Sheandalot

todealwith.

Therewasaknockonherdoor.

“Comein.”Thedooropenedandherstepmother

stoodbythedoor.

“ShouldIfullycomein?Iknowyoulikeyourspace

andall.”

“Youcancomein.”Susansteppedininsidethe

roomthatwasmuchmoreneaterthantheother

roomsinthehouse.

“Canwetalk?It’saboutReba.”Aloranodded.

“Ofcourse.Takeaseat.”Susansatonthestudy

deskchairandAlorafacedher.

“I’mlistening.”

“Iwasthinkingshegoestorehab.Maybeamonth

ortwo.Soshecanseehowitgoes,Ididn’twantit

toseemlikeweareshippingheroffawaythat’s



whyshehasbeenhere.”

“Rehabmightbeagoodoption,butyoushould

changetherapistsaswell.Findonewhoisableto

dealwithadrugaddictandisn’tjusttheretotellthe

patienthowtofeel.”Susanleanedback.

“Shehateshertherapist?”Aloratiltedherhead.

“Innotsomanywords,yes.”

“Whydidn’tshetellme?”

“Becausesheknowsyouaretryingandnowyouare

upset.Shedidn’twanttoupsetyou.Rebanever

wantstoupsetanyoneatall.Shejustwantsto

makeeveryonehappy.”

“Sorehab?”

“Itmightworkbutlet’sstartwithanewtherapist

first,youmightfindthatwithanewoneshemight

notevenneedrehab.Orthenewonemight

recommendrehabbasedonhisorherobservations

anddiscussionswithReba.Shestillsleepwalks.”

Susanbitherlowerlip.Alorawasright,Rebawas

stillsleepwalkingandtheyhadgottenusedtoher



episodestothepointofguidinghertoaseatwhen

sheissleepwalkingandwatchinghersoshedoes

hurtherselforhitanything.Thesleepwalkingwasa

normaloccurrenceinthehousehold.

“I’llthinkaboutit.”

“Thankyou.”ShestoodupandleftwhileAlora

sighedasthedoorclosed.

.
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Austin’sofficedoorandheglancedformhisstack



ofpapersashismotherreplacedanotherdocument

onhisdesk.

“Iwantareviewofthatdocumentbymydesk

tomorrowmorningandIwanttomeether.”He

finallyraisedhisdesk.

“Meetwho?”

“Thegirlwhohasyourattention.Austinyouusedto

flyinandoutofAmericaforher.”

“Notyet.”

“Itwasn’tarequest.Iwanttoknowthegirlwhohas

capturedyourattention.I’mbeingdecentbynot

havinganyonesearchforherbecauseI’msure

you’llbedecentenoughtoallowmetomeetAlora.”

Heraisedaneyebrow.

“Seemslikeyouknowheralready.”

“Ican’tquestionyourtastebecausesheisbeautiful

andsmartbutlikeIaskedthelasttime,doyouwant

asmartwoman?Awomanwhoisintothecorporate

worldthatsheforgetseveryoneandlivesforher

job?”



“ArewetalkingaboutAloraoryouhere?”His

motherwincedandherealizedhenotanerve.Of

courseitwastrue.Hismothergotmarried,divorced,

losthisbrotherinastillbirthbutevenwhileshe

waspregnantshewasintheofficeworkingand

showinghersuperiority.Thishasbeenacompany

shebuiltfromscratchandhehadbeentaughtto

relyonhimselffromayoungage.Hismotherdidn’t

lovehimandthat’sasafacttheybothknew,she

neverhiditandhowcouldhebelieveinanemotion

hewasnevershownandhaslearnedtodecipheras

fakeandstupid?

“Alora.Corporatewomenputtheirjobsaheadof

theirfamiliesandusuallydidn’twantchildren.”

“Youdidn’twantme?”Heaskedandlookedher

deadintheeye.

“IamtalkingaboutAlorahere.Ithoughtyouwould

likeasubmissivewoman,onewhoisn’tconsumed

aboutwork.”

“WellifIwantedoneIwouldhavewentafterone.”

HelikedachallengeandAlorachallengedhiminso



manywaysandhewasneverboredinhercompany.

Herfatsmindandintellectdrewhiminevenbefore

herbodycameintotheequation.

“Ifthatisall..”

“Thedocumentonmydeskinthemorning.”

“Gotit.”Shewalkedoutandhetookouthisphone

totexther.

Austin:thinkyougotdistinctionsinyourfinals?

Hewaitedforhertotextback.

Lora:Iam200%sureIgraduatedwiththehighest

honours.

Austin:we’lljusthavetoseeoncePrinceton

releasestheresultsdon’twe?

Lora:Areyoucallingmestupid?Robertfuckyou!

Hechuckledandheplacedhisphonedownashe

continuedtowork.



***

RebawalkedinsideAlora’sroomuninvitedandshe

threwherselfonthebedasAloraturnedfromher

desk.

“RebaIjustmadethatbed.”

“Andit’ssupposedtobecrumpledsometimes.”

Alorasuckedinadeepbreathandheldherpen

tightly.

“Whatbringsyouhere?”

“Okay,areyouspendingthenightwithAustin?”

“No.”

“Whynot?Itisagoodwaytobondwabona?”

“Wedon’tbondthatway.”ShesaidandRebaslid

hershoesoffasshesatcrossleggedonthebed.

“Howdoyouguysbond?”

“Wereadtogether,weplaychesswithstakes.We

neverplayagamewithoutanendprizeorsome

sortofgratificationfromplayingthegame.”



“NnaLantenanow.Whycan’tyoukissandcuddle

liketheothercouples?”

“Wearen’tlikeothercouples.”

“True.Youtwoaretoonerdyanyway.Butspendthe

night.Seehowitgoes.”

Alorashookherhead.

“No.Thatstepis-“

“Alorayouarenotmovinginoranything.Justthe

night.You’reanadultandletmamaknowgoreI’m

notcominghometonight.”

“Shewillthinktha-“

“Doesitevenmatter?Alora,getoutofyourhead

sometimes.”Alorablinked.Austinsaidthatallthe

time.

“Experiencestuffwithoutoverthinkingit.Sowhatif

heleavesafterthesexwhichIdoubthewill.Heisa

goodguy.Abovemostpeople’sleaguebecauseof

histaxbracketandlooks.WaitseitseemsIdo

understandeconomicsanyway,youwouldhave

enjoyedthesex.”Alorasighed.



“WhatifIdon’tenjoythesex?”Rebachuckled.

“Youarenotconfidentofyourskillsareyou?”

“IreadaboutitandnovelsdepictsexbutIcan’t-

“herfaceheated.

“Idon’tthinkIfillthesexypartofsex.Likeattractive

andall.”

“Alorayouareeverythingbutconfidentinyour

sexualskills?Tellhim.”Alorasighedagain.She

didn’twanttoadmittofailureofevenweakness.

“Let’sdropthisissue.”

“Iamplayingmybigsisterrolehereandnothing

willstopme.Trystuffoutwithhim.Maybenotthe

actualactofsexbutforeplaytomakeyou

comfortablewiththeideathatyou’llhavedick

stuffedinsideofyou.”AloragaspedandReba

pickedapillowthrowingitherway.

“Nowyouaremessingmyarrangement.”

“Lora,youcanstilltakeovertheworldaftersex.

Haveyoutriedtotou-“

“Nowlet’sdropthisconversation.”Rebasighed.



“Okay.ButthinkaboutwhatIsaid.Youarehelping

fightmydemons,Icanalsohelpyoufightyour

intimacyissues.”

“Thosetwoarenotthesame.”Rebashrugged.

“Butsofarhowisit?”

“ImisshimbutI’mcountingweeks,he’llbehere

soonIhavetobepatientandhewillbebackright?

Besidesyouareherenow.”Aloranodded.

“Youcanexitmyroomnowandleavemeinpeace.”

“Youlovehim?”Alorasuckedinabreathand

nodded.Sheneverfoundtheperfecttimetotellhim

thatshelovedhimbutshedid.

“That’scute.Helovesyoutoo.”

“Howdoyouknow.”Rebapaused.

“Youjustknow,Alorayouhatemenwithyourentire

beingandheistheonlymanwhohaseverbeen

closetoyou.Asmuchasyouthinkwearenot

watchingwedowatch.Thereareglimpsesofyou

thatyou’llnevershowusbutheknows.Allinthe

spaceofthreemonths.Ididsayloveandhateare



toosimilarandyouhaveknownhimforoverhalfa

decadeandyouwereprobablylikehehasseenme

foryearsandhowIworkletmegivehimachance.”

“Don’tbeOprahonme.”

“LecuteandIamrootingforyou.Youevenblush

forhim.”

“Shutthefuckupplease!”RebalaughedasAlora

crackedasmile.Speciallyforher.Rebalaughed

more.

“Yousmiledforme.Makingpeoplehappyismy

newsuperpower.Ihavetotryandstudyforthis

economicstest.WhydidIdecidetomajorin

economicsandstatistics?”Rebaasked.

“Becauseyouloveschool?”

“IhateschoolbutIhavetostudy,spendthenight

andtellmehowitwas.Seeyoulater.”Rebahopped

offthebedandAlorarolledhereyeswithamuch

widersmileathersisterwholeftthebedcreased

andthepillowwasstillonthefloor.Herphone

beepedwithamessageandshelookedatthe

YouTubelinkhesentandthemessageunderit.She



alwayscringedatthenamesherecentlysavedhim

withhencehewasnotallowednearherphone.

MrAlora:Useheadphones(remindedmeof

you)andseeyoulater.Haveaproductive

brainstormingsession.Andalsocanyoubring

alongyourproposalsoIcanhavealookatit?

Sherepliedwithanokandshepickedher

headphonestolistentowhateverthelinkentailed.

Sheclickedonitandshewaitedassheputonher

headphones.Shewatchedthesongloadandshe

usedherpapertohideherfaceeventhoughshe

wasalone.Thiswascornyandcheesyasfuckand

shegrinnedbuthesentherasong?Becauseit

remindedhimofher?Notthespitefulandalways

angryher?Shewashisfavouritegirl?Shegrinned

morebeforesheregainedhercomposureand

listenedtothesong.Shecouldn’thelpbutlaugh

softlylisteningtoJustinBieber’sFavoriteGirl.

Heisthinkingofher?Okayhehadthefactrightthat

shewasalwaysnumber1butshewashisfavourite



girl?Shegrinnedmore.

.

.

.

*

*

*
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Aloescheckedthetimeassheranherhandsdown

herskirt.Thelittlebreezeoutsidewasn’tgoingto

makeherchangeherattire.Sheheardacarengine

outsideandsawthatasheropportunitytoexitthe

roomwithherfileandhandbag.Shewalkedtothe

loungewhereeveryonewaschillingandReba

grinned.



“Alorait’sadatenotaPowerPointpresentation.”

“Thisismycasualwear.Iwouldneverwearamini

skirttoapresentation.”

Rebashrugged.

“Youlookbreathtaking.”Thabisoadded.

“True.Isitadate?Whythefile”Aloralookedather

family.Theywouldn’tunderstand.

“It’sadate.UhmI’llbebacklate.”Susanwavedher

off.

“Evenifyoudon’tcomehometodaywe

understand.”

“Whywouldshenotcomehometoday?”Emory

asked.Susanshookherhead.

“Youaretooyoungtounderstand.”Emoryjust

shookherheadandlookedatherbigsister.

TheintercomrangandThabisowalkedtothedoor.

Hepressedthebuttonforthegatetoopenand

RebacouldseeAlorawasnervous.Shecouldn’t

imaginelivinginAlora’shead.Shewassureshe

wasalwaysthinkingaboutsomethingandher



memorywassharp.Shepickedthemugthathad

thestrongcoffee.Caffeinehopefullywasgivingher

anenergyboostminusthehighfeelingthatdrugs

couldgiveher.Shepausedandshookherhead.

Sheshouldn’tbethinkingofdrugs,sheshouldn’tbe

thinkingofsuch.Notnow.Shewilledherselfto

focusonhersisterandshesmiledasthedoor

knocksounded.Alorakeptherassdownas

Thabisoopenedthedoor.Austingreetedhimashe

wasletin.

HegreetedeveryoneandhiseyeslandedonAlora

whostoodup.Shewillinglywalkedtohimandhe

tookherhand.

“ThankyouandIwillbringherbackinonepiece.”

“Iamnotanobject.”SheretortedandSusansmiled.

“Okay.Havefunkids.”Austinwalkedoutthedoor

withherandsheglaredathim.

“We’reworkingonmyproposalfirst?”

“No.WearerelaxingbutIwillgothroughitLora.”

Shenoddedasheledhertohiscar.Heopenedthe

doorforher.Shegotinsideandhecloseditbefore



joggingtohisside.Aloraplacedherbagandfileon

herlapasthedooropenedonhisside.

Meanwhileinsidethehouse,Rebaexcusedherself

andheadedtothebedroom.Susanwaitedafew

minutesinthelounge,passingtimewithher

husbandandyoungestbeforesheexcusedherself

andheadedtoReba’sroom.Sheknockedonthe

door.

“Comein.”ShesteppedinsideandRebasmiled.

“HowcanIhelp?IstudiedtodayandIhavea

therapysessiontomorrow.Youalreadyknowthat.”

Susannodded.

“Howistherapygoing?”

“Youmetthetherapist.It’sokay.”

“Isit?”

“Yeah!”

“Whatdidshesayaboutthesleepwalking?”Reba

paused.Shecouldn’trememberbutthetherapist



haddismissedandwastryingsohardtoconvince

Rebathatshehaddepressionandthatsheshould

talk.Therapywashellforherbutshetriedto

toleratethewoman.Shewasgettingpaidtohelp

her.

“ShesaidI’llbeokay.”

“Wouldyoubeinterestedinseeinganother

therapist?”Rebaplacedafingeronherlip.

“I-ifit’sokaywithyou.”

“Sowecancompareandyouchoosetheoneyou

like.”Rebasmiled,shelovedthatidea.

“Ok.Itisagoodidea.”Shewastryingnottosound

excitedthatshemightbeswitchingtherapists.

“I’llletyouknowbynextweek.”

“Thankyouandmom?”

“Yeah?”

“Iloveyou.”Susansmiledandwalkedovertohug

her.

“IloveyoutooandIamproudoftheprogressyou



havemade.”Rebanodded.Hermotherbrokethe

hugandtheysmiled.

***

AlorakepthereyesonAustinandshewatchedhim

grin.

“IfIdidn’tknowanybetter…”

“Shutup!”

“Anywayyoucancomeovertomyhouseanytime

youplease.”

“Anytime?”Henodded.

“I‘llgiveyoumysparekeys.”Sheleanedbackand

smiled.

“You’resmiling.”

“Iknow.”Hesmiled.Amuchmoregentleandand

genuinesmile.Helov-hepausedandshockhis

head.Wheredidthatwordcomefrom?Heliked

seeinghersmile,itwassuchararityandhewas



willingtoenjoytheraritiesoflifewithher.

Heopenedthecompartmentandtookouthishouse

keys.Hepressedthebuttonforthegatetoopen

andshewatchedasitrevealedhishouse.Nowit

wasreallysinkinginthatshewasdatingsomeone

who’snetworthisamilliontimeshersbecauseat

thismomentshehadanetworthofzerobutshe

washopingtomakeitamillioninthreeyearsorso

fromhercosmeticsline.

“Youlivealone?”Sheasked.

“ExcludingHadesyes,Ilikemyownspace.”

Shenoddedasthegaragedooropenedaswelland

heparkedhiscar.

“DidpushtoomuchwhenIsaidyoushouldhelp

Hades?”Hepaused.

“Heisanalcoholicandcheckinguponhimathis

housewasnotgoingtohelp.Hewasgoingto

relapseandIdon’tthinkitwouldhavebeenniceto

seethathediedofalcoholpoisoning.”

“Youlikehim?”Aloraasked.



“Whatisthatquestionsupposedtomean?”

“Imeanyoulikehimenoughtohavehimstaywith

youforthreemonths?”Austinpausedand

consideredthequestion.Hehasneverhadafriend

recentlyandsincehisassociationwithAloraturns

outhehadone.HadesifhecouldsaythatandReba

minusthefactthatshewasscaredofsaying

anythinglessintelligibleinhispresence.

“Ican’tsaythatbecausetheonlypersonI’veever

likedenoughwasmeandstillis.”Aloranodded.Of

courseshewasdatingaselflovingpersonwho

couldn’tevenfathomlovinganotherhumanbeing

platonicallyorevenromantically.

“Isee.”Hegotoutfromhissideshortlyafterthe

enginestoppedandwalkedovertohersidetoopen

thedoorforher.Hetookherhandwhilesheheld

herfileandhandbagwiththeother.

“Youcooked?”

Sheaskedandhechuckled.

“Ofcourse.UnlikesomepeopleIpickedupthat

skill.”Sherolledhereyes.



“Iamnotgoingtobesomeman’scookRobert.”

“IamnotsomemanAlora.”

“Icanmakeomelettesifthatisanyconsolation.

WillIeverlivedownthefactthatIcan’tcook?”

“Msperfectionist?Idon’tthinkso.”Aloraglaredat

himandhelaughedasheslidhishandonthesmall

ofherback.

“Omantle.”Hesaidclosetoherearandshe

shivered.

“Thankyou.”Heplacedakissonhercheekandshe

usedherhandtowipehislips.

“Powder.Don’tkissmycheek,you’llhavethe

makeuponyourlipsandIwon’tkissyou.”

“Youwanttokissme?”Shebreathedoutand

nodded.Heloweredhisheadtocaptureherlipsand

sheopenedhermouthmoretolethimdominatethe

kiss.Thetasteofhislipswasherideaofluxury.A

rewardafteralongday.Sheplacedafreehandon

hischestastheykissed.Hebrokeitandshe

openedhereyes.Hehadlipstickonhislips.She



usedherthumbtowipethelipstick.

“Better.”Hebithislowerlipandpeckedherlips

again.

“You’lldoamazing!”Shewaslosttillitclicked.

“Thesearethebigfishandwhatiftheyseemakeup

assomethingtoochildish.”Shegnawedonherlip

andthistimeheusedhisthumbtorubherlips.

“AloraMoremicandoanythingandyouare

graduatingwithhonoursfromatopschool.”

“Okayfatemakeseverythingwork.Gothroughit

andgetbacktome.”

“Lora?”Shelookedupathim.

“Ilikebeingyourteammatethanbeingyourrival.”

Shegrinned.Anactualgrinandhefelthisgrowing.

“Metoodarling.”Sheusedhisendearmentonhim

andshechuckled.Ofcoursehispridewasgrowing.

Shedidn’tusehisfirstnameandoptedforapet

name.

“Arethawingsweetheart?”



“Ihateyou.”Heloweredhisheadtokissheragain.

.

.

.

*

*

*
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AtAustin’shouse,Alorasatnthehighstoolwith

herhairtiedupasshebitthepenthechastised

herselfagainstthatasshewatchedhimreadher

proposal.Hewasthebusinessmanhereandshe

wasjuststartingandasmuchasshedidn’tlike

beinghelped,hiswasappreciated.Shewatchedthe

wayhiseyessquintedandformedcreasesatthe

cornerofhiseyesandhowhispinklipswereina



grimline.Shepickedthewineglassanddownedit.

Whatifitwasn’tuptopar?Shegotupnervously

andshewalkedclosertohissidetoseewhichpage

hewason.Hishandeasilyslidaroundherwaist.

“Relax.”

“You’resilent.”

“I’mstillreadingit.”Shesighedandpickedhisglass

tofinishhiswineforhim.

“Slowdownsweetheart.”Hepeckedherlipsasshe

heldtheglasswiththeotherhand.

“Wellit’smakingmenervous.”

“Ithoughtnothingscaredyou.”Shesteppedoutof

hisgraspandreleasedasigh.

“You’realreadyestablishedandrightnowI’mjust

AloraMoremiwhoisgoingtobeahighesthonour

graduatefromPrincetonUniversityinafewmonths.

RegardlessofmyperfectG.P.Aandintense

projectsI’veworkedon,howcanyoutrustmewith

halfamillion?”

“Alorayouhaveasolidbusinessproposal,you’re



frettingovernothing.”

Shewavedherhandintheairinawaythatwasnew

toAustin.

“Areyousayingthatbecauseyou’remyboyfriend?”

“Actuallyno.AlorathisissolidandifIwasan

investorIwouldrunwithit,knowingitwillalso

fattenmypocketsinthelongrun.Asyoujustnoted,

make-upisthenewinthingforwomen.Thereare

alwaysdifferentbrandstochoosefromandyours

catersforwomenofcolourwhousuallyreactto

othermake-upbrandsmadebycountriesoutside

Africa.Samegoesforyourlongtermplanof

expandingintotheskincareindustrybyusing

indigenousfruitslikeMorula.Alorathisisbrilliant

andyouarenervousbecauseyou’llbepitchingtoa

panel.”

“Ihatepatriarchy.”Heraisedaneyebrow.

“Thentakeontheworldsweetheart.”Sheshookher

headandsmiled.Shewalkedovertothecounterto

refilltheglass.

“You’redrinkingatadtoomuchtodayLora.Whatdo



youneedliquidcouragefor?”Shepaused.

“WhosaidIneedcourage?”

“Whydoyouwanttodullyoursenseswithalcohol?”

“Answermyquestion.”

Shetookasipandswirledtheberryredliquidinthe

glass.Wasshereallytryingthisout?Itseemedlike

abadideabutifshedoesn’tfaceherfearsthen

when?Shehatedtoadmitthathersisterwasright.

Theydidn’thavetohavesex.Hewasnoteven

forcingher.Shewalkedtowherehewas,his

shrewdeyesonher.

“Al-“sheshuthimwithakiss.Itwasunsureatfirst

butshedidn’tstop,sheplacedtheglassdownon

thecounter.

Hetookcontrolofthekissandpulledherontohis

lap.Hishandsettledonherthighassheopenedher

mouthwiderandhemovedhisfacebacktolookat

her.

“Isthiswhyyouneedtheliquidcourage?”Heasked

withagrin.



“WhatawaytoruinamomentRobert.”Austin

rubbedherchinandkissedhernosethenhercheek

beforehelickedherlipsandshedidn’tcomplain.

“Iseewhatyou’redoingAlora.”Shegotcomfortable

onhislap,herheartracingabit.

“WhatamIdoing?”Heplacedhisthumbonherlips

andheusedittorubherinnerlipbeforeheputher

thumbinhermouth.Shewasconfusedatwhatshe

wassupposedtodowithhisthumbinhermouth.

“Suckit,sweetheart.”Austinsawthegoosebumps

onherskinandherconfusedeyesfollowedbythe

glarethatwasmeanttoscarehimbutasusualhe

gothard.Patience.Hecanstilljerkhimselfoff.It

tookherawholeminutebeforesheactuallystarted

suckinghisthumbandhesmiledkissingthetopof

herhead.Theyhadn’teventakenthingsthatfarand

heknewwhatgirlhisgirlwas.

“Suchagoodgirl.”Hesaidandherfacewentpink.

Heslowlytookouthisthumbandrubbedherlips.

“I’mpatientdarling.Don’tdoanythingyou’renot

fullycomfortablewithokay?”Hekissedher



foreheadandshepushedhimback.

“HowdidIdo?”

“Alorababynoteverythingisacompetition.”

“Youdidn’tseemstimulatedby-Fuck!”

“BabyI’moverstimulatedifyouwanttoknowandI

likewhateveryoudookay?Don’tworryyourpretty

littleheadaboutit.”

“Yourfacegivesnothingaway.”Hetookherhand

andplaceditontopofhispants.

“That’showhardIamforyou.Thecockyoualways

threatentocutoffisalwayshardforyou.”He

whisperedinherear.Alorawentmorepink.Okay

shewasn’tstupid,itwaseventuallygoingtofit,

okayshewasn’tseeinghiscockatallbutshecould

tellhewaswell,big.Butwouldithurtwhenitwent

in?Wasshegoingtoaccommodatehim?

“Loragetoutofyourheadforminute.Please.”She

blinkedandmovedherhandback.

“Whenyouareready,thiscockwillbeallyoursokay?

Foryourmaximumpleasure.”Hekissedhercheek



assheslowlynodded.Shewantedtoclosethis

topicnow.

***

Attherehabcentre,Hadessatdownonthecorner

ofhisbed.Hiswholelifehehadbeenmadetofeel

likehewasworthlessandheturnedtodrinkingfor

comfort.Whowouldn’twithamotherlikehisanda

fatherlikehiswhoalwaystoldhimtobehaveand

notembarrasshiminfrontofhisbusiness

associates?HewonderedhowRebawasdoing.He

wasgettingbetterbecauseshewouldgetbettertoo

andtheycanbetogetherwithnoaddictionseven

thoughtheywillhavetorethinktheirlifechoices

andeverythinginbetween.Forthefirsttime,hewas

gettingexcitedforthefuture.Afuturehehadnever

envisionedbefore.

***



AustinwatchedAloramoveherchesspiece.He

wantedtotellher,somethinghedidn’twantthe

worldtoknowbecauseheknewthattheywouldn’t

understandbuthewantedhertoknowwhohewas.

Nooneclearlyunderstoodhisprinciples.Heclosed

hiseyesandopenedthemthenhelookedatthe

chessboard.HemovedhiscastleandAloragasped.

Howcouldshenotseethatmove?

“Checkmate.”

“ThereisnowayI’mcallingyoueveryhour.You

repulsemeRobert.”Hechuckled.Infiveminutes,

thegamewasoverbecauseheletherwin.

“Thisvictoryisn’tsweet,youletmewin.”Alorasaid

asshepackedthechesspieces.Shewasstill

navigatingherwaythroughthisintimacythingbut

aftershemadesurethechessboardwasplaced

away,shesatnexttohimonhiscarpetandhe

kissedhercheekbeforehebreathedout.Alorawas

themostpracticalpersonheknew,hehasknown

herforoveradecadeandherememberedthatshe



oncesawhimwithhimandshedidn’tsayanything.

Hereshewas,datinghim.

“Austin?”Shelookedupathimandhesmiled.

“Ihavesomethingtotellyou.”Sheplacedherhead

onhischestthemremovedit.

“Mymake-upisgoingtostainyourt-shirt.”

“Idon’tcareaboutthet-shirt.”Heplacedherhead

backonhischestandhebreathedoutheavily,his

fingerslightlyrubbedherthighassilencefilledthe

room.

“IjustwantyoutoknowwhoIam.”Hestarted.She

wastheclosestthingtohappinesshehasever

known.

“Okay.”Alorawaitedforhimtosaymore.

“I’v-“Hedidn’tthinkhewasgoingtobeabletotake

itifAlorajudgeshim.Heclosedhiseyesandkissed

herhead,holdinghersmallbodyinhisarms.She

didn’tsayanythingandhisheartraced.Hesucked

inadeepbreath.

“You’restillthere?”HeaskedAlora.



“Yes.Fullyawake.”Hegavealowchuckleand

kissedherheadonelasttimebeforeheopenedhis

mouthtotellher.

“I’vebeenwithmenbefore.”

.

.

.

*

*

*
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Alorapartedherlipsashewiatedwithbatedbreath

forhertosaysomething.Herfacedidn'treveal

anything.



"Alora."Alorasuckedinabreathandplacedher

handonhischeek.Hetookherhandtoplaceit

higher.

"Ihadsuspicions.Rememberthefirstweekwemet

athighschool?"Hegaveanervoussmileandshe

appreciatedthathetrustedherwithhistruth.

"HowcanIforget?"Hesaidhuskily.Hisworldhad

beenblackandwhitwbeforehemetherandever

sincehismeetingwithher,ithasbeensplashedin

colour.Shehadnoideashewasdiscussedinhis

therapysessions.

"Youarenotgoingtoaskmetoexplain?"Sheshook

herhead.

"Ihaveagutfeelingthatyouaregoingtotellme

more."Hebreathedoutandkissedherhand.

"WellIhavehadrelationswithbothmenand

women."Shenodded.Hewasexperiencedasthey

come.

"Doyouindentifyyourselfundertherainbow

spectrumperhaps?"Sheasked.Hervoiceabit

unsurebecauseshedidn'twanttocomeoffas



judginghim.

"Idon'thavealabelforwhoIam.Reasonbeingis

I'mattractedtopeople,theirminds,theirsoulsand

everythingthatmakesthem.Theirheartbeatsand

theiroddcharactertraits.Idon'tseegender.I

haven'tbeenusingalabelandthisismytruth.I

don'tneedalabeltounderstandwhoIam.Ican't

identifymyselfwithone."Alorasmiled.Okayshe

understoodbutshewasn'tdone.

"AmIallowedtoaskquestions?"Henodded.Hestill

didn'tletgoofherhand.

"Uhmhowmanymenhaveyoubeenwithinthe

past?"

"Two."Shenodded.Shewasn'tjealousoranything.

"Havey-"shebreathedout.

"LookedatotherpeoplesinceIhavebeenwith

you?"Hecompletedthesentenceforherandshe

nodded.Hercheeksheatingup.

"No.I'mmonogamousandAlora,I'mattractedto

you."



"Looksorbrain?"

"Both.Equally.You'remyperfectmatch."She

nodded.Thatmeanthelovedher.Inhisweirdway

sincehewon'ttellherhelovesher.

"So,IhopeIxmnotpryingtoomuchbutwereyoua

uhm.."helaughed.Shedidn'thavetotreadaround

himlikehewasfragileglassthatcanbebroken.

"Alorayoucanaskanythingyouwantwithoutbeing

scaredtohurtmyfeelings."Shebreathedout.

"Uhmtopo-orbottom?"Hegrinnedandrubbedher

lowerlipwithhisthumb.

"Ithinkthat'sforyoutofindoutforyourself

sweetheart."Sheshuddered.

"Whatdoyoumean?"Heraisedaneyebrow.

"You'renotdumbsweetheart.Youknowexactly

whatImean."Hemovedhisthumbandherpink

tonguedartedouttowetherlips.

"Howmanypeopleknow?"

"You,mytherapistandtheguysIhavebeenwith."

Hesaidandshelookedathimwithquestion.



"Alorayou'retheonlypersonotherthanJames,my

therapistwhowouldunderstand.Iknowthatthe

worldwouldneverunderstandmytruthandwould

trytoputlabelsonmetothatItruelyhavenever

definedmyselfwith.Iamattractedtopeopleand

notgender.Thatismytruth."Sheplacedherhead

onhisshoulders.Heknewshewouldunderstand,

heknowsher.Hetrustsherenoughtorevealparts

ofhimselfthataren'tpublicknowledgeeventhough

thespotlightisstartingtoshineonhimforhis

smartmovesathismother'scompany.Hismother

doesn'tevenknowandhetoldher?Shewasn't

cryingwasshe?Sheblinkedthetearsback.She

wasgoingtoruinhermakeupandgirlslikeher

don'tcry.Girlslikeherarenotoverlyemotional.

"Thankyoufortrustingmewiththis."Henodded

andlookeddownather.

"Iwoulddoitagaininaheartbeat."Aloracameto

theconclusionthathelovedherhejustdidn'twant

toadmitittohimselfortoher.Hewillsoon.

Eventually.Hewrappedhisarmsaroundherand

theybaskedinthesilenceastheirpersonal



thoughtstookover.

***

Rebasatatherdeskfrustrated.Okayshedidn't

needafix.Shewasgettingcleanandshemadeso

muchprogress.Shegotupfromthechairandsat

onthebedasshepushedherbraidsback.She

shouldsleep.Thatwilltaketheedgeoffbutifshe

sleeps,sheisgoingtoendupsleepwalkingandshe

wasgoingtowakeuptired.Shebreathedout.She

didn'thaveachoiceatall.Shegotundercoveres.It

wasbetternottoswitchoffthelightsanyway.

***

AtFrancistown,Zarasatontheedgeofthebedas

shefixedherhairbonnetwithherfreehandwhile

herotherhandheldthecellphone.Hermother's

phonewasringing.Sheclosedhereyesandhoped



shewasn'tgoingtohurthermother.

"HelloZara.Areyouokay?"

"Himom.Yes.I-"shestoppedmidway.

"Whatisit?"Shehadcontemplatedtellingherbut

shewantedto.

"Isawhim."Silence.

"Who?"

"Mybrother."Shesaidwithalowvoiceeventhough

shewasaloneinthebedroomandMooketsiwas

workinglate.

"Zarayouhavenobusines-"

"Heismybrother.Theyaresoalike.I-Ijustwantto

gettoknowhim.Hedoesn'tevenknowIexist."Zara

longknewabouthim.Shefoundoutwhenshewas

tenandhadalwayshopedherfatherwould

introducethembutheneverdidandhermotherhad

saidshedidn'twanttohurtZara.Zaradidn'thaveto

knowhim.Shedidn'tusehislastnamethatwas

whyitwaseasyfornoonetoevenhaveaninkling

aboutherfather.



"Zaraletsleepingdogslie."

"Iwillhavetoseehim.FormorethanIdecadeIkept

thistomyself.Myownbrotherdoesn'tevenknowI

exist.Hedoesn't."

"Hewillblameyouforhisparentsdivorcedoyou

wantthat?"

"It'snotmyfault.MamaIwasn'tborn,it'snotmy

faultmyfatherdecidedtocheatonhiswife.It's

not."

"Hewillblameyoustillandyou'llbecrushed.Zara

don'tdothat.TherehasbeenpeaceandIwouldlike

tokeepthepeace."

"Buthe'smybrother."

"AndI'myourmother.Iraisedyouwhilehegrewup

withmoneyandeverythinghecanwantandneed."

Zarabreathedout.

"Okay.Iunderstand.Bye."

"ByeandIhopeweneverhavethistalkagain."

"Eemma."Shehungup.Shewasgoingtotellhim

though.Whateverhedoeswiththeinformationwas



goingtobeuptohim.Shepeeledtheblanketsoff

andgotundercovers.Sheswitchedoffthelampbut

kepthereyeswideawakeasshethoughtofthe

perfecttimetotellhim.

.

.

.
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Alorarolledhereyesathimasherefilledherwine

glass.

“Ifyoucontinue,thisisthelasttimeI’mhere.”

“Iknowyoudon’tmeanit.”Shehaddecidedtoplay



musicinthebackgroundastheyplayedscrabblein

thelounge.Shewasn’tevenawareofthetime.She

lovedhimandalthoughitwasatruthshewasgoing

toadmitsoonenoughtohim,shelovedhis

companyandhowheallowedhertosethimonfire

becauseofcourseshewasafireandshehadnever

sawtheneedtobemorequietortoputaleashon

herpersonalitytoaccommodateaman.Hetookin

astride.Hewashersoulmate.Shededucedasshe

pursuedherlipsandputherglasstoherlips.

“Whatareyouthinkingof?”

“Howtobeatyourass.”

Hearchedhiseyebrowasasmilebrokeoutonhis

lipsandshepickedthedeckofcardstothrowinhis

face.

“Stopsmiling.”Hepickedthecardandplacedthem

backonhedeck.

“YouaresoviolentLora.”

“AmI?”

“AndIwouldn’thaveyouanyotherway.Come



here.”Sheplacedhercardsfacedownonthetable

andfoldedherarms.Hehadnorighttocommand

herlikethat.Austinwatchedherfightherthoughts

beforesheglaredathimasshereluctantlymoved

closer.Heknewhisgirl.Hewasalwaysspoton.

Wasshegoingtoadmitittoherselfthatsheloves

beingdominatedinsidethebedroomorwasitupto

himtoshowher?Hepickedherupandplacedher

onherlapasshegaveherthatcatlikeglare.His

eyesmovedtoherlipsandhemovedtohereyes,

hewatchedhereyesdilateandhertonguedartout

towetthosepinklipsofhers.

“You’respendingthenight?”Hisvoicecaressedher

andsheshivered.Theheelswerelongdiscarded

buthermakeupwasstillinplace.Hislargehand

tracedherthighsandsheplacedherhandontopof

his.

“Aslongaswe’renotdoinganything.”Hegrinned.

“It’sayes?”Shelookedaroundhishouse.Itwas

cleanandbigandtheydon’thavetoshareabed.

“Wearenotsharingabedright?”



“Weare.”Shetiltedherhead.

“Aslongasyoudon’ttouchme.”

“Yourdemandsareexhausting,getoutofyourhead

baby.Wewon’tdoanythingunlessyoudecideto

seducemeandthechancesofthathappeningare

absolutelyzero.”Herlipssettledintoagrimline.

“You’rebasicallyIsayingcan’tseduceyouandwill

failatsuchminiaturetask?”

“Alora,youkeepforgettingthatIknowyou.”She

shiftedontopofhimandshepausedashereyes

widened.

“WhatthehellRobert?”Helaughed,hishands

wrappingaroundherwaist.

“Youdosolittletoseducemeandthathappens.”

“TheminuteIglareatyou,yourcockissupposedto

shrivelupanddie.”

“Youhavenoideahowthoseglaresturnmeon.No

idea.”

“You’resickinthehead.”



“AmI?”

“Yes.”Sheyawnedandlookedathim.

“StayonyoursideofthebedandIwillstayonmine.

Gotit?”

“DoIlooklikeIfollowyourrules?”

“RobertIwillfuckingkillyou.”

“Ilikeyourhyperboles.”

Shegroanedandhelaughedashekissedherneck.

Softly.Gently.Sherelaxedintohisbodyandhe

usedhishandstofixhershirtcollar.Alorathought

aboutit.Shedidn’tbringextraclothes.She’llhave

tochangeinthebathroom.Nomanhasseenher

nakedandshewasgoingtokeepitthatway.She

wasn’tthatdrunktoo.Justalittlebuzzedbutshe

canworkitout.

“Letmetakeyoutobed.”

“Letmefinishmyglassofwine.”Sheextendedher

handtogettheglassandshedowneditinonego.

“That’senoughforthenight.”



“Willyoualwaysdothat?”

“Dowhat?”

“Takemetobed?”

“Yes.”

“Always?”Sheyawnedasshelookedathimgetting

onhisfeetwithherinhisarms.

“Ofcoursesweetheart.”Shesmiledandsettledinto

hischestashereyesflutteredclose.

Austinsawthatlittlesmileandittuggedathisheart

strings.Thealcoholfinallygottoherandshewas

outlikealightbulb.Hekissedherforehead.

“You’resooutofitsweetheart.Iknowyou’ll

threatenmeinthemorningbecauseIgotyououtof

youruncomfortableclothes.”Shereleasedasoft

sigh.Shewasout.

“Andyourmakeup.Idon’tthinkIhavetheright

productsforthosebutI’lltry.”Hekissedher

foreheadandhewalkedupthestairstohis

bedroom.



***

Thefollowingmorning

Zarasatathervanitytableasshegotreadyforthe

dayasherhusbandfixedhistie.Sheplacedher

makeupbrushonthetableandfacedMooketsi.

“IwanttogobacktoGaborone.Fortheweekend.”

“Why?”Shefacedthemirrorandtookadeepbreath.

“Ihavetoseemyfather.”Mooketsipaused.What

father?HeknewZarawasraisedbyasinglemother

andhemethermother.Therewasnofatherinthe

pictureandZarahadsaidso.

“Whatfather?”

“IliedMooketsi.Ihaveafather,hewasn’taround

muchbuthepaidmaintenanceandpassed

wheneverhecould.”

“Wait!Wait!Youlied?”

“Ihadto.Mymotherdoesn’twantanyonetoknow



andeventhoughIwanttogoseehim,IfeellikeI’m

betrayingmymotherbutIhavedonealmost

everythingforher,Ihavetodothisforme.”

“Whoisyourfather?”Zarabreathedout.

“Fred.FredHudson.”Mooketsicursedunderhis

breath.Thatexplainswhyhiswifewaslookingat

Hadesatthedinnerandhehadtopretendhedidn’t

seethatbecausehedidn’twanttocomeoutas

jealous.Hadeswasherfuckingbrother.

“ThatmeansthatHadesis-“

“Yes.”Zaraconcluded.

“Canyougotwithme,youdon’tnecessarilyhaveto

meetmyfatherI-“

“Ihavemetyourfathermyloveandheisnotanice

guy.”

“Iknow.”

“I’llgowithyou.”Hewalkedovertothevanitytable

andplacedahandonhershoulder.Sheplacedhers

ontop.Grateful.

“Thankyou.”



Henuzzledherneckandshegiggled.

“Wehavetogotowork.Stop!”

“Iloveyou.”

“Iloveyoutoo.”

***

Alorawokeup.Herbodyfeelingabitcold.Hereyes

scannedtheroomandtheunfamiliarbedshewas

in.Everythingwasstillabitgroggyandittookher

minutesforherbraintobefullyfunctional.Shesat

upstraightandlookedattheblanketsshewasin

andhowtheroomsmelledsomale.Eventhesheets

andthecomfortersshewasunder.Shelooked

downatherselfandsawthecrumpledupshirtshe

waswearing.Shepaused,herfingeronherlipsas

shetriedtoretraceherstepsonhowshegothere

andwaswearingthisparticularpieceofclothing.

Thedooropenedandinwalkedthesixfootfive

maninhissuitandcufflinksshining.Hesmiled.



“Morningmyfierydreamer.”Sheglaredathim

withoutsayingaword.Okay,shemightnotbea

morningperson.”Sherubbedhereyesandthen

touchedherfacebeforeshelookedatherfingers.

Shelookedatthewhitepillowcases,nomakeup

stainsonthem.Shelickedherlips.Nolipstickon

them.SheglaredataputtogetherAustin.

“Idon’trememberchangingclothes.”Shefoldedher

arms,pushingherbreastsupastheypeakedoutof

thehalfbuttonedshirtshewaswearing.Austin’s

eyesmovedtoherbreastsandshefollowedhis

eyes.Shegroanedasshefullybuttonedtheshirt

andplacedherhandsoneithersideofher.

“Myfaceisuphere.Robertlookatme!”

“HoneyIam.”Heundidhistieabittobreathe.Fuck!

“Youdidthis?”Sheshriekedandherfaceblanched.

“Iamsogoingtokillyou!”Andthatwasherlunging

outofthebedtotryandattackhimbutshestopped

midwayastheshirtrodeupherbody,revealingher

juicyassandherlacepanties.Shegroanedand

pulleditdownfrustrated.



“IhateyouRobert!”Hewalkedcloserandheldher

wrists.

“You’rebeautifulwhenyouwakeup.”Hiscologne

invadedhersensesbutevenifhewasgood

smellingshewasn’trelenting.

“Youshouldhavewokemetogetdressedmyself.”

“Youwereoutlikealightbulb.Forwhatit’sworth,

I’mnotreallysorry.”Hewatchedherrollhereyes

andhechuckled.Hekissedherlipsbutshedidn’t

openhermouthforhim.

“Kissme.”

“No.”

“Alora.”Hesawthegoosebumpsonherskinand

howshesoftlypartedherlipsforhim.

“You’rebeingsuchagoodgirlforme.”He

whisperedonherlipsbeforehekissedherandhe

usedonehandtoholdherwristsupoverherhead.

Hisotherhandsettledonthesmallofherwaist,it

wasitchingtogolowerbutshemightdogoodon

herpromisesandcuthiseyesoutwithhernails.



Shekissedhimbackandhetriedhisluckandhis

handlandedonherass.Hesqueezeditandshe

moanedinhismouth.Shebrokethekissand

lookedupathim.Shewasgoingintoherheadand

overthinkingthingsagain.Heletgoofherwrists

andrubbedherbottomlip.

“Thereisbreakfastdownstairs.Icanleavethecar

foryouandletthedrivercomepickmeup.Morning

sweetheart.”Hepeckedherlipsandshejustlooked

athim.

“Myclothes?”

“Inmywardrobe.”Hepulledherclosertillshewas

flushagainsthim.

“Yourshirtisgoingtobewrinkled.”Shesaidsoftly

assheplacedahandinhischestinanattemptto

pushhimoffbutshestoppedandletitlingerthere.

“Getreadyandhavebreakfastwithme.Youcan

changeintoanotheroneofmyshirts.”Hekissed

hernoseandsheblinked.

“Ilikethembetterwhenthey’reonyourbody.”Helet

hergoandwinkedatherbeforehewalkedout.



Alorapushedbackherhair.Didhehavecombs?A

hairstraightener?Shestraightenedherhairallthe

timeshedidn’thaveitplaitedbecausethecurls

wereunrulyandshedidn’tlikestruggling.She

huggedherselfasshesmiled.Sheshouldmakethe

bedandgetready.

.

.

.
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Aloratriedtouseherhandstostraightenherhair.

Shelookedatherreflectioninthemirror.Herhair

wasamessandshehatedthat.Shebuttonedup



theshirtshewaswearingmakingsureherbreasts

weren’texposedtohisgreedyeyesandshelooked

athisslides.Shehatednotwearingheelsthatgave

herconfidenceandherbareface?Nowondershe

wasn’tsuchamorningperson.Sheslidhersize

fourfeetinhissizetenslidesandcoveredherface.

Thiswasembarrassingher.Shedidn’twanttoeven

pickupherphonebecauseitwasalready

embarrassingthattheythoughtshedidstuffwith

him,stuffshedidn’tevendoandwouldneverthink

shewoulddowithhim.Shefinallywalkedoutofthe

bedroomandpassedafewroomsasshewalked

downthestairs.Sheheadedtothekitchenwhere

shefoundhimonhislaptopandamugofblack

coffeebesideshim.

“Finally.”

“You’reworking.”

“HaveaseatLora.”Heclosedhislaptopandshe

foldedherarms.

“Youcooked?”

“I’mnotthatuseless.Unlessyou’rereferringtoyour



-“

“Don’tRobert!Iamstillangryatyouforgettingme

nakedwhileIwasasleep.”

“Wellyou’regoingtobeveryangryforalongtime

honey.”Hegotupandwalkedovertotheisland

wherehepickeduptheplateandplaceditinfront

ofher.Hewalkedovertothecoffeemachineas

wellandplacedamugunderneathit.Thesmellof

thecoffeefilledthekitchenandshelookedather

plate.Shepickedtheforkandknifeasshecut

throughhisversionofahealthyburger.Shebrought

theforktoherlipsjustasheplacedhercoffeenext

toherplate.Hekissedherforehead.

“Yourcoffeejustthewayyoulikeit.”

“See.Youdon’tneedawomanwhocan’tcook.

Cookingisnotagenderrolebutabasiclikeskill.”

“Oneyoudon’tpossesssweetheartbutI’lltake5e

compliment.”

“FuckyouRobert!”

“Suchafoulmouthinthemorning?”Hechuckledas



hetookhisseatandwatchedhereat.Withher

messyhairwhileshewaswearinghisshirt.

“Doyouwantkids?”Heaskedandsheshookher

head.

“No.”

“Iwantfive.”Hereyeswidened.

“You’resuchanarcissistandhowwouldyoube

abletolovekids?”

“Fiveisachallenge,Ilikechallengesandmaybe.A

bigmaybeImightbelieveinthatfakenotionoflove

yes?”

Sheshrugged.

“Idon’twantany.”

“Why?”Shepickedhercoffeeandwentsilentas

shesippedonit.

“Idon’tthinkI’llgivethemtherightenvironment.

MothersareusuallysoftwomenandIdon’t

possessthatsoftqualityinme.IcallEmorya

fuckinggoblin.”Hechuckled.



“Ithinkit’scute.”

“MystepmotherthoughtitwasweirdatfirstandI

refusedtoholdEmorywhenshewasababy

becausebabiessenseenergyandIthinkshewas

goingtoknowIdidn’tconnectwithher.IthinkI

lovedherwhenshewasthenabletofullytalkand

understandwhatI’msaying.”Hesmiled.

“Whyareyousmiling?”

“Youloveyoursistersandyouthinkyouwon’tbe

abletoloveachild?”

“Ican’tevenstomachhavingsexso…”heraisedan

eyebrow.

“Youthinkwearegoingtohavesex?Justsex?”

“WhosaidI’mgoingtohavesexwithyou?Calm

yourego.”

“We’llseebaby.”Shefakedagagandhelaughedas

shesmiledintohercoffeemugbeforeshefixedher

faceintowhatshedeemedhernormallook.Hewas

supposedtorunnow,runthatshedoesn’twant

kidsorevenpossesshalfthequalitiesgoodwomen



have.Buthedidn’t.Hesmiledatherandtheyeven

discussedtheday’sbusinessaffairswithher

pointingthebreadknifeinhisdirectionandhim

shruggingheroffasifshedidn’tthreatenviolence.

Beforesheknewit,shewasdoneeatingandhewas

onhisfeetreadytogotowork.

“Icalledmydriver,I’llleavethecarkeyswithyou

andthehousekeys.”Hekissedherforeheadwith

hishandsonhershoulders.Holdingherthere.

“WillIseeyoulatertoday?”Heaskedandsheshook

herhead.

“No.”

“Hmm!I’llconvinceyouotherwiseduringthecourse

oftheday.”Sherolledhereyesathisconfidence

andhesmiled.Heheardtheintercomandlookedat

her.

“Ihavetogo.Don’tmissmetoomuch.”

“Getoveryourself.”

Helaughedandkissedheronelasttimebeforehe

walkedoutofthekitchenandshespunaroundin



herchair.Shebreathedout.Shehadtogohome

andcontinueworkingonherproposalthencheck

onthebuildersathermother’shouse.

Shetooktheplatestothesinkandshewashed

them,driedthembeforeshefoundthecabinetsthe

platesweresupposedtobein.Shewascleanand

allshehadtodowasgetdressedinherown

clothes,getherstuffandgetgoing.Whatwasshe

goingtodoathome?Sneakin?Sheshookherhead.

Sheisnotadamnteenagerandthentherewas

Reba.Shewasgoingtoaskquestions.God!She

walkedupthestairstohisbedroomandshe

unbuttonedtheshirt.Shelookedatherreflectionin

themirror.Halfnakedwithonlyherpantieson.Porn

starsweredefinitelysexy,knowingwhattodoand

howtomoveandthentherewashere.Sexualskills

closetozero.Shefacepalmed.

***



Attheoffice,Austinplacedthereportonhis

mother’sdeskandshelookedupathim.

“Didyouthoroughlygothroughit?”Sheasked.Of

coursehedid.Hewokeupatfourfuckinga.mto

makecoffeeandworkonthereporttillsevenand

nowhewasattheofficeatnine.

“Ofcourse.”Shelookedatitandleanedonherchair.

“WhendoIseeher?Setupadinnerdate.”

“Sheisbusy.”

“Isshe?”

“Iwouldappreciateifyoudon’tpush.”

“ButIwanttoseethewomanwhohasyouthis

besotted.SetupadinnerdatethisFridayat8pm.

HaveagooddayAustin.”Thereitwas.Therewas

noroomfordiscussion.

Hewalkedoutandtookouthisphonetosendhera

quoteherememberedfromherfavouritebook.She

textedbackandsentmorequotesbeforesheoutof

theblueaskedaquestionwhichheanswered

immediatelyashewalkedintohisoffice.



***

Alorapushedtheseatforwardandshemadesure

herfootingwasright.Shehadgottenridofthe

heelsasshestartedthecarandthegaragedoor

opened.Sheshouldn’tdenthiscar,shedidn’teven

havethemoneytofixitwitheverythinggoingon.

Sheslowlyreversedandonceshewasout,thedoor

closed.Shepressedthebuttontoopenthegateas

wellandsheslowlyreversed.Nowthatwasdone,

sheconnectedherphonetothecarBluetoothas

thegateclosedshut.Sheswervedoffintotheroad.

Twentyminuteslater,shewasmidtrafficwhenan

officerstoppedher.Sherolledhereyes,shewas

drivingatthespeedlimit,shedidn’tovertakesome

oftheseshitty,aledriverswhothoughttheroad

wastheirs.Sheloweredthevolumeasshedrove

offtheroadandstopped.Sherolleddownher

windowsastheofficertookouthisnotebook.



“CanIseeyourdriver’slicense?Waitsegoreo

tlhodiabathomotrafficwithyourvolume?”(doyou

knowyou’revolumeistooloud?)Alorahalfrolled

hereyesasshepickedherhandbagandtookout

herwallettotakeoutherlicense.Hetookitandhe

smiledlookingather.Evenherlicensephotowas

beautiful,hereadouthername.

“Alora.Beautifulname.”Shedidn’treplyasshetook

herlicenceback.

“Isthatallofficer?”Hepaused.Hervoicewasicy

andheexpectedsomethingsweet.

“Imightchargeyouforloudmusic.Aprettylady

likeyoudoesn’tdeserveacharge.”

Alorarolledhereyesboredandglaredathimashe

triednottolookscared.Heswallowed.

“CanIhaveyournumber?”

“Is.That.All.Officer?”Hertonemoreicyand

unwavering.Hequicklynodded.

Sherolledupthewindowsandjoinedtheroad.He

rubbedhishead,watchingthecarworthsixyearsof



hisannualsalaryuntaxedjointheroad.Helicked

hislips.Nowonderpeopledidn’tdateindependent

women.Theyactedlikemenandwantedthe

respectmengot.Hedidn’tseearinginherfinger.

Sheprobablychasesmenawaywithherattitude

andtheyusuallyendupmiserableandalonethen

resorttoBen10s.Peoplewantedhumblewomen

whosmiledandhadrespectandweresweet.He

assuredhimselfwiththatashefacedthetraffic

andcontinuedwithwork.

.
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BythetimeAloraarrivedhome,shewastired.As

someonewhohasadriver’slicenseandneverreally

putittogooduse,drivinghomewastiring.Austin

shouldcomegethiscar.Shepressedtheintercom

andthegateslidopen.Shewalkedbacktothecar

anddroveinsidetheyardasthegateclosed.She

leanedbackonthedriver’sseatandgroaned.Her

hairwasmessy,herclothesweren’tfresh.She

calmedherselfdownandgotoutofthecar,taking

herbagandthefilethathadcorrectionssheneeded

toworkonASAP.Sheclosedthedoorandwalked

tothemaindoor.Rebaopenedimmediately.

“Ah!Youtookmyadviceandspentthenight.Wise.”

Alorarolledhereyes.

“IwastoodrunkandIdidn’ttakeyouradvice.”Reba

laughed.

“Yousmelllikemen’sshowergelandbodylotion.”

“Rebantlenotnow.”Alorahadtoadmitthathis

showergelandbodylotionwasmuchmore

expensivethanhers,thatsaidalot.Evenhis



aftershavethatshefoundinthecabinetsandhis

cologne.Hehadtaste.Shehadtoadmit.

“Seehowniceitistocomehomesmellinghis

productsafteraverygoodnight.”

“Iwasdrunk!”

“Didyouvomit?”

Alorafakegagged.

“No.”Hercheeksheated.Maybeshedid.She

wouldn’trememberbutshedidn’t.Hewouldhave

mentionedthatinconversation.

“Letmegotakeashowerandgetbacktowork.”

“Ineedallthedetailsafterthatshower.Toodles

sis.”

“Ihateallofyou.”

“Hmm.Liesbutbye.”Aloradraggedherselftoher

bedroomandsheleanedagainstthedoorthe

minutesheclosedit.Everythingwasstillinplace.

Noonetouchedanything.Good.Shelikesthatand

wantedthat.



Rebasmiledbuthersmilesoonturnedintoasad

one.ShewantedtoaskAustinaboutHades.How

hewasdoingandifhewasallowedvisitorsbackin

rehab.Shedoubtedtheydidthoughbecausethe

purposeistotakehimoutofhisoldlifesohecan

rehabilitateinanewenvironment.Sherubbedher

eyessothetearswon’tfall.Goodthingwasthather

motheraskedherifitwasokaytoseethenew

therapistonFriday.Afewdaysfromnow.Shewas

nervousandallbutshehopeditwasgoingtobe

okay.Shewalkedbacktoherbedroomandtookout

herlaptoptosearchhernewtherapist.Shetypedin

DrVioletCarson.Shesmiledthatshehadthe

choicetoapproveordisapprovehernexttherapist.

ShereaduponthethesisDrVioletdidforher

Master’s.Itwasheavilyonaboutdepressionand

howitinterconnectedwithPTSD.Thatwassome

heavyresearch.Shealsohadadissertationforher

PhDaboutthebrainandhowitusesdrugs,still

heavilyrelatedtotraumaandeverything.Rebaread

uponthat.Shesmiled,feelingasifDrViolethad



beenwritingaboutherinherdissertation.Okay.

ShecantryheronFridayandseehowitgoes.She

didn’treadaboutwhathertopicforherdoctorate

degreewasbutshewasaverylearnedwomanwho

hadmadestridesinthepsychologyfield.She

closedherlaptop.MaybebythetimeHadescomes

back,shewillbeabetterwoman.Onewhoisintent

onlivingandnotlettingherpastholdherbackin

theworstofways.Therewashopeforthefuture.

***

Alorapushedherfreshlyflatironedhairbackas

shewentthroughherproposal,addingthefew

detailsAustinnoted.Herfingersskimmeddonhis

handwritingandshesmiled.Shewasoddlyturned

onbyhishandwriting,howhislettersflowedonthe

page,thoseweresomeofhisideasandhehadno

problemhelpingher.ThinkingofAustin,shepicked

upherphonejustastherewasadoorknock.

“Comein.”



Rebawalkedinwithbiscuitsandjuice.

“I’mhereforthetea.TechnicallyIhavejuicebut

youhavetotellmewhathappened.”Shesatonthe

matandAlorapushedherhairbackagain.

“Weplayed.Cardsandchess.”Rebascrunchedher

nose.

“Chess?Onadate?Youguysaresofuckingweird.”

“Shutup!”

“Justsaying.”Aloralookedatherphone.She

placeditdownsecondslater.

“Wehaddrinks,Icouldn’tdoitokay?I-Ican’tbring

myselftodosomestuff.”ShefinallysaidandReba

nodded.

“Yourintimacyissuesaredeep.”

“Doyoublameme?”Rebapaused.

“Youneverreallytalkaboutyourselfandyourneeds,

evengrowingup.”

“I’mokay.I’mfine.”Rebashookherhead.

“Alora,youarealwaysthereforme.Evenmikes



awayyouwerethere.Youlistenwithoutjudgingme,

Icanstilldothesame.”Alorasighed.

“I’mokayReba.Justokay.IloveyouandIdothat

becauseIloveyou.Everypieceofyou.”Reba

smiled.

“Soyouguysdidn’teventryforeplay?”

Alora’sfaceheated.

“No.”Buthewasbig.Shesaidinherhead.Hehad

placedherhandonhisdickandhewasbig.Reba

sippedherjuicewatchingAlorazoneoutandbe

morepink.Somethingdidhappenbutshedidn’t

wanttospill.Shegotabiscuitandbitintoit.Her

littlesisterdidn’tknowitbuttoher,itwasn’taman

whosavedher.ItwasAlora.Shesavedherwithout

knowingitandshehadsomuchlovetogive

beyondthatexteriorofhersthatherbrothersdidn’t

quiteunderstandbutlovednevertheless.

“Wedidn’tdoanything.”Alorasaidsuddenly.Okay

hekissedherandplacedhishandonher,hesaw

herhalfnakedwhenshewasout.Whatcouldbe

moreembarrassingthanthat.



“You’llbefine.Eventuallyyou’llbefine,youlovehim

soitmighttakemonthsbutyou’llgiveintohim

sexually.”Alorashookherhead.

“Howdoyougiveyourbodyawayjustlikethat?”

“Rora,sexisafiftyfiftything.Youbothexperience

pleasurewabona?It’sagiveandtakeanditdoesn’t

involveoneparty.Onceyoudohavesex,you’llsee.

Trustme.”Alorashruggeditout.

“Okaytopicclosed.”

“Thatwasfast.”

“It’saveryuncomfortabletopictotalkabout.”Her

phonebeepedandshereadthemessage.

MrAlora:Mymothermadedinnerplansfor

Friday.8pm.I’llpickyouupLora.

Sheplacedherphonedown.

“Motherhasfoundmeanewtherapist.”Alora’sears

perkedup.

“Really?What’shisorhername?Isthetherapistthe



rightpersontodealwithdrugaddiction?Willyoube

okay?”Rebasmiled.

“Igoogledher.Shesoundsokay.”

“GivemethenamesoIcanmakemyownresearch.

Yourcurrenttherapistwasthepitsright?”Reba

releasedaheavysigh.

“ShemadeitallabouthowI’mnotbeingfair.ThatI

hadeverythingachildcouldwishforandIstilltook

drugs.Thatspoiledkidsdidthatforattention.”Reba

rubbedhereyes.

“HowcanIopenupaboutwhyI’mtakingdrugs

whenIhearthatineverysessionandshethentries

totellmetostop.Howwassheevenalicensed

therapist?”Aloragotupfromherdeskandsatdown

onthefloornexttohersister.

“Youdon’thavetogothroughthatwithatherapist

anymore.We’llkeeponlookingfortherapiststill

youfindtheoneforyou.Ifthenextoneisn’tokay,

I’llaskAustintorecommendhis.”Rebanoddedand

frowned.

“Austinhasatherapist?”



“Yes.Iwouldn’tsayatherapistnowsincetheman

hasbeenwithhimsincehewasateenagertillnow,

Iassumethattheyarekindoffriendsnow.Probably

theonlyonewhoknowshowtocutoffAustin’sbig

ego.”Rebachuckled.

“Iloveyou.”

“Iloveyou.Don’tforgetthat.”RebahuggedAlora.It

allseemedlikeitwasgoingtobeokay.

.
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AtDrCarson’soffice,Rebaintertwinedherfingers

togetherandlookedathernewtherapist.Shehad

thatkindlookoherface.Itwasprontogoingtobe

hardorwasshegoodonpaperbutstillgoingto

judgeher?

“I’mRebantleMoremi.Uhmasyouknow,fromthe

tabloids.Thewashedupdrugaddictmodel.”

Violet’seyessoftenedasherforeheadcreased.

“Rebantleyou’rebeautiful.”Thatwasofftopicand

Rebaflushed,eventhoughherskindidn’tgive

anythingaway.Itwassuchalongtimesincea

strangercomplimentedherbeautyandshejust

gavethedragratefulsmile.

“Andhi,I’mDrCarsonbutyoucancallmeVioletif

youwant.Ifyou’recomfortablewithit.”Reba

nodded.Anotherinstancewhereshewasgivena

choiceandshedecidedtouseherdr’sfirstname.

“Iwon’tlieandsayIneverkeepupwiththetabloids.

IdoandRebantleyou’renotliabletousesucha

labelonyourself.You’renotadrugaddict,Iwould



prefertosayyouusedrugstocopewithsomething

thatyoudon’twanttotalkorthinkabout.AmI

right?”Shenodded.

“Youdon’ttalkmuchdoyou?”Violetaskedsoftly

andRebawantedtoscreamthatshehadn’thadto

usehervoiceagainstpeople.Shehadtolistento

peoplewhoweresupervisorsorolderthanher,

peoplewhohadpowerandhersilencehadbeen

golden.Onlyitkilledhemoreandmoretillshe

wantedtobefreeofherthoughts.OnlyAloracould

listenandlaughorgiveherfrownthathadher

smiling.Alorahadsomenicefacialexpressions

evenif90%ofthemspeltmurderandmenace.

“It’sokay,youdon’thavetotalkbutI’llbewillingto

listenandforyourpeaceofmind,Iwon’ttellyour

motheraboutwhatwediscuss.”Rebareleaseda

sighofbreathshedidn’tknowshewaseven

holdingin.Thatfirsttherapistreportedeverything

andyetagain,herrightshadbeentrampledonand

shealwayskeptsilentastheformertherapist

prattledon.

“Youareanadultandnextyearyou’llbe26?”Reba



nodded.

“Howlonghaveyoubeenusing?“Reba’swideeyes

thatweremorelikeherfather’sinthatinstantwere

gluedonthedoctor.Shewasgentleandhervoice

wasn’texactlysoftbutheractionswereandshe

gaveagratefulsmile.

“Afewmonthsafter18.”ShesaidquietlyandViolet

strainedherearstohearthat.Shenoteditdown.

Almost8yearsofusing.Fuck!Therewasalottobe

uncoveredhereandshehadallthetimeinthe

worldtohelpher.Fromwhatshealreadyhad,Reba

wasafewmonthsclean,behaviouraltherapywas

underwayandshefiguredtherewasmoretojust

takingdrugs.Peopledon’ttakethatforfun.Same

goesforalcohol.It’sneverforfun,it’salwaysto

escapesomesortoffightyouhaveinyourhead.

Morelikeyoudon’twanttolistentothevoicesin

yourheadandyoudrownthemoutonlytousethat

drowningoutmethodoverandoveragainasthey

getloudereachtime.

“Gotit.Tellmeaboutyou.Anything.”Reba

hesitatedandVioletnotedthat.



“Ihavetwosisters.”Violetsmiled.

“Ihavethreesisters.”Rebaloosenedupabit.

“Theyareyoungerthanme,oneissevenandthe

otheris23goingonto24nextyear.”

“That’ssonice.Doyouhaveacloserelationship

withthem?”Rebanodded.Abitmoreconfidenton

thistopic.Itwasasafetopic.Acommonone.

“It’sEmory,theyoungestandAlora.Theoldest.”

VioletwantedRebatotrusther,itstartedsmalland

youdon’tgettrustovernight.

“Ilovesisterbonds.Ihavecloserelationshipswith

minetoo.Ihaveanoldersisterandtwoyounger

ones.”Rebasmiled.Shewasn’ttheonlyone

exposingherselfhere.

“Alorahasbeenthereforme.”Shesaidsoftly.

Violetsmiled.Itwassosweet,itgaveherDaisy

vibeswhohasbeenthereforallthreeofthem.

“Aloraisthesmartestandshehasbeentherefor

me.”

“IlikeAloratoo.”ThathadRebalaughingand



Violet’seyeslitup.Shewaslaughing.

“Idon’tthinkalotofpeoplelikeher,youwouldn’tif

youmether.Iloveherandunderstandherbuteven

mybrother’swifeisscaredofher.”Violetfrowned.

“Youwouldonlyunderstandifyoumeether.Sheis

just,herandIthinksheisstillsurprisedthatIam

abletoloveherandherboyfriendisabletolove

her.”

“Noyou’rebeingthetherapist.”Violetrasped

playfullyandReba’seyeswidened.

“I’msosorry.Ididn’tmeanit.I’msorry.”Violettook

noteofthat.

“Don’tbe.I’mnotoffended,Iwassayingitplayfully.

Thisisafreespaceokay?Whateveryouwantto

say,sayit.”Rebanoddedslowly.

“I’mmorethandrugs.”Rebasaidquietly.

“Thatyouare.Nooneisdefinedbytheirweakness

andtheyshouldn’tevenbe.”Violetreassured.Reba

nodded.Itwasgoingtobeokay,shetoldherselfas

sheplacedherhandsonherlap.



***

AlorasatatherdeskasshegoogledAustin’s

motherforthefifthtimesincehesaidtheyhada

dinnergoingon.Sheclosedhereyesremembering

allthefactsandAustin,someonekillhistraitorous

soul,refusedtotellherabouthismother.Minor

detailsandall.Shehatedhim.Theoreticallyanyway.

Inactualfactshelovedthatnarcissistanditwas

justassurprisingtohearhimsayhewants5kids

whenhegrewupbeingtheonlychildandshegrew

upbeingthedaughterofasidechick.Shelickedher

lips.Eventhoughithappenedyearsago,secould

rememberherfather’sfamilycallinghermothera

whoreforsleepingwithamarriedmanandher

beinglabelledtoturnouttheexactsameway.Of

courseshereadthelettershermotherhadleftand

shekindofunderstoodinawaybutshevowedto

neverhavekids.Havetheminthehandsof

strangersincaseshedied.ShewasluckySuwasa

goodwomanotherwiseherlifewouldhavebeena



livinghellandshewouldhaveturnedoutwell.She

workedtillherfingersbledbecauseshewantedto

besecure,shewantedtomakeitandnothaving

kidswasabonusinthesensethatshedidn’twant

tobehelddownorevenhaveherkidshavea

spitefulmotherlikeher.Sheleanedback.WasReba

right?DidAustinloveher?Rebawastheonlyone

whofullylovedherasshewas.Spiteful,mean,a

bitchasmanymenhavecalledheroutatschool.

Someoneasshallowasherwhostrivedfor

perfectionandifshedidn’tgetitshewantedtodie

everytime.CouldAustin,amanwhowas

vehementlyopposedtothemereideaoflovehave

fallenforherwhenhecouldhaveawomanwho

wouldfallatherkneesandworshiphimlikethegod

hewas.Shewouldn’ttellhimofcourse.Hehad

suchabigego.Insteadofawomanwhoopposed

andchallengedhimineverythinganddidn’teven

wanttosleepwithhimbecauseshewasscaredof

losingcontrolinthebedroomandshehatedhaving

controlslipoutofherfingersbutthesamegirl

couldn’thelpitthatsheloveditwhenhecontrolled

herintimatelyandfiguredshewantedhimto



dominateherthere?Shefacepalmed.Shewasso

complicatedandwonderedhowhedidn’tgettired.

Maybehewouldgettiredeventually.Maybehe

wouldleaveaftershefinallydecidedtohavesex

withhimandshewouldbeleftpickingupthe

piecesafterhegotthefinalprizefromhislong

decadechase.Adecadeofchasingtheiceprincess

whosewordscutlikeknivesandwhointimidated

men.Shewasthinkingtoomuch.Sheopenedher

eyes.Shehadtofocusonthedinner.Justthat.

Apartofherwishedhismotherwouldlikehim.She

didbuteventhatwasfarfetchedconsideringthat

shedidn’thavemillionsattachedtohername.She

hadamessychildhood.Thechildofasidechick,

whosemotherdiedmysteriouslyandfatherdied.A

fatherwhobarelyacknowledgedherbecauseshe

coulddestroyhismarriagetoalovingwife.She

hatedherselfsobadinthisinstance.Sofucking

bad.Shetouchedhercheekandblinkedbackthe

tearsthatwantedtofallbutshecouldn’tstopthem

andshegotupfromherdesk.Shejustwalkedto

thedoorandlockeditbeforeshegotinsidethedark



wardrobetocryinpeace,wherenoonecouldsee

herweaknessanduseitagainsther.Shepickedher

coatandscreamedintoitasthetearsfell.Violently

atthat.

.
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Laterthatday,Alorastoodbyherbedasshelooked

atthedressesonthebed.Whatshouldshewear?

Thatwasthebigquestion.Herbedroomdoor

openedandsheturnedtolookatRebawhowas

suddenlyenjoyinggoinginandoutofherroom.



“Datewiththemotherinlaw?”Alorarolledhereyes.

“Howwastherapy?”

“Ilikemynewtherapist.”

“That’sgoodtohear,ifyoulikehertherewill

progressandprogressmeansyouaregettingbetter.

I’mproudofyou.”

Rebasmiled.

“Thankyou.Picktheredone,itshowsyourcurves

more.”Rebasaid.

“Idon’tthinkit’sappropriate.”Rebafoldedherarms.

“IhaveafewdressesIhaven’tworn.Frommy

modellingdays.Idon’tthinkthey’llfityouthough,

you’realittletoocurvyforthem.”Alorashruggedit

outandpickedoutthemidnightbluedress.

“IthinkI’llgowiththisone.Ihavetheheelstogo

alongwiththis.”Sheheldittoinspectit.Shehas

wornitonceandneversawitappropriatetowearit

again.

“You’rethefashionguruandallhere.”



“Iwillgetreadyatfour.”

“Yesma’am.”RebalaughedandAloralightly

nodded.

***

FredHudson’sbuildingwassointimidatingasZara

walkedin.Shelookedatthereceptionistwhowas

socleanandwellorganisedwhileZaraherselfwas

herhusband’sPA.Regardlessofthemoneyher

fatherthrewatthem,shealwayswantedtomake

somethingoutofherselfevenifitwasajobthat

madeherearnwaylessthanthemonthlycheques

thatweredepositedinherbankaccountjustfor

havingthesameDNAasthemanwhoranallofthis.

“Goodafternoon.IwouldliketospeaktoMr

Hudson.”ShesaidandthePAraisedawelltrimmed

andfilledeyebrow,herfakelashesmovingupas

well.

“Didyoumakeanappointment?”



“Unfortunatelynot.”

“ThereisnowayIcanhelpyou.”Theladylooked

downatZarawhodonnedasimpledressandsome

sandals,herbraidstiedintoaponytailandherface

bareofanymakeup.

“It’sreallyimportantIspeaktohim.”Thewoman

shookherhead.

“Itwouldbeadvisableforyoutoleavethebuilding

beforeIasksecuritytoescortyouout.”Zarabither

nail.Shedidn’twanttoexposeheridentity.No.No.

Thatwouldbebadbutshehadtotalktoherfather.

Herhusbanddrovethemhereandtheywillbe

stayingatherin-lawshouse.Thatwouldalsoallow

hertoaskRebaafewquestionsaboutherbrother.

Generalquestionsreally.Thereceptionistpickedup

herphone.

“Security,thereisth-“

“TellMrHudsonthatZarahastoseehim.It’s

important.”Thereceptionistpausedasshelooked

atZara.Obviouslyherbossdidn’tknowherdidhe?

Shehungupanddialledherboss’sPA.



“Hello?TellMrHudsonthatacertainZarawantsto

seehim.”Shehungupandwaited.Zaralookedat

hertoesandthenbreathedinandout.Inandout.

Shewasgoingtobeokay.Thephonerang,

draggingheroutofherthoughtsasthereceptionist

lookedatherasshespokeoverthephone.

“Gotit.”Thereceptionistmovedfromherdeskand

lookedatZara.

“MrHudsonhasonlytenminutestoseeyou.I’ll

escortyouup.”Theywalkedtowardstheelevator

andwitheverystep,Zara’snervescoiledandshe

claspedherhandstogethertostoptheanxiety.

Theysteppedinsideanditclosed,it’smovement

nowmakingherqueasy.Theyreachedtothetop

flooraftergodknewhowmanyfloorsandthedoors

slidopen.Shewasshowntotheboss’sdoorand

thereceptionistturnedonherheel.LeavingZarato

fendforherself.Zaraknockedonthedoor.

“Comeon.”Hisgruffvoicesoundedandshe

swallowedohsoslightlyasshepushedthedoor

open.Shecamefacetofacewiththemanwhowas

herfather,eventhoughshewashisillegitimate



child.

“Hifather.”ShesaidsoftlyandFredjusthuffed.

“Whatdoyouwant?Moremoney?Thatcanbe

arrangediftheallowanceisnotenough.”She

wincedasifhehadslappedher.Shedidn’twanthis

goddamnmoney.Ifithadbeenuptoher,hewould

keepitandbeafathertoher.Butthatwasa

fairytaleandshewasoldenoughtounderstandthat

onlyDisneyandchildren’sbooksdealwith

fairytales.

Shewalkedovermeeklytoachairandsatdown,his

eyesonher.Observingher.Asifhewasaferalcat

waitingtopranceonher.

“I-IwanttomeetHades.”Sheknewshedidn’t

exactlyneedhispermissionbutshehadstayed

awayforsolongandhewasthereasonsheand

Hadeswerehalfsiblings.Helaughed.Acynical

kindoflaughterthatgaveherchillsandnotthe

goodkindofchills.

“Zaraareyoustillakidagainwhowantedasibling?

Doyoureallythinkhewouldacceptyou?”Hiseyes



fixateonher.Hewasatwistedmanthat’sforsure

andnowonderHadeswasanalcoholic,hewas

raisedbythemanwhileshegotglimpsesofhim

showingupwhenhepleasedwhichwasonceina

while.Maybeshewouldhaveturnedoutfuckedin

theheadhadheraisedherbutapartofherwas

gratefulhedidn’t.

“Zaradowhateveryouwant,aslongasyoudon’t

attractmediaattentionbecausedaregotothe

mediawithanystoriesthatmighttarnishmy

company,girlconsideryourallowancedoneforand

yourmother’streatmentcut.”Thetinyhairsonher

skinraisedandgoosefleshwasalloverherskinas

shenodded.

“I’mgladwehaveanunderstanding.Nowdisappear

andremainthere.”Hedismissedher.Shegotupon

herfeetandsaidbye,inafakecheerytone.She

walkedoutandrubbedherarms.Shedidn’teven

askaboutHades’whereaboutsbutshewassure

Rebawouldtellherright?

.



.

.
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*

*
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Agorawalkedoutofherbedroom,lookingelegant

andregalinherbluedressandmatchingheelswith

theclutchbagsafelytuckedunderherarm.

Mooketsiwhistledandshescowledathim.

“What?Mysisterisastunner.”

Sheshruggeditoff.Shedidn’tevenhavethenerve

toaskwhyhewashomebecauseshefiguredoutit

wastovisitafterthateveryeventfuldinner.Inthe

lounge,ZarawastalkingtoSuandbothstopped

talkingastheytookinthesightofher.



Zarabreathedout,herbodygoingverystill.She

wasbeautifulbutshedidn’tunderstandwhyshe

seemedlikeshebelongedinanotheruniverseand

hadthiscondescendingauraaroundher.Sheknew

hersisterinlawwasnotthenicestpersononearth.

Shedidn’tsaymuchbuteverytimesheopenedher

mouth,shegotchills.

“Rorayoulookmagnificent.”

“Thankyou.IhaveadinnerdatewithAustin.”Her

mothersmiledandZarasmiled.Alora’svoicewas

devoidofanyemotionanditwasinterestingthat

shelivedwithpeoplewhoweresoexpressiveand

openyetshewasclosedoff.

“Youarebeautiful.”AloranoddedatZara’sremark.

ZarafigureditwasgoingtotaketimeforAlorato

getusedtoher.Alorawalkedtothecouchandsat

down.Theheelsandthemakeupadorningher

beautifulfeaturesgavehertheconfidenceshe

figuredshewasgoingtoneedfortoday.Shewas

anxiousandshehatedbeingoutofherdepth.She

hateditsosomuch.Shesighedandtookouther

phonefromherbag.Rebawalkedinaminutelater



andshefoldedherarms.

“Ontsemontlegore.”(youaresobeautiful)

“Thanks.”

“Areyouspendingthenight?”Rebaaskedcheekily

andAloragloweredatherasRebalaughedoutloud.

“It’sasimplequestionsis.”RebatauntedandAlora

hadtostopherselffromretaliating.Noweveryone

waslookingatherexpectingananswer.

“I’manadultguys.”Wasallshemanagedtosay

andSusanchuckledwhileZarapushedherbraids

backandcontinuedherconversationwithSusan.

TheintercomsoundedandAlora’snervesspiked.

Hewashere.

Rebadidthehonorsofpressingthebuttontoopen

thegate.ShegaveAloraalookandhersister

evadedhereyesasshefacedtheblacktvscreen.

TherewasadoorknockaminutelaterandReba

openedthedoor.Austinheldabouquetofflowers

ashelookedatReba.



“HelloReba.”

“HiAustin,comein.Yourpricklygirlfriendisinside.”

Austinhadtotryandhidehissmile.Atleasthis

friend’sgirlfriendandgirlfriend’ssisterwasn’t

scaredofhimanymore.Sheopeneditwiderashe

walkedin.HespottedSusan.

“Ah,justthewomanIwantedtosee.Thesearefor

you.”Shelookedattheflowersandsmiledagain.

Shecouldgetusedtoreceivingflowerslikethese.

“ThankyouAustin.Letmegoputtheminavase.”

ShestoodupandAustinnoddedatZarawho

noddedback.HiswholebodyshiftedtoAlora’s

directionandshenearlyknockedthebreathoutof

hislungs.Hisfacedidn’tgiveanythingawaybuthis

pulsepickedupandhelickedhislipsashe

saunteredinherdirection.Sheheldherheadhigh

likethequeenshewas.Inhisbooksandsoontobe

ineveryone’sbooks.Hetookherhandandbrought

ittohislips.

“GoodeveningLora.”Hewhisperedashelooked

downatherfromhoodedeyelids.Hi.Shewantedto



sayandbrushhimoffbutsomethingtwistedinher

gut.Wasitfear?Anxietyorherloveforthisman?

Hehelpedherupherfeetandhishandeasilyslid

aroundherwaist.Hemovedcloserandcouldsmell

thevanillascentsonher,fuck!Iftheywerealready

intimatehewouldfuckheronhiscarseat

immediatelyafterthedinnerbecausehewassure,

shewouldneverallowhimtotouchherbefore

somethingasimportantasthis.

“You’refuckingbreathtakingLora.”Heheardher

gaspsoftlyandsmiled.Susanwalkedbackinwhile

RebaandZarakepttheireyesonthecouple.Reba

wishedshecouldtellHadesaboutthe

developments.Nowhewaslookingatherasifshe

washiswholeuniverse.Stars,themoonand

galaxiescombined.ShesmiledasZarafrowned.

Aloralookedrigidinhisarmsanditwasweird.She

hadn’tbeenpayingattentionatthefamilydinner

becausetheyweren’tineachother’sarms.It

seemedtooclinical.ShelookedatRebawhowas

smilinglikeagoon.

“Thankyou.Canwegonow?”Andwiththatshe



facedherstepmother.

“I’llbesuretobringherback.Thankyou.”Hebid

themgoodbyeandwalkednexttoAlora.Helowered

hisheadastheywalkedtothedoor.

“Ican’twaitforyouyoconquertheworldmyfiery

dreamer.”Hekissedherforeheadafterheclosed

thedoor.

***

Attherestaurant,Celinesatdownandcheckedthe

time.Fiveminutestoeightandtheystillweren’t

here.Awaitermadehiswaytohertableandshe

turnedhimback.Notyet.Shewaswaitingforher

sonandhisgirlfriend.Sheliftedhereyesandshe

sawAustinmakehiswayinsideholdingsomeone’s

hand.Celinepaused,takinginAlora’svoluptuous

frameinthatmidnightbluedressandheelsthat

madehertallerbutstillshortcomparedtoAustin.

Shelookedlikesomekindofperfectqueen.Asif

nothingcouldshockherandthateveryonearound



herdeservedtobowdown.Itwasastonishinghow

shecouldseethatfromjustonefulllookatAlorain

personandnotfromthefileshehadonthegirl.

Austinpulledoutachairforhertositbeforehe

pulledouthis.Aloralookedather,herfacevoidof

anyemotionandhereyesfulloffire.

“GoodeveningMsMathews.”Sheextendedher

hand.Hervoicewasn’tevensoft.Austin’smother

lookedatthehandandextendedhersastheyshook

hands.

“NicetomeetyouAlora.”Aloraquicklyremovedher

handfromCeline’sgraspandnodded.

“Likewise.”

“MothermygirlfriendAloraandLora,that’sCeline.

Mymother.”Aloranoddedandplacedherhandon

herlap.Sheresistedtheurgetotapherheel.This

womanwasintimidatingasfuck.

Austinheldherhandfromunderthetableandshe

lookedathimbeforeshefacedhismother.

“Let’sorderandthenwecantalk.”Aloradidn’tknow

itwasgoingtobethenightthattestsherlimitsasa



waitermadehiswaytotheirtableandtheyplaced

theirorders,glassesofwinetobedeliveredfirst.

Minuteslater,eachwithaglassinhandCeline

cameforAlora.Gunsblazing.

“Sowhendidyouguysmeet?”Sheasked.

Somethingsheknewsinceshereadthefile.

“Highschool.”Alorarepliedasshetookasip.This

feltmuchmorelikeaninterview.Oneshedidn’t

wanttofail.

“Interestingandreconnectedwhileyouwerein

school?”Aloranoddedandtookanothersipofher

wineasAustin’shandsqueezedhersunderthe

table.Hewasherewithher.

“Yes.WehadmetpriorduringmyStandford

interview.”

“Youaresmart.Igiveyouthatbutareyouwife

material?”Aloranearlychockedonherwine.

“Idon’tstriveforthat.I’mmyownwomanMs

Mathews.”Celineraisedaneyebrow.



“Mendon’tlikeambitiouswomen.”

Aloratiltedherhead.

“Likeyouperhaps?”Austin’sfacedidn’tgive

anythingawaybuthewassilentlycheeringhis

girlfriendon.

“Andyourmotherofcourse.Ithadtotakeherto

sleepwithamarriedmantoconceiveyouso….”

AlorastilledandCelinesmiled.

“Now,nowit’sinthepast.Weallhaveapasteven

thoughyourstaintsyouevenbeforeyoujointhe

corporateworld.”

“Motherthat’senough!”Austin’ssternvoicesaid

andCelineshrugged.

“IwasjustgettingtoknowyourgirlfriendAustin.”

Aloraplacedthewinedownasshelickedherlips,

herearsringing.Shewasalreadybeingjudgedfor

hermother’ssins.Itwouldn’tendwouldit?Her

visionblurred.Sheshouldn’tbreakdown.Sheis

strongerthanthat.Sheisstrongerthanthat.She

doesn’tcry.Robotically,shegotuponherfeetand



excusedherselffromthetable.Ittookeverythingin

hertowalknormallytofindtherestrooms.The

minuteshewasinside,shewalkedovertothe

faucetasshelatheredherhandswithsoapand

scrubbedherpalmswithhernails.Gettingridofthe

dirtshehastouched.Shescrubbedsohardtothe

pointofherpalmsburningandbeingredbutshe

stillscrubbed,willsheeverlearn?Shehasbeen

herebefore.Shehasalwaysbeentauntedabouther

mother’stransgressionsandhowshecametothis

world.

MeanwhileintherestaurantAustinlookedathis

mother.

“Ihopeyou’rehappywithyourself.”Hesaid

somberlyashestooduponhisfeetandheld

Alora’sclutchbagandheadedinthedirectionshe

hadbeenheadingto.Hismotherbreathedinand

massagedherbreastbeforeshedownedherglass

ofwine.



AustinopenedthedoorandfoundAlorascrubbing

herpalmsasifherlifedependedonit,aminute

longer,shewasgoingtomakeherselfbleed.He

placedtheclutchdownandheldherarms.

“Lora!Lora!”

“I-I’mfine.Don’tfuckingtouchme,lesweAustin!”He

heldherhandstighterandpulledherbackfromthe

sink.

“Don’ttouchme!Don’t!”Hervoicebrokeandhe

pulledherin,holdinghertighterasshebreathedout.

“I’mhere.I’mhere.I’msorrymiecherie.”He

whisperedagainstherhairasshebreathedout

beforeshetriedtowriggledoutofhisgraspbuthe

keptherthere.Ironclad.

“Ididn’ttellhertosleepwithamarriedman.Iswear

toGod!”Shestartedbeforeshebreathedoutheavily.

“Ssshh…Iknowyoudidn’t.I’mhere.”

“Ifshewasaliveshewouldexplainherselfto

people.I-“hesoothedher.Whisperingagainsther

hairassheheldbackhertears.Tearsweregoingto



ruinhermakeup.

“Everythinghappensforareasonbutitmakesme

somadthatsheisn’theretoatoneforhersins.I’m

unwantedeverywhereIgo.”

“IwantyouLora.BabyIwantyouokay?I’mhere.”

Shenoddedandleanedagainsthisback.She

swallowed.Herheartbeatingsoloudandherlips

quivered.

“Iwonderhowitwouldbeifshewashere.”

“I’msureyouwereherworld.”Aloranodded.She

was.Herletterssaidso.

“Maybeifshewashere,shewouldwantyoutolive

liketheworld’sonthefire.Toneverlookdown

whenyouwalkthewire.”Austinassuredher.He

heldheranddidsayanythingmore,waitingforher

tocalmdown.Toregainhermarbles.

“I’msorry.Forthepanic.I-“

“You’rehumanAlora.It’sokay,I’mhere.”He

reassuredandkissedthetopofherhead.Her

handswentlimpthemomentheletgoofherthen



turnedtopullhertohischest.

“Allbetter?”Shenodded.Hepeckedherlipsand

gaveheragentlesmile.Shedidn’treturnitand

lookedathischest,breakingtheeyecontact.

.

.
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We’lluseSaturdayandSundaytomakeupforthe

insertsIstillowe.Goodnight.
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AlorawithAustin.Yherside,walkedoutofthe

restroom.Shedidn’twanttoleanintohimbutshe



couldn’thelpitashegaveheroneofthose

conceitedsmilesofhis.

“Don’t.”

Hechuckled.Sheneverstoppeddidshe?Hedidn’t

wanttospendtherestoftheeveningwithherhere

inhismother’scompany.Celine’scompanyupset

Aloraandhehadtoadmit,hehatedseeinghisgirl

upsetandhercompulsionsflaring.Itwasnota

prettysightandittooktimetogethertocalmdown

andbeokay.Asrigidandcoldassheusuallywas.

TheyarrivedatthetableasCelinadrankherthird

glassforthenight.Shehadfiguredshehadmadea

shittymovebutstill,nooneusuallychallengedher.

“We’llbeleaving.”Austinannounced.Theydidnot

eventakeaseat.

“Soearly?”

“Well,seemslikeyou’llcallwhenyou’rereadytobe

nice.Yes?Haveagoodnightmother.”Celine

watchedheroneandonlyson.Theheirtoher

millionswalkawaywiththegirlintow.Funnything

isAloraseemedoffbalanceandsheknewshehad



shookherbutshedidn’tsayawordasshedowned

theremainderoftheglass,ignoringthepainasher

eyelidswentheavy.Shedidn’twanthersontogo

forawomanwhowassimilartoherinmoreways

thanone.Hermarriagehadfaileddismallyandshe

hadlosthersecondbornatstillbirthbutshenever

stoppedworking.Shehadneverstoppedwantingto

goupthecorporateladder.Shedrownedinmore

workandtaughthersontodependmoreonhimself

andnotanyotherperson.Notevenher.Shecalled

thewaitertoorderherfourthglassofwine,her

driverwillpickherupandshewillobserveAlora

fromadistance.MaybeAlorawouldn’tturnoutto

belikeher.MaybeAustinmadetherightchoice.

Meanwhileasthecouplewalkedtotheparkinglot,

Aloralookedathim.

“Wedidhavedinner,nowwhat?”

“Haveyoueverbeentoaclubbefore?”Heasked.

Shepaused.

“Yesandno.Usuallyforthirtyminutesandleft



beforeitgottooloud.”

“Well,let’sseeifwecangrabaquickmealandhead

totheclubyes?”Herjawdropped.

“That’simpulsiveashellRobert.”Shehalf

screamedandhelaughed.

“Iwanttobeimpulsivewithyoubaby.”

“I’mnotwearingclothesthataresuitedforadamn

club.”Shesaidandhechuckled.

“Wecansolvethat.”

“How?”

“Let’sheadtoovertomyplaceforaquickmealand

drivetothenearestclub.”Shedidn’thavethe

opportunitytoberatehimasheheldherhandand

ledhertothecar.Rushingherandcomplicatingher

wellthoughtschedule.Itdidn’tsoundsobad.The

moreshethoughtaboutitanyway.Maybeitwould

beagoodideaornot.

***



AtSusan’shouse,ZaraknockedonReba’sdoor.

“Comein.”Shepushedthedooropenandfound

Rebawithabookinherhands.Afictionalbooks.

Rebawaveditintheair.

“It’sallRora’sfault.Shegotmethislastyearfor

ChristmasandIfeelsoguiltyfornotreadingit

especiallywiththeholidaysnear.”Zaranoddedwith

asmile.

“CanIseethetitle?”ShewalkedcloserasReba

handedherthenovel.

“APerfectLifebyDanielleSteel.”Zarareadoutloud

andRebanodded.

“Itsoundfun,I’monlyonpagetwenty.It’s

embarrassingbutI’mtryingforher,Ihavethetime

now…”sheletthesentencehangintheair.Shehad

thetimewasalmostdonewithherexams,she

didn’thavedrugsandHadeswasn’there.Itwas

tryingtoreadandifshedidn’tread,shegotlostin

theMarvelUniversethoughshewishedshecould

watchupcomingmovieswithHades.Shemissed



him.Theyweretwopeasinapod,shemused.Her

otherhalf,asbrokenandmesseduplikeher.

“CanIsitdown?”

“Yeah.Sure.”Rebatriedtokeepupherwarmsmile

ashersisterinlawsatonthecornerofthebed.

Awkwardsilencefilledthespaceandshelookedat

Zarawhoplacedthebookdown.

“UhmIhopeI’mnotbeingtoomuchbutIhavea

question.”

“Askaway.Iguess.”

“HowisHadeslike?”Outofallthequestions,Reba

hadn’tbeenexpectingthatone.HowwasHadeslike?

“Hadesislikeashotofwhiskey,bitterandperfect.”

Shestartedoff.

“It’seasytogetdrunkonhim,he’llifpossible

alcoholcoulddrunkonhim.Hewasperfection,

strongandputtogetherinthatstrongjawofhisand

thoseeyesofhisthatarehardenedbylife.”She

said.Nowherheartached.Shemissedhim.

“Isee.”ZaracouldtellthatRebawassayingitfrom



aplaceofloveanditfascinatedher,howshewasa

strugglingaddictandhewasastrugglingalcoholic

butyettheylovedeachother.Weirdbutkindof

beautiful.

“He’sinrehabnow.He’llbeherebyMidMarchor

thefirstweekofMarchnextyear.”Theyearningin

hervoicewasclearandZaradidn’tthinkitwas

appropriatetotellheraboutherrelationtoHades.

SheshouldtellHadesherself.Whenhecomesback.

“Youmisshim?”

“Alot.Ihavetobepatientthough,itgetslonelybutI

havemysistertobehereforme.”

“YouandAloraareclose?”

Rebachuckled.

“Very.Sheisthesweetestpersonever.”Zara’seyes

widenedandRebalaughed.

“Okaysheisnotsweetbutsheisadarling,shehas

alwaysbeenlikethis.Hadesusuallytoldhertokeep

hertalonstoherselforelseshemightclaw

someone.Theygotalongprettywellforpeoplewho



wentoffoneachotherforoveradecadewithout

reallykillingeachother.”AndAloracaredforHades

forhersake.BecauseRebalovedHades,Alorahad

AustinstepintoheldHadeswithhisaddiction.Just

forReba’ssake.Alorawasacombinationofamean

Angelandasweetdevil.

“IguessI’llgetusedtoher.”Zaraconcluded.

“Yes.Youwill.Sheisn’tallthatbadaspeopletend

tothink,theyjustdon’tunderstandher.”Zara

nodded.

“Goodnightandthankyou.”

“Nightandwelcome.”Zaragotuponherfeetand

walkedoutofthebedroomleavingRebawithher

thoughts.

.
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AtAustin’shouse,Alorahadpickedoneofhis

longestshirtsanditstoppedjustoverherknees.

Shewantedtocursethisideatothewindforthe

millionthtimebutherboyfriendwasnothavingit.

Sheusedhisbeltandbeltedaroundherwaist.She

stoodinfrontofthemirrorandshesmoothedher

handsobertheshirt.Itsmelledlikehimandshe

lookedfine.

“Canweleavenowdarling?”

“Weshouldbebackhomeearly.”Shecountered

andheraisedaneyebrow.Sherolledhereyesat

himasshepickedherclutchandhithischestwith

it.

“I’mplanningonmakingthisnightanenjoyableone

foryou.”



“We’llseeaboutthat.”Hetookherhandandthey

walkedoutofthebedroomanddownthestairs

headingtotheShewantedtohavetheconfidence

hehad,clubshadneverbeenhersceneandit

wasn’tsurprisingthatherhusbandcouldgotoa

club.Hecouldfakethingsouttofitinandshewas

gratefulshehadtheversionofhim,therealhim

thatnoonehadtoopportunitytosee.Heopened

thecardoorforherandshesatdown.Hewalkedto

hissideandshelookedatherfeetinherheels.

“Aren’tyouscaredofthemedia?”Sheaskedhim

andheshrugged.Thatwasthemgoingouttoa

publicspaceandthatwouldevidentlymaketheir

relationshippublic,notthatitwasasecret.The

peoplewhomatteredknew.Thiswasnewterritory

butshebreathedout.Hishandsettledonherknee

andshecasthimascathinglook.

“Calmyournervesdarlingandhavefun.”Theirlevel

offunwassparingandintellectuallyatthat.This

kindoffunwasweird.

“Sowe’reseriouslygoingtoaclub?”



“InGaborone?Yesbaby.Justfocusonme.Youdo

havetofearanythingwhenyou’rewithme.”He

squeezedherkneeandsheplacedahandoverhis

ashesmiled.Hestartedthecar.

***

Aloracouldhearthenoiseblaringasheparkedhis

carintheparkinglot.Shelookedathimonemore

time.

“We’reherenowdarling.”Shebreathedoutashe

gotoutofthecar.Sheopenedherowncardoorand

leftherclutchinthepassengerseat.Wasit

necessaryforhereventakeit?Notreallynecessary.

Thismanwasgoingtoinsistonpayingforthe

drinksandshewouldn’thaveasayoverit.Heslid

hishandonherwaistasheclosedherdoorand

lockedthecar.

Hepushedherforwardandsheglaredathimashe

laughed.



“Let’sgetgoingbaby.”

“IhateyousomuchRobert.”

“Youaresexy.”Sherolledhereyesbutherhear

soaredatthatcompliment.

“FlatterywillgetyounowhereRobert.”

“You’renofun.”

“Itwon’tbefunwithyourearcutoff.”Hegrinned.

Hisgirlwassomethingelsealtogetherandhelo-he

shookhishead.Hepassedtheentranceasthe

bouncernoddedseeinghim.HespottedGreybythe

topashelookeddown.Thiswashisclubandwell

veryfewpeopleknewthatminordetailandwhat

thisclubentails.Currentlytheywerehereforthe

partyingandhavingfunpartofit.Heraisedtwo

fingersupasGreyacknowledgedhimaswell.Alora

wasn’tfocusedonwhathedidashereyesscanned

thearea.

“Howdoesitfeel?”

“Full.”Shesaidandshesawafreechairbythebar.

“I’mgoingtositdown.”



“Tellthebartendertoputitonmytab.”

Sheremovedhishandsfromherwaistandhe

watchedherwalkaway.Sheturnedtofacehimand

gavehimthemiddlefinger.Alwayssuchan

aggressivelittlething.Heshookhisheadwitha

smileashemadehiswaytothestairs.Justfora

fewminutesthenhecangodowntocatchupwith

hiswomanwhowasstillaballfullofangryenergy.

Alorasatdownandshecrossedherlegs,hershirt

rodeupexposingherthighsandherlegsonthose

highheelsofhers.Hershrewdeyesscannedthe

areaandshewatchedaspeoplewerefreeasthey

danced.Herlogicaskedherhowpeopledidit?Be

sofreeandthethrowcautiontothewind.Her

observationwasinterruptedbythebartender.

“HowcanIbeofservicetodayprettylady.”His

voicesaidanditirritatedher.Shefoundthatas

muchasthemalespeciesannoyedhertohervery

core,herboyfriend’svoicewastheonlyvoiceshe

couldtolerate,ithadtherighthuskiness,gruffness



andhowdeepitwas.Hecouldmakeitmoredeeper

andshewouldgetshiversfromthat.Thesimple

calmnessinhiseyesalwaysmadehersmile

internally.

“I’llhaveamojito.”Shedidn’tturnherseatandshe

watched.Asifitwasanexperiment.Atthetop,

AustinheldhistumblerthathadwhiskeyasGrey

spoke,hiseyeswereonAloraashewatchedher

murderousgazescrutinisethepeopledancing.She

wasn’tevenlisteningtothesongs.Hewatchedher

pickherdrinkandobserveitforafewseconds

beforesheusedthestrawtosipit.

“Austin,areyoulistening?”Hewas.Hewasgoodat

multitasking.Hehasalwaysbeengoodatdoing

morethanonethingatthesametime.

Greyfollowedhisgaze.Ah.Newlove.Hecould

rememberthatverywell,hehadhiswifetryingto

jugglebeingamothertothreeandherrecently

startedmedschoolcourses.Shewasprobably

readingthisexactmoment,afterputtingtheir

youngesttobed.



Austin’sgazesnappedtohim.

“IfIdidn’tneedyourcompany’sservices..”Grey

saidandAustinchuckled.Greyhadtoadmitthat

theboywasagenius.Andhehaddecidedtokill

twobirdswithonestone,bringawomanherewhile

discussingbusiness.

“Mondaymorning.Eight?”Austinfinishedthe

whiskeyandhelookedatGrey,waitingfor

confirmation.

“Monday.Eighta.m.”

“Seeyouthen.”Hewalkedawayandpassedoneof

thewaitersasheputhisglassonthetray.

Downbelow,Alorafelteyesonher.Sheknewthat

burningfeeling.Herheartthumpedassheturned

herheadtofaceAustin.Hedidn’taverthergaze

andhewatchedherfromtheothersideoftheclub,

sherolledhereyesandgavehimherbackasshe

orderedherseconddrink.Sultrymusicstarted

playingandshewatchedaspeoplecoupledeach

otheranddanced.Sheturnedherheadandhewas



stilllookingather.Makingnoattempttocomeher

way.Herdrinkcameandshedrankittofizzledher

nerves.Shewasinaclubandherboyfriendwas

justwatchingherlikeahawk.Whentheglasswas

emptyshestooduptoherfullheightandsmoothed

downtheshirt.Shewasrigidasfuck!Whatthehell

wasshedoing?Shesatdownonthechair.Minutes

later,Austinsatonthechairnexttohersandpulled

herscloser.

“Iwouldhavelovedtoseeyoudance.”He

whisperedandsheplacedherhandsonhischest.

“Idon’tknowhow.”

Hemovedhisheadcloserandnippedherear.

“IwanttogrindonyouAlora.”Herbreathhitched

andherfaceflushedandherbloodrannotinher

veins.Herwholebodywasburning.

“G-grind?”Sheasked.Helickedherearandnodded,

hislightstubblegrazinghercheek.Hewasso

assuredinhismovesandtheygottheright

responsefromher.

“Iwanttogiveyoualapdanceaswell.”Hemoved



backandhewatchedhergohotanduseherhands

tofanherface.Hesmirked.Shewashotand

bothered.

“A-fuck!”Shefannedmoreandhelaughed,moving

closertokissherlips.Thrustinghistongueinher

mouthandheropeninghermouthforhim.She

couldtastehim.Whiskeyandman.Everythingthat

madeAustinMathewsthemanhewas,herchest

movedupanddownasshewrappedherhands

aroundhisneckwhilehishandswereplacedfirmly

onherthighs,lightlysqueezing.Shedidn’tstophim

ashishandshitchedup.

“What’syouranswer?”Heaskedandsheletouta

headybreath.Shelookedintohiscalmeyes,the

calmthatcalmedthevolcanothatwasher.

.
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Alorashookherhead.No.Wellnotintheclub.

“Let’sdancerather.”Shesuggestedandthatearned

herasmile.

“Canyoudance?”Thatwasanotherquestion,one

thatprovedoneofhermanyfailings.

“I’msureit’snotthathard.”Thatraisedaneyebrow

assheorderedanotherdrink.Hewatchedherand

howfastthebartenderwaswithherdrinks.Shehad

herdrinkwithinfiveminutesandshewaschugging

itdownherthroat.Shewasgoingtogetmadtipsy.

Hecouldalreadyseehersquintinghereyesand

thenblinkingacoupleoftimesbeforeshespoke.

“Let’sdance.”Shegotuponherfeetandshe

ignoredthatflutteryfeelingshehadinthepitofher



stomach.Thealcohol.Itwasthealcoholalrightas

Austinheldherwaistandtheywalkedtothedance

floor.Anothersongstartedplayingasheturnedher

tolookather,herlegsswayedashismoved.He

smiledandmovedclosertillherchestcrushedinto

hisandhishandsettledonherass.Hiseyesfullof

alustsheandseenaflickerofbeforehedisguised

it.Thistimehedidn’thideitasheloweredhisdown

tohersandhiswhiskytintedbreathhithernostrils

andshesuckedinabreath,hereyesfixatedonhim.

“Idon’tknowwhatyoudotomeAlora.”She

chuckledandgotalittleaheadofherselfasshe

peckedhislips.Hesmiledandkissedherback.Her

handsmovedtohischestandshegrippedthe

whitematerialoftheshirthewaswearing.He

lookedatherfingerscrumplinghisshirt.

“Wellyou’vebewitchedmeAustin.Body,mindand

soul.”Shecouldhearherselfbutfromadistance.

Thealcoholwasstartingtomesswithherbut

maybeshedidneedthecouragetosaywhatshe

neededtosay.Shepausedandgiggled.Austineyes

widenedinsurprise.Aloranevergiggled.Ever.He



savouredthesoundofhergigglesasshethrewher

headback,helovedtheraritiesoflifeandher

gigglingwasasoundhewasgoingtokeepinhis

memoryforever.Heknewshemightnevergiggle

again.

“I-IthinkI’mready.”Shesaidandhepausedagain.

Shestraightenedherpalmagainsthisshirtto

removethecreases.

“Yes.I’mready.”Shegiggledagainandplacedher

headonhischest.

“Areyouahundredpercentsure?”

“Yes.Ialwaysthinkthingsthrough.”Agiggle

escapedherlipsagainandhesmiledashelooked

ather.

“Ioncehadafantasy.Doyouhavefantasies

Austin?”Sheasked.

“Nosweetheart.Idealwithpracticalities.”She

shrugged.

“Ifyoudareusethisagainstme,I’llcutyourcock

off.”Helaughedandshemovedherheadtolookat



him,colourseepingontohercheeksandrising

lowerdownherneck.

“Itdepends.”

“You’rehorrible.”Shebreathedout.

“At18,Iusedtofantasiseyoufuckingme.It’sso

oddandyouweremyrival.Iwasn’tsupposedto

seeyoulikethat.”Thegrinthatcoveredhisface

annoyedher.

“Reallynow?”Shenoddedandhegrinnedmore.

“Icanmakethosefantasiescometolife.”Hepulled

herfacetohisandtheirdifferentshadesofbrown

swirledwithacommonheatandhesawhertrying

toretreattohermindbuthedidn’tlether.Instead

hekissedher,hewasgoingtotakeitslowthough.

Andwhoknows,shemightnotrememberwhatever

shesaidwhiledrunk.

“Youwanttofuckmenow?”Hereyeswidened

beforeshelaughedandplacedherheadonhis

chest.Helaughed.

“You’resocuterightnow.”Shepursedherlips.



“I’veneverbeencalledcute.CuteisfluffyandI’m

notfluffy.”Hekissedhernose.

“Let’sdance.”

“Wearedancing,”Theywerebarelydancingasthey

talkedandshelaughed.Morefreelyandthose

gigglesofhersundidhisheartashetriedtodeny

whathadbeenthetruthfromtheverybeginning.

TheDjchangedsongsandplayedUsher’sLoveIn

ThisClub.Heturnedherasheheldherfrombehind.

Shesmiledandheldhishandsashemovedwith

her.HekeptwhisperingFrenchinherear,thesong

wasn’tevenmakingitbetter.Heheardhergaspas

shefelthishard-ononherass.Shedidn’tmove

awaythoughassherepliedhim,ignoringthe

shiversthatrandownherspineandhowherheard

wantedtoburstwiththeloveshehadforthisman.

Shefacedhimandkissedhim,touchinghisjawand

rubbingitashepulledherinclosertohim.She

brokethekiss,boththeirlipspartedandbreathing

intoeachother.

“Ithinkweshouldgo.”Shewhispered.Austin

swallowedandnodded.Shedidn’tknowhowsultry



shesoundedrightnow.

Shetookhishandandledhimoutoftheclub,he

followedherknowingthatshewasstilldrunk.He

knewAlorabuthewasgoingtokeepthese

memoriestuckedsomewheresafe.Shestopped

andlookedaround.

“Wheredidweparkthecar?”Sheasked.Shelightly

hitherhead.

“Ifeeldumbrightnow.”Shestartedinamonologue.

Heledhertowherethecarwasandopenedthe

doorforher.Hehelpedherinsideandwalkedover

tohisside.Sheleanedbackwithasmileand

touchedhisjawline.

“IloveyouAustin.”Sheblurtedoutandhestilled.

Shetiltedherhead.Itwasabitblurrybuther

senseswerefine.Shethought.

“Iknowyoudon’tbelieveinloveandfateAustinbut

IloveyouandIbelieveit’sfatethatwearestill

together.”Sheletgoofhischeek.Sheleanedback

andsmiled.Ofcourseitwasfate,shehaddriven

downdifferentroads.Wenttoanotherschool,he



graduatedayearbeforeherandstillheretheywere.

Allthoseroadsledherbacktohim,evenmiles

aparttheyfoundtheirwaybacktoeachother.After

yearsofnocommunication.Ifthatwasn’tthe

universe’sfateonthemshedidn’tknowwhatwas.

Shewatchedhimstartthecarandhetookherhand

tokissit.Beforeheletitgo.Shefixedherseatbelt

andtookhishandagain.Hegaveherasmileand

offtheywent.

***

BythetimeAustinreachedhishouse,Alorawas

snoringsoftly.Herconfessionhithimrighttherein

thegut.Shelovedhim.Hebreathedoutasthe

enginestoppedandhegotoutofthecar.Hewalked

overtohersidetopickherandherclutch.She

snuggledintohimandhekissedherhead.Hewas

sureshewon’trememberhalfofwhathappened

tonight.Apartofhimwishedshewouldthough.In

thedark,hewalkedupthestairstohisroomandhe



placedheronthebedbeforeswitchingonthelamp.

Shewasbeautiful.Allbrainsandwoman,his

woman.Hekissedherheadandpeckedherlips

beforehegotbusyremovinghermakeupand

gettingridofherheelsandthebeltaroundher

waist.Shewasn’twearingabrasothatwouldbeit.

Bythetimehewasdone,shewasinhisarmsand

snoringsoftly.Ahugecontrasttothewomanwho

peopleseeonadaily.Hepushedherhairbackas

helookedatherfeatures,wouldtheirkidshaveher

eyesorhersharpmind?Orevenhis?Heshruggedit

off.Shedidn’twantkidsandherespectedthat.Any

decisionshetook,hewasfullyokaywithit.Evenif

theydidn’thavekids,aslongashehadherandwas

holdingherhandattheendoftheday.Hischest

constrictedwiththeemotionhehadbeenavoiding

liketheplagueforsolong.Helickedhislipsbefore

heswitchedoffthebedsidelampandwas

immersedintototaldarkness.

.
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Inthemorning,Alorawokeupwiththemotherofall

headaches.Thosefuckingmojitos.Shecursedand

cursedlikeasailorinhermindbeforeshe

registeredthatshewasnexttohardmuscle.She

turnedandhereyeswidenedasshetookinher

boyfriend’shalfnakedframe.Okay,shealways

deducedthathewasmusculareverytimesheheld

hischestbuttoseeit.Shetouchedthesideofher

mouth,hopingshedidn’tdroolonhim.Nodrool.

Sherubbedherface.Itwasclearofmakeup.She



staredathimforawholeminutebeforesheplaced

herheadbackonhischestandclosedhereyes,

pretendingtosleep.

“Iknowyou’reawake.”Hisvoicerumbledandjust

likethat,shehadtofacehimafterthecringethings

shedidandsaidwhileundertheinfluence.There

wasaneeriesilencebeforeshebrokeit.

“GoodmorningRobert.”

“Willyoueverletthatnamego?”Sherolledhereyes

andhechuckled.

“Never!IwillusethatnametillthedayIdie.”

“Andyouarenotdyingsoon.”Hesmoothedout.He

didn’twanttothinkofherdyingeven.

“Yesterday…”

“ImeantwhatIsaid.I’mreadyandIloveyou.”She

turnedtofacehim.

Hedidn’tsayitbackbutshekissedhischest.

“Youworkout?”Shewaschangingthesubject.

“Akeytoahealthymindisahealthybody.Idogo



togymatleastthreetimesaweek.”Andmonths

agohehadhadafriend.Hades.Whowenttothe

gymwithhim.HehadreceivedanupdateonHades’

improvementyesterday.Hewasdoingfine.

“Icouldnever.”

“Why?”

“It’sallgrossandyuckyandeveryoneshares

everything.”OkaythatwasAloratheobsessive.He

satupstraightandpickedheupsothatshewason

topofhim.

“Whatwe’reyouthinkingwedofortherestofthe

day?”

“You’renottakingmehome?”Heshookhishead.

Shefiguredthatwasfineaswell.Shelikedher

spaceandallbutshealsolikedhimbeinginher

space.

“I’llthinkofsomething.”Hepulledherheadlowerto

kissher,hishandsmovingupanddownherwaist.

Nowthatshegavehimthegoahead,shethought

hewouldjumpattheopportunitytofinallyhavesex

withherbuthewasn’t.Shebrokethekiss.Wasshe



thatunappealing?Austintouchedherface,shewas

inherheadagain.

“Shareyourthoughts.”Sheblinkedacoupleof

timesbeforeshegotoffhim.

“I’mgoingtotakeashower.”Shegotoffthebed

andhewatchedherleave.Notsofast.Hethought.

Hewaitedforaminutetillheheardtheshower

running.Thatwashischance.Hegotoutofhis

pyjamapantsandboxersbeforehewalkedoverto

thebathroom.Heopenedthedoorandhecouldsee

herfigureinsidethesteamyshowerglass.Shewas

facingtheotherwayandhetooknotetobuya

showercap.

Alorabroughttheloofahtoherarmsashermind

likealways,wanderedoff.Theopeningofthe

showerdoorhadherturningandscreamingbefore

sherealisedshewasnakedandherhandsshotup

tocoverherupastheloofahfellonthetile.Her

heartwentthumpthumpinherchestasherthroat

clogged.

Immediatelyhishandsgentlyheldhershoulders.



“Sorryforscaringyou.”Heclosedoffthewaterand

lookedatherface.

“Thereissomethingcalledprivacy.”Heraisedan

eyebrow.

“Isit?”Sheglaredathim.

Shewasstilltryingtocoverherselfwithherhands

andheheldherhands.

“Wearen’tdoinganything.”Hecoerced.Aloradidn’t

darelookdown.Shekepthereyesfullyonhisface.

“Apartofintimacyinvolvesgettingusedtoeach

other’sbodiesalthoughIdon’tthinkI’lleverget

usedto-“

“Don’tsayit!”Hislaughfilledtheshowerandshe

rolledhereyes.

“You’rebeautifulAlora.Yourmindandbody.You’re

beautiful.”Hekissedherforehead.

“Let’sshower.”Heletgoofherhandsslowlyand

Alorafacedforward.Shedidn’tfacehim.Itwas

awkwardenoughthathesawhercompletelynaked

andhewasgoingtowatchherscrubherself.Austin



pickeduptheloofahandheturnedonthewater.He

pulledhernakedframetohisbody,beingcareful

nottoletherfeelhisejection.Fuck!Shehadsuch

aneffectonhimandhewasstartingtobelievethat

hetoowasbewitchedbodyandsoul.

“GetoutofyourheadLora,wearejusttakinga

showertogether.”Hekissedherneckandplaced

hischinonthecrookofherneck.

“Iknowyousayyou’rereadybutyou’renotfully

therebaby.Let’sgiveittime.RightnowIwantyou

toturnandfaceme.”Heswitchedoffthewater

again.

“No!”

“Alora,itwasn’tarequestbaby.Turnaround.”She

foldedherarmsoverherbreastsandturned.She

wasn’tpreparedforthelustthatwasinhisgaze

andhissmileather.Hewasgoingtosaygoodgirl

andherheartleapedinherchestasshewaitedfor

him,insteadhesmirkedandheldherhandsto

removethem.Shewatchedhispenetrativeand

attentivegazesweepoverherfeaturesandit



settledonthevbetweenherthighsShehadtofight

theurgetosqueezeherthighstogether.Shekept

hereyessolelyonhisfaceasherakedherbody

oncemorebeforeheheldhergaze.

“Fuck!You’resobeautiful.”Herskinheatedand

shewassurehesawitwhenhesmirked.Sherolled

hereyesjustashecuppedherbreastandshefroze,

likingthewarmthofhishandandhowitfitperfect

inhis.Hemurmuredsomethingshedidn’tquite

catch.Slowlyhisthumbcircledandrubbedthe

puckerednipplethatwasjustbeggingtobesucked

andherlipspartedsoftlyasshewatchedhim.She

bitdownherlowerlipasheplayedwithbothofher

boobs.Thewaterwasoffandsheknewtheliquid

thatwaspoolingbetweenherlegswastheripple

effectfromthesmallboutsofpleasurehewas

givingher.Shewatchedhimlowerhisheadtokiss

herboobsandsheletoutthemoansshehadbeen

holdingin.Heliftedhisheadforasecondtosmile

atherbeforehisattentionwenttoherbreasts.Her

breathcaughtinherthroatashisteethgrazedthe

tauttitsandgettingmorehardathearinghermoan



forhim.Fuck!Hesuckedthetopofherbreasts

leavinghickeysthere,knowingshemightchophis

headofflaterbutnotcaringaboutthatnow.He

stoppedandlookedather.Closedeyesandthose

pinkpartedlipsthatreleasednoisesthatturnedhim

on.Heslidhistongueinhermouth,takingcontrol

ofhersenseandnotgivinghertimetoslipbackin

hermind.Herhandssettledonhischestandhe

smiledintothekiss.Hehadalreadydeducedthat

hewasgoingtoenjoytheirsexlifeevenifheknew

shehaddoubtsaboutthat.Hebrokethekissand

placedhisthumbonherlowerlip.Alora’seyes

lookedatthethumbthenhimbeforeshepartedher

lipstosuckleonitasheheldhercheek.

“Suchagoodgirlaren’tyou?”Hewatchedherblush

andwastemptedtoseehowmuchofaslutshe

wasforpraisebytouchingherp*ssy.Sometime.He

gentlyremovedhisthumbandkissedherlips.

“Youlikedthat?”Shenodded.Slowly.Asifhehad

askedatrickquestionandshewasn’tsureofher

answer.Hekissedherforehead.

“Okaybaby.”Hepickedtheloofahandsqueezedhis



bodywashonitbeforeheturnedonthewater.He

tookherhandandscrubbeditbeforesheglaredat

him.

“I’mnotaninvalidRobert.”Hechuckled.Therewas

theformidablewomanwhocanbarelysubmitto

himoutsideintimacy.Helikedthat.Awholelot.She

gottheloofahandturnedherbackonhimasshe

startedtoscrubherselfclean.Heshookhishead

withasmile,knowingdamnwellshebarelylooked

atthecockshealwaysthreatened.

***

Hourslater,AlorawasbackatSusan’shouseand

shepackedthesmallbag,itwasembarrassingthat

everyonewasgoingtothinkshedoesnastythings

withthatmanwhenshecanbarelytoleratehisego.

Okayshewasover-exaggeratingshelikedwhat

happenedintheshower.Shefeltlikeshewasslow

butshelikedhavinghismouthonherteeth.Her

nipplestightenedasareflexandshetouchedthe



nipplesthatwerevisibleonhertop.Shewasn’t

evenwearingabra.Sheshookherhead.Her

bedroomdoorswungopenandRebafoldedher

arms.

“Wellnowyou’repackinganovernightbag.”

“It’snotwhatyou’rethinking.”

“YouhavesuchadirtymindAlora.I’mnotthinking

ofthatbutyetyouare.”Aloragloweredathersister

beforeRebachuckled.

“Howdidthedatewithhismothergo?”

“Shehatesme.Likeeveryoneelse.”

“Thatbad?”Alorashruggeditoff.Shepickedthe

bagandherphone.

“Ihavetogo.”Rebawentontohugher.

“You’regrowingupinmyeyes,lookatyou.”

“Rebadon’tstart.”

“Ifeellikeaproudsister.”Rebadramatically

dabbedhereyesasifshewascryingandAlora

shruggedheroff.



“Evenasgrouchyasyouare,youareopeningupto

intimacy.”AloratouchedReba’sshoulder.

“I’llcalltonight.”

“Youhavetimetocallinthemiddleofsex?”Alora

groaned.

“Rebafuckyoutlhemma!”

“ButI’msureAustincanfuckyousis.Toodles!”And

RebawalkedoutleavingAlorahuffingasshe

followedsuit.Luckilyherstepparentsweren’thome.

Shewillexplainherselfbetterwhenshecomes

backonMonday.Shewalkedoutthedoorand

headedtothecarwherehewaswaitingforher.She

tookhiminandsighed.

“ItmeansnothingRobert.”Shestartedandheheld

herchintokissher.

“Willbefuckingtheliesoutofyoursystempretty

soonbeautiful.Icanpromiseyouthat.”She

squeezedherthighsassheclosedhermouthinthe

middleofthekiss.

“Openyourmouthforme.”Thatsinglecommand



hadherlipspartingforhimagainandhetookas

shetookfromhim.Hislargehandsettledonher

thighandsheopenedhermouthmoreforhim.

“Youlistensowell.”Hemurmuredagainstherlips,

feelingthelightquiveronherlipsandtheshiverhe

couldhavemissedifhehadnothadahandonher

thighs.Hemovedhisheadbackandleanedagainst

thecarseat.Herubbedherthighassheopenedher

eyes.

“Wheredidyousayweareheadingtonext?”She

blinked.

“Uhmmymother’shouse.”Hervoicewaslow.

“Okaydarling.Buckleupsweetheart.”Shedidso

andhestartedthecarasshefacedthewindow.He

rubbedslowcirclesonherthighashedrovewith

onehand.

.

.

.
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AloraandAustinmadetheirwaypastthedebris.

Thehousewasbeingrenovatedandshecouldn't

waittomovein.Twotothreemonthsfromnow

whenitwascomplete.

"Icheckonthemregularlytomakesuretheyare

doingagoodjob.Idon'treallyrememberbeing

here."Shelookedaround.Itwassodirtyanddusty

butsheknewfixingitwasagoosinvestmentandit

wasgoingtogiveherprivacy.Shecouldn'timagine

being24andlivingwithherstepparents.Sheliked

herindependence.

Theymovedtothebedrooms.Thefactthatshewas

usingallofthemoneyinhertrustfundandshewill

beleftwithclosetonothinghurtabit.Shecould



onlyhopehermeetinginJanuarywiththeinvestors

goeswellorelseshe'llbeforcedtofindajoband

shedoesn'twantadamnjob.Shewasherown

woman.

"Ialreadyaskedthemtotakeouttheoldfurniture.

Therewasnothinggoodlefttosalvage,Ionly

discoveredthehousewhenIwas14andmymother

hadlongdied."Austinobservedthewayhereyes

glazedwhenshementionhermotherbutAlora

blinkedandthosetearsforminginhereyeswere

gonewhenshelookedathim.

"Isee.Doyouneedanyhelpmovingin?"She

laughed.Sheactuallydidandhereyescrinkledat

thecornersassheplacedahandonhischest.

"YouaregoingtobeMrMuscle,whenitcomesto

carryingheavystuffIcan'tnecessarilysayfuckthe

patriarchy!"Sheleanedagainsthimandhesmiled.

Shewasslowlybutsurelylettingherguarddown.

"Myfamilyhistoryisfuckedup.Ihopeitdoesn't

embarrassyou."Hewrappedhisarmsaroundher.

"It'snotyourfault.Thepeoplesurroundingyou



wereadults.Grownadults."

"DidItellyouthatmyfather'sfamilyremindedme

everydaythatIwasabastardchildandthatImight

growuptobelikemymother."Hesmootheddown

herhairwhichwasabitunruly.Notinthesleeked

wayitalwayswas.

"Youwereachild."Sheshrugged.

"Anillegitimatechild.IbetthatIremindSusanof

herlatehusband'sinfidelitybutshskeptme

around."Alorareleasedasigh.

"Frommymother'sletterssheseemedlikeanice

personandshejustdiedlikethat.Leavingmein

thisworld.Alone."

"Youarenotalone."Sheclosedhereyes.

"Iknowbutthentheydon'tunderstandme.Except

foryou."Sheaddedsoftlybeforesheejected

herselffromhisarmsandwrappedherownarms

aroundherself.

"Thishousewillbecomplete."Shesaidfinally.She

wasn'ttellinghimshewillbebrokeafterit'sdone



andshehasboughtthefurnitureneeded.Shewill

survive.Herhandsdropped.

"Wecangonow."

"Isitwhyyouhatemen?"Heaskedandshe

chuckled.

"Ilongdespisedmen.Theythinktheworldistheirs

andeveryonehastokisstheirass.Despicable

creatures."Hechortledandsheroleldhereyes.

"You'reoneofthepeopleIhatetoo.Fucking

narcissist!"Hetookastepcloserandshemoved

backbeforesheranoutoftheroompastthedebris

onthefloor.Heranafterherandwhenhecaugh

herbyherwaistheliftedherupasshelaughed

whilehurlinginsultshisway.

"Putmedown!"Helaughedashethrewheroverhis

shoulderandshelaughedwhilehittinghimwithher

fists.

"You'reannoyingandprovingmypoint.Stopacting

likeaneanderthal."Hewalkedoutofthehousewith

herlikethat.



"Okayfine,Iloveyou.Putmedown!"

"No!"Shehithimagain.

"Itwillbemynailscratchingyoureyesoutnext

time.."

"I'dpreferyournailsscratchingmybackasyoubeg

formoreandnotyourhyperbolescomingto

existence."Hedidn'tmisstheshudderofherbody

asheputherdownonherfeet.Alorastoppedashis

handslidintoherbackpocketandhesqueezedher

assalittlebeforeretrievingthekeytolockthe

house.Shefoldedherarmstoglareathimandhe

gaveherasmilethenalightkissonthecheek.

"Let'sheadhome."

"You'recooking?"Shequitelikedthewayhethrew

inthetheterm'home'.

"Whatdoyouwanttoeat?"Heaskedashetookher

handinhis,knowingshewasn'tgoingtodoitather

ownfreewill.

"Anythingisfine.Youcanholdyourowninthe

kitchen."



"UnlikesomeoneIknow.JustsayI'mthebest."

"DieRobert!"

"Neverdarling."Heopenedthecardoorforherand

shegotinbeforehejoggedovertohisside.She

buckledupandhersharpmemorytookherbackto

thismorning'sevents.

"Thinkingaboutyourfantasy?"Shejumpedabitas

heclosedthedoor.

"Whatfantasy?"

"Mefuckingyou.Wellithasbeenyourfantasysince

youwere18andwewouldhavedonealotof

fuckingifyoudidn'tchoosetoattendarival

university."Sheflushedandfoldedherarms.

"Idon'twanttohearanythingthatcomesfromyour

mouth."Helaughedandkissedher.

"Eemma."Hestartedthecarandshefurrowedher

eyebrowsbeforeshelookedathim.

"Whatdoyoumeanbyyourlaststatement?"He

cockedaneyebrow.

"Nowyouwanttohearanythingthatcomesoutmy



mouth?"

"Answerthequestion."

"ExactlythatAlora."Shehadnoideahow

consumedhewaswithher,histherapistknew

abouthertheminuteheattendedhistherapy

sessionspostmeetingAloraMoremi.Hewould

havemadeamoveifshehadbeenatStanford

University.

"Youlikeme?"

"Morelikeconsumedbyyourexistence."Sheleaned

back.She'lltranslatethattohimlovingherbutnot

wantingtoadmitit.Shesmiledbeforeshestopped

smiling.

"HowsurewereyouthatIwouldhaveagreedto

dateyou?"Thingwashewasn'tsurehowshe

agreedtodatehimnowbutshewasandthat'sall

thatmatters.Hedidn'tlikebeingsureand

throughoutthosedateatPrincetonhehadbeen

terrifiedofstartingoffatthewrongfootingorAlora

decidingtodamnhimthenbreakthingsoff.She

wasthefirethatkepthimguessing.Wondering



whatwascookinginthatrawmindofhers.

"Notsure."Headmittedandherbrowsfurrowed

more.Hedoubtedhimself?Whenitcametoher?

Austinhaddoubts?Hewasn'tlookingatherashe

saidthisandshedecidedtonotquestionhimany

further.Thedrivewassilenttillthespitfirebrokethe

silence.Austinchuckled.Shewassuchamenance.

"Truthordare.Withshots."Shesaid.

"Tequila?"Heasked.Shenodded.

"GuessIhavetopassbytheliquorstorethen.What

doyouneedthealcoholforthistime?"Henever

knewwhatshewasthinkingabout.Alwaysthinking.

Theflamesinhereyesstaredrightbackathim.

"You'llsee."TheybrokeeyecontactandAlorafaced

theotherway.Shehopeditworked.Orshecould

havewentwithsomethingsafe.Likeagameof

chessorcrosswordsorevenraidinghisbookshelf.

Sheshouldprobablyraidhisbookshelfthoughand

headhomewithhisbooks.Thatwasaplan.A

beautifulone.

.



.
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AtAustin’shouse,Ne-Yo’sMissIndependentplayed

asheforcedheruponherfeetassheheldthe

glasssippingonwinewhileshehadbeenwatching

himcook.Shegloweredathimwhileheheldher

waist.Shechuckledintohisneckashewhispering

thesonglyricsinherearinFrench.Shesmiledas

heheldherwaistandsheheldhiswaistwithone

hand.

“Slick!”Shesaidandhepeckedherlips.Heletgoof

herwaistashewentbacktothestove.Sheknewhe



wasshowingoffhisphysiqueashecookedwithan

apronandnot-shirton.Theyhaddebatedandshe

saidshewasnoteatingfoodcookedbyahalf

nakedman.Hepointeditoutthathewasherman

andshecouldn’tevencooktosaveherlifesoshe

wasgoingtoeat.Shehadrolledhereyesathimas

helaughedandthepansizzled.Sherefilledher

glass.Thiswassodomestic,shecangetusedto

this.Hegrinnedwatchingherunwindasshenursed

herglass.Theireyeslockedandhewinkedatheras

shegavehimthemiddlefinger.Heburstout

laughingasshesmiled.Helikedseeinghersmile.

Hersmilelithisworld,aworldthathadbeenblack

andwhitetillhemether.Watchingherreadher

Frenchbook.Therewasthispitterpatterinisheart,

howherespondedaroundher.Howsheknewthe

partsofhimthatwerenotknownbytheworldand

shekeptthemsafe.Ifheeverlosthimself

somehow,allhehadtolookforwasAloratofind

him.Shewasthefirethatignitedhissoul.Setiton

fireanddidn’tstop.Thetruthhehasbeenrunning

fromsettledintohischest,caughtfireandburned

himaliveashewatchedher.Thesonghededicated



toherweeksagostartedplayingandhewatched

herblushalonethenlookintoherglass.Shelifted

thoseblazingeyesathimandhesangthesongto

herasshelaughedandplacedherchinonher

handslookingather.

You’rewhoI’mthinkingof.

Girlyouain’tmyrunnerupandnomatterwhat,

You’realwaysnumberone.

Myprizedpossessiononeandonly.

Adoreyou?GirlIwantyou.

TheoneIcan’tlivewithout

That’syou,that’syou.

Sheblushedashelookedatthesteakbeforehegot

heroffherseattokissher.Hetastedthewineon

herlips,hecouldgetdrunkonherforsure.His

handsmovedtoherass,squeezingitbeforesliding

underneaththeplainwhiteshirtshewore.She

moanedintohismouthandhehoistedherupon



thecounterashisfingerunbuttonedtheshirtto

revealherbouncytits.Hebrokethekissandkissed

herchingoingdowntoherneckasshemoaned

softlyinhisear.Helookedatthehikeyshehadleft

earlierinthemorning.Shehadn’tscreamedhisear

offforthatandhesuckedthetopofherbreastsas

shebreathedheavily.Hemurmuredsomethingin

betweenherchest.Hisegosoaredashethoughtof

hertitsgrowinginsizeifsheeverconsidered

carryinghisfivefuturechildren.Fuckhewanted

everythingwithher.Thekids,aweddingand

everything.Histonguelickedanippleandshe

shudderedbeforesherealisedacurseinpleasure.

Thatwasitbabygirl.Hewantedhercrazyandwild

forhim,hiscockandhiminsideofher.He

straightenedupashelookedatherdazedface.He

kissedherlipsandhishandssettledonherthighs.

Sheopenedhereyes,loveshiningthroughthem

alongwiththatfirehewasattractedto.Herlips

closedastheystaredateachother.

“We’reforfeitingourtruthordaretoday.”Hesaid.

Lickinghislipsandherspartedinquestion.



“Therearerulesweadheretowhenweplayour

games.”Shesaid.

“Iwanttoplaywithyourbodytonight.”Hesaid

softlyandhereyeswidenedbeforetheyshrunk.

“Play?”Henoddedbeforehesteppedbacktogo

backtothepots.Thatsentheranxietyupthe

rooftop.Shedownedherwineandgotoffthe

counter.Shesatonthechairtorefillherglass.This

wasit?Shewasnervousnow.Austinwatchedher

withthecornerofhiseye.Shewasgoingtobe

surprisedwithhowmuchsheisgoingtolovewhat

hedoestoher.Luckilyhehadtheforesightaweek

agotobuywhatheneededandcustomdesignit

himselfunderthenewcompanysubsidiaryhehad

beenworkingon.Hehadaproposalwrittenfor

MathewsInc.sohecanimplantitbuthehadtorun

itwithhismother.

***

AtSusan’shouse,ZaratalkedtoRebaandshehad



therealisationthatRebawasarayofsunshine.

Thatmadehersointerestedinknowingwhat

happenedforhertospiraloffthetrack.Alongwith

herbrother,shefoundoutthatshelikedhearing

ThetisbitsaboutHades.Shefiguredthatsheknew

herfatherwasashiftypersonandhavingHades

growupunderhiscarefulltimewasjustasshitty.

HermotherhadmadeitseemlikeHadesgot

everythingbutHadesfromReba’seyeswasbroken

butRebadidn’tcareaboutthat.Shelovedherbest

friendtodeath.Rebastoppedtalking.

“I’mtalkingtoomucharen’tI?”

“You’renot.”Rebasmiledandtwistedherhands.

“I’mfascinated.”Zarareplied.Rebanodded.Her

sisterinlawwasnotbadandshewishedAlora

wouldopenherselftomorepeople.Sheloved

fiercelybutshewasaclosedbook.

“HowyouandHadesmanagedtoloveeachother

despiteyouraddictions.”Rebachuckled.

“IalwayssayheisthepieceofmeIwishIdidn’t

needbutcan’tlivewithout.Ifhebyforsomereason



decidedtonotwantthislifeanymore,Iwouldalso

findawaynottoexistwithouthimbymyside.I

guessthat’swhywearefighting.”Shenever

thoughttheywouldlivelongenoughtoseepast

thirty.Theiraddictionswouldhavebeentheirsecret

ifnotforitbeingonthemedia,theyprobablywould

havediedfromthem.Theylivedinthenowand

nevermadefutureplansbecausetheirfuturewas

justmuddywater,theycouldn’tseepasttheir

addictions.Shewrappedherhandsaroundherself.

“Youguysaresostrong.Iadmirethat.”Reba

noddedwithasmallthanksathersisterinlaw.Zara

saidGoodnightasshehuggedRebaandwalkedout.

SheleftRebaalonewithherthoughts.Shedidn’t

knowhowshewasgoingtofightheraddictionbut

shewasgoingtofightwitheverythinginher.Dr

Carsonwassuchagoodtherapistandshecouldn’t

waittogolistentothewomantalktoheron

Mondayduringtheirtwohoursession.Shehoped

Hadeswasmakingthesameprogressshewas

makingthisside.Shestillshiedawayfromthe

mediaandpeoplebecauseshewasstilljudged



harshly.Peopleunderstoodmenmorethanwomen

andifitwasamanwhowasaddictedtodrugs,they

wouldfeelsorryforthemanandyetshewas

shunned.ShenowunderstoodwhyAloraalways

said‘fuckthepatriarchy’

SpeakofAlorashegotonthebedanddialledher

littlesister,herphonerangforalmostaminute

beforesheansweredit.

“Areyouokay?Doyouneedme?”

“Slowdown!Don’tplayhero.I’mokay.”Sheheard

Alorareleasearelievedsigh.

“Whatisit?”

“Howareyou?”Rebaaskedandshesworeshe

couldseeAlorarollhereyes.

“Sis,let’sagreethatyougettocallmeonMonday

orTuesday.”

“Tuesday?Lebusytlheng!”

“BathongRebantle!”Shesoundednervousand

annoyed.

“Sorrymma.Iloveyou.”



“Iloveyou.Gofitlhelammuonkwela.”(tillIdie.)

“Lorayou’renotdyinganytimesoon”Rebaheard

Austinsayinthebackground.Shechuckled.These

twoweremadeforeachother.Sosmartandintune

witheachother’semotions.Guesstheyconnected

onanintellectuallevel.Smartasses.

“Don’tmindhim.Ihavetogo.Areyouokay?Sure?”

“I’mfine.”

“ByebyeReba.Tuesday.”AlorahungupandReba

smiled.Ithadnotbeenamanwhosavedherfrom

herself.Ithadbeenhersister.Shepulledthe

blanketsupandshehopedshewasn’tgoingto

sleepwalklaterintothenight.Sheswitchedoffthe

lampandclosedhereyes,herdreamstakingherto

aplacesheusuallytriedtoescapedeverydayand

nowwithnodrugstofightthedemonsthat

tormentedhersleep,shehadtofightitoutinher

sleep.

.

.
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Alorafocusedonherplateasifitwasthemost

interestingeverassheheardhislightchuckle.

“Baby,whateverthathappensyouhavenothingto

fearwhenyou’rewithme.”Thosewordsof

reassurancecalmedherdown.Healwayssaidthat

toreassureher.Allthetime.Shefinallyliftedher

eyestomeethisgaze.Hiswerecalculativebut

warm.Shecouldfeeleverynerveinherbodyspring

tolifeashiscalmgazerakedher,hislipsopening

onlyafractionsohecantakeabiteoffthesteak.

“Goodfood.”Shesaidcasuallybeforeshedowneda



glassofwine.Austinquietlystoodupandshedidn’t

averthergaze.Hewalkedovertohersideand

massagedhershoulders.

“Lora?”

“Ineedyoutocalmdownamour.”Hewhispered

andinsteadherbodydidthetotalopposite.Every

nerveinherbodycametolifeandshetriedtokeep

herbreathingincheck.Heplacedhisarmaround

herneckandsmiledagainsthercheek.

“Idon’twantyoudrunkoutofyourmind.”That’s

whenhetookawayherglassofwineandshetried

tocalmdown.

“WhatifIfail?”Sheblurtedandbitdownherlip.

“Youcanneverfail.Youhaveme,weareateam.”

“I’malwaysnumber1ineverythingandwh-“

“Sssh…”sheleanedagainsthisarmandhe

whisperedinFrenchinherear,calmingherdown.It

washowsmoothitcameout.Likedarkcoffee,well

brewedanddelicious.Sheflushed.

“I’mhereeverystepofthewayokay?”Heassured



heragainandshenodded.Shedidn’tevenfinish

hermealwhenhehelpedhergetuponherfeet.

“Nowbeagoodgirlandlet’sgetyouwatertosober

up.”

“I’mnotevendrunk.”

“Youhavehadonedrinktoomanyandanychance

youget,youdrinktoavoidstuff.”

“AreyoucallingmeadrunkRobert?”

“Iftheshoefits…”

“Fuckyou!”

“Imightbaby.”Sheshiveredandhepushedher

forwardtowardsthekitchen.Heleanedagainstthe

counterandwatchedher.Shemumbledsomething

asshepickedaglassandfilleditwithwater.She

drankitthenfacedhim.

“See?I’mperfectlyokay.”Hegrinned.

“You’retesty.”

“Whowouldn’t?I’mabouttolosemyvirginity.”He

justnodded.Shedidn’tknowdidshe?Hegaveher



hishandandshetookitasheledhertothe

bedroom.

“Ilasttestedmonthsago.I’mnegative.”She

mentionedcasually.

“Aweekago.Clean.”

“I’monthepill.”Shesaid.Heraisedaneyebrowand

sherolledhereyes.

“Toregulatemycycle.”

“Ididn’tsayanything.”

“Ifeellikeyouarejudgingme.”

“Iam.”Shegroanedastheywalkedintohis

bedroomandshestaredattheintricatedesignson

theceilingasiftheywerethemostinterestingthing.

“Baby?”Shelookedathim.

“Getoutofyourheadokay?Canyoutrythat?”She

bitherlowerlipandnoddedwithapoundingheart.

Hekissedherlipsandsherespondedtothekiss,

hishandsdidn’ttouchherbodyalloverandshehad

questionsinhereyesasshebrokethekiss.



“Getoutofyourhead.”Hesaidonelasttimeashe

ledhertothebed.Shesatdownbytheedgeand

herhandsmovedtothebuttonsontheshirtbuthe

heldherhand.

“Allowmetodothat.”

“Idon’tthinkI-“hekissedherlips.

“It’sthenervestalking.”Shewantedthatbottleof

tequilatheyleftinthekitchen.Howmanydrinks

hasshehad.Shestartedcountingfromthetimehe

startedcookingtillnow.Five?Sheblinkedand

rubbedherhead.Shewasawake.Shewasawake.

Austinwatchedher.Shewasstillhalfdrunk.He

wasn’tgoingtotakeherdrunk.Heneededhersober

tofeeleverything.Hecrouchedbeforeherandshe

smiled.

“Soweareaboutto-sex?”Heshookherheadand

sherealisedshewassadaboutthat.Shewassad?

“You’redrunkbaby.Iwantyousober.”

“I’mnotdrunk…”shequipped.

“We’lllet’sseeHmm?”Heunbuttonedhershirtand



hecameintoviewwiththosegorgeoustitsofhers.

Whenhehelpedheroutoftheshirt,shewasleftin

herblacklacepantiesandhelaidherdownonthe

bedbeforehegotontopofher.Aloralookedupat

him,shedidn’tknowhisweightontopofherwould

feelsonice.Herhandstouchedhischestandhe

allowedherthat.Theymovedoverhischestasshe

movedabitunderneathhim.Hekissedherlips

beforehekneeledwithherthighsbetweenhis.He

pulleddownherknickersandhesawherthroatbob.

Shewasscaredandhewasstilltestinghowfarshe

cangowithhim.Heplacedthepantiesbythe

bedsideandshetookdeepbreathes.

“You’restillcoherent?”Shenodded.

“Good.”Heliftedherlegsandplacedthemaround

historso.Shewaswatchinghimintentlyashis

handssettledonherbare*ss.Hislargehand

startedkneadingherassandsheclosedhereyes

enjoyingthat.Hisfingerslightlybrushedoverher

openingandshereleasedamoan.Sheopenedher

eyes,confusedathertrainofthoughts.Helooked

ather.Herarelysawherconfused.



“Speakyourmind.”

“I-“itwasn’thertodothat.Shelookedathim.

“IsitweirdthatIwantyoutokeepontouchingme?”

Helaughedandloweredhisheadtokissher.

“Touchyouwhere?”Heaskedandsheglaredathim.

Evendrunk,shewasn’tfullysubmissive.Heloved

thechallengeshepresentedtohim.

“Youknowwhere..”

“Idon’tknow.”Sherolledhereyesandclosedher

eyes.Sheopenedhereyessecondslater.

“Here.”Shetookhishandandsheplaceditontop

ofthevbetweenherlegs.Sheneverthoughtshe

wouldwanttobetouchedbyaman.Buthewas

differentandshelovedhim.Shelovedhimandhis

handcuppinghersentadifferentkindofwhizto

herreceptors.Shewatchedhimsmile,slowly.He

kissedhermouth,keepinghishandthere.Just

monthsago,shedidn’tevenwanthimtotouchhim

butnow?Hiseyeswerefilledwithadifferentkindof

happinessashelookedather.



“Ittookyoulongenough.”Shegaveasmileasher

eyesthreatenedtoclosebutshekeptthemopen.

“Howlongdowehavetogether?”Sheaskedhim.

“Infinity.”Hesaidashekissedherandshesmiled

beforesheyawnedandclosedhereyes.Thewine

definitelyknockedherout.Heshiftedtotheside

andhepulledhernakedframetohisbody.He

kissedherneckasshemovedcloser.Hesmiled.

.

.

.

*

*

*
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Thefollowingmorning,Alorawokeupaloneinbed.

Sherubbedherheadasshetriedtosituprightthen

pullthesheetsuptoherchest.Shesleptnaked?

Sheclosedhereyesasthedooropened.Her

boyfruendwalkedinhalfnakedwithpillsanda

glassofwater.Shesmiledathimandhekissedher

forehead.

"Morningdarling."

"Iwasaloneinbed."Heraisedaneyebrowandshe

rolledhereyes.Whywasshebeingneedy?

"Taketheasprinandwater.Howareyoufeeling?"

"LikeIhaven'tsleptinweeksbecauseofpreparing

forfinals."

"Notthatbadthen."Sherolledhereyesasshetook

thewateranddownedtwopills.Shehandedhim

backtheglassaftertakingafewsips.

"Thanks."

"Getyourassupandlet'sgohavebreakfast."

Heplacedtheglassbythenightstandandhe

pickedherpantiesbeforehechuckled.Sheblushed



andheloweredhisheadtokissher.Sheopenedher

mouthmoretohimandhesmiled.

"Yourememberyesterday?"Shenodded.He

grinned.

"Good."ItwasawonderfulSundaymorningandhe

helpedhergetoutofbed,fullynaked.Hiseyesfull

oflust,rakedherbodyonceagain.Shebitherlower

lipashepulledhercloserandsqueezedthatass.

Fuck!Hecouldn'twait.Henippedatherneckbefore

hesmiled.

"Getdressed.We'remakingbreakfasttogether."

"Idon'twanttocook."

"You'respoilt."Shepunchedhischest.

"Youdon'tneedagirlfriendwhocancook."He

shrugged.Hedidn'tneedone,helo-likedherjust

thewayshewas.Allstubbornandcompetitive.

"Unlessyouhaveotherplansfortheday.."

"Doyou?"Sheasked.Abitmoreconfident.

"Imight."Hebithislipandlaughedintohermouth.

Hesmackedherassandsheyelped.Helaughedas



hewalkedout.

"Bedowninfivebabygirl.I'llbecounting."He

closedthedoorandsherubbedherbehind.Itmust

beredandshefrownedasrealisationdawnedon

her.Wasshe?Fuck!Shelikedthat?Sheinternally

screamedatherself.Shequicklywalkedtohis

wardrobetopickoutacleanshirtbeforeshe

headedtothebathroomtobrushherteeth.Hesaid

fiveminutesright?Shewashedherfaceandwhen

shewasdoneshemadethebed.Shecouldn'tbe

okaywiththemessybedandthepillowsscattered

allover.Shepushedherhairbackwards.Sheneeds

todoherhairtomorrow.Shewalkeddownthestairs

andstoppedmidway.Whatwashegoingtodoif

shewasn'tdowninfive?Shefoldedherarmsand

leanedagainstthewall.

Meanwhiledownstairs,Austintookoutthe

ingredientsfortheirbreakfastashesmiled.He

coulddefinitelygetusedtomorningslikethis.Just

aSundaymorningofthemgoofingaround.He

shookhishead.Theword'goofy'wasn'teveninhis



vocabularyandlookathimtossingthewordaround.

Helookedaround.Therewasnosignofher.She

wasstubborn.Hewalkedoutofthekitchen

barefootandhedidn'tgetfarwhenhesawher

leaningagainstthewallinhisblacksilkshirt.She

sawhimandsherolledhereyesandwalkedback

upthestairsashehalfranthensheuppedherpace.

Heranafterher,takingtwostairsatatime.He

caughtherbyherwaistandshelaughedashe

threwheroverhershoulder.

"Stop!"Shehithisbacklaughingashewalkeddown

thestairswithher.Hishandcuppedherbottom,

shewasn'twearingpantiesunderneaththatshirt.

"We'recooking?"

"Yes."

"I'mburningyoualiveinyourkitchen."

"I'dliketoseeyoutry."

"Ihateyou."

"Youloveme."

"Andyouhaven'tsaiditback."Hesighed.



"AlorayouknowhowIfeelaboutlove."

"Iknow."Sheacceptedhisanti-loveways.Notthat

shereallybelievedthathedidn'tloveher.Maybehe

didn'twanttobelieveithimself.She'llwaitforhim

tosayitback.

***

Attherehabilitationcentre,Hadesworkedupa

sweatatthegymasherememberedAustin

dragginghimoutofbedinthemorningforgym.

Nowthatheknewtheguyandhowcalmhewas,if

hehadn'tbeendatingAlorahewouldhavethought

Austinwasasexual.Hehadnevershownany

attractiontowardsanyoneandhelaughedashe

rememberedtheirbanter.Itwassortofabromance

brewingandherealisedthatheneverhadabrother

andfriend.Austindidn'tjudgehimharshlylikehis

fatherandsometimesheriledhimupjustsohecan

getangryathimandkickhimout.Tellhimhe

wasn'tworthanythingbecausehefelthewasn't



worthanythingbutAustinwalkedaway.Hegotup

fromthebenchpressasheheadedtothesquat

rack.HellAustingothimtogymtoreleaseallthe

pentupangerhehadbeenholdingin.Hewantedto

tryandbeabettermantoReba.Hewason

antabusedrugsandhetookthepillsreligiously

whilelisteningtoatherapistwhowouldn't

understandhishomesituationbutnevertheless,he

wastrying.

***

AtSusan'shouse,thefamilysaidbyetoZaraand

MooketsiwhowereheadingbacktoFrancistown.It

wasnicehavingthemaroundthisweekend.Susan

mused.Alorawaswithherboyfriendandshe

couldn'tevengetangry.NoonehadthoughtAlora

woulddate,asmuchasshewasatoughcookieto

crackSualwayssuspectedthatitmightbebecause

ofherconceptionandhoweveryonethrewthat

around.Zarawavedbackonelasttimeasshegot



insidethecarandtherestofthefamilywalkedback

inside.

"Now,howaboutwegetstartedonSundaylunch."

"I'llmakethesalads."RebavolunteeredandEmory

optedtoservethefood.Thabisojustsaidhewill

braaithemeatandthenSusanhadtomakethepap

andchakalaka.

"It'ssettled."Thabisochuckled.

"IfRorawashere,shewouldn'tbeliftingafinger."

"Shewouldbetellingustokeepthecounterclean

andtonotletirgetdirty.Theninvestigatethe

cleanlinessoftheenvironment."Theyalllaughed.

Theyhopedshewoulfbehometoday.

***

"Alora!"

"Don'tyoudareraiseyourvoiceatme.Iwillclaw

youreyesout."Shelookedatthepancake.Itwas



uglyandherthirdoneyetshedidn'tgettheflipright.

"Baby,thepancakeisnotyourenemy."

"Itis.ItisnotcomingoutthewayIwantitto."

Heheldhershouldersandsheshruggedhimoff.

"I'llneverbedefeatedbyamerepancake.Never!!"

Helaughedintohishandsandsheglaredathim.

"It'snotfunny."Shetookitoutthenplacedthepan

backontheheat.Shehadtomakethisoneright.

Shepouredthemixtureinthepanandwaited.

Hopefullythisoneturnsoutright.Shepickedthe

spatulaandsheturnedit.Itactuallyturnedandwas

good.Shegrinned.

"Finally!Ineverfail!Ever!"Shethenremoveditand

lookedatthelastpancakeshemade.

"Welldone."

"Ididn'tneedyou."Hejustkissedher.

"Let'sgoeatthengetreadyforamovieand

snacks."Shelookedupathim.

"Iloveyouautwe?"Shekissedhimthistime.Itwas



apeckonthelipsatfirstfollowedbyanotherthena

frenchkisswhichshebroke.

"Thanks."Shebreathedagainsthislipsandshe

movedbacktogettheplates.

"Diningroom?"

"Yes."Shetooktheirplatestothediningashe

rubbedhislips.

.

.

.

*

*

*
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Hades'mothersawthebanknotification,reporting



hermonthlyallowancefromherex-husband.She

figuredthatHadeshadtoldhimsheleakedthe

informationabouttheiraddictionstothemediabut

herexhusbandneverconfrontedher.Sheknewhim.

Hewasasnakeinthegrassandwasprobably

waitingfortherighttimetostrike.Shehasn'teven

seenHadesinthemediaforthepastthreemonths

andRebawasstillbashedforbeingadrugaddict.

Sheshookherhead,Hadeshadonejob.Hewas

uselessandhisfatherknewiteventhoughhekept

Hadeswithhim,shehadneededthemoneytobail

heroutofthetroubleshegotherselfinto.Wasshe

workkng?Shewasnevergoingtoliftafinger

becauseherex-husbandamultimillionairewas

payingalimonytoherandshedeservedthatas

compensationforcarryinghisheirandkeepingup

withhischeatingways.Shesoothedher

consciencewiththat.

***



Thatlateafternoon,Zaraarrivedwithherhusband

attheirsmallhouseandsheglancedathim.

"Ididtellyouhowmytalkwithfatherwent."

"Thatmanisabastard."

"IknowandIdon'tblameHadesforturningoutthe

wayhedid.MaybeifIlivedwithhimIwouldhave

turnedoutthesame."Mooketsikissedhercheek.

"I'mgladyoudidn't."

"ButIwanttoformarelationshipwithmybrother.

Whenhegetsoutofrehab,Iwanttobuildour

siblingbond.Obviouslyhemightnottrustmefrom

everythingIhavegatheredfromReba."

Mooketsinoddedashisjawticked.

"What'swrong?"

"IknowHadesisyourbrotherbutIdon'tlikehimfor

Reba.LookRebawasanaddictandhealsokeptit

onthelowastheylivedtogether.Noonewholoves

youwilldothat."

Zarashookherhead.



"ItseemslikethatbutyouknowwhatRebasaid?

Shesaidifshewasgivenachoicetosurviveonher

owninthisearthwithoutHades,shewouldfinda

waytoleavetheearthbecauseheisn'twithher.As

muchastheyareaddicts,theirloveistrue."

Mooketsistillshookhishead.

"Itisn'tnormal."

"Notalllovestoriesarenormalandpretty.Some

startoutroughandthepressuremakesthem

diamonds.Allsparklyandthejitz."

"That'sbull.Youcan'tjustifythat.MaybeonceReba

isfinallysober,shewillseethatshewasdepending

onHadesforhersanityandshedoesn'tneedhim."

"Haveyoueverlistenedtoyoursistertalk?Talked

tohercalmlyinsteadofbashingherdecisions?

Theirloveisbeautiful.It'sthe'Iloveyouthrough

yourworstmomentsandyoudon'tdisgustme'kind

oflove.Idon'tevenwanttofightwithyou."Zara

concludedasshegotoutofthecarandMooketsi

watchedherwalktothehouse.Butithadbeen

wrong.Theirlovehadbeensomethingthatwas



goingtoendoncetheybothgotsober.Hewould

bethislastmoneyonit.

***

Rebasatinfrontofherlaptopasshebroughtthe

yoghurttoherlipsasshescrolledthroughtheir

goofypictures.Whentheyhadbeensoberforafew

hoursanddidthingscouplesdo.Walksinthepark,

icecreamandhewouldcallherhislittlerayof

sunshine.Shesmiled.Shewillgetbetter,being

soberwasgoingtobehernewsuperpowerandshe

willgetherdegreeevenifitmeansaskingAlorato

tutorher.Tomorrowshewasgoingtotryandopen

uptoDrCarson.Shewentblurryeyedasshe

rememberedthosepartiestheywenttoandthey

woulddanceonthedsncefloorallhigh.Soulmates

existedandHadeswashers,shehasbeenan

addictsinceshewas18andshewasinhermid

twenties.Shehadtotry.Shefinishedtheyoghurt

andshesmiledagain.Shewasabitaloneandshe



missedhimagain.Shewastheloveofhislife.They

pledgedsobrietybeforeheleftandshewasn't

goingtorelapse.Shewassurehewasn'trelapsing

attherehabilitationcentreaswell.Comingtothink

ofit,hersisterkindofsavedthemboth.Making

AustinapartoftheirlivesandhehelpedHades.

Aloradidthat.Shepickedherphoneandsentatext.

'IloveyouAloraandyou'rethecasualmagicinmy

life 'sheplacedherphonedownandsmiled

continuingwithherreminiscing.

***

AtAustin'shouse,Aloracuddleduptohimonthe

sofaastheywatchedamovieshechoose.Thiswas

whatlovefeltlike?Likehome?Sheblinkedbackher

tearsasheshiftedandhishandidlyrubbedher

thigh.Theydidn'tevenhavetoleavethehouse,she

hadmethimattherighttime.Sheadmitteditto

herselfthatsheneededhimsometimesandshe

missedhimsomenightbutthey'llbealright.She



fullyadmittedthatshewoulddowhateverhe

wanted.Thiswaswhatitfeltlike?Thefeelingmade

hertearupandherheartburstinherchest.She

snuffledandhepushedherhairback.

"Isitthemovie?"Sheshookherhead.Shewasn't

overlyemotional.Shewasn'tanoverlyemotional

personbuthedidn'tshunhervulnerableside.He

justtookitandcalmedherflaringcompulsions

withoutmakingherfeelweakforbreakingdown.He

figuredshedidn'twanttotalkaboutitandhejust

rubbedherback.Shelookedupathimandkissed

him,Austinwasn'tcomplainingaboutthat.He

kissedherbackandshiftedherontohislap.He

couldtastehertearsonherlipsandshekissedhim

back,hertearsstillrollingdownhercheeks.He

brokethekissandheusedhisthumbtowipethe

tearsaway.Shelickedherlipsandpeckedhisagain

beforetheireyeslocked.Hishazelbrownsagainst

hers.Hiscalmsoulcallingouttotherapidfirein

hers.Shepartedherlipsforhimandhistongue

slippedintohermouth,herbloodcoursedthrough

hervein,afirestartinginthepitofherstomachas



shemovedclosertotouchhischestandhishands

slidunderthet-shirtshewaswearing.Shegasped

insurpriseashegotuponhisfeetwithherandthe

loveshehadforhimshoneinhereyes.Austin

lookedatthegirlwhohadconsumedhisthoughtsa

decadeagoandshewasstillconsuminghisvery

soul,acomplicatedequationhealwaystoldhimself

didn'tneedanysolving.Anintellectwhomadelove

tohismindinsomanyways,thegirlwhowasn't

afraidtostatehermindandwasn'taversetolove

butembraceditanddideverythingfortheonesshe

loved.Sheglaredathimandhislipscurved

upwards.Hegotmorehardashewalkedupthe

stairswithherinhisarms.

.

.

.

*

*

*
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Austinchuckledashekissedherlipsbeforeheslid

outofher.Shewassotight.Helookedather

angelicface.Shelookednothingangelicwhenshe

wasawakebutshejustblackedoutfroman

orgasm.Hepushedherhairback,let’sseeifhe

won’tbeabletobringherback.Hisdickpartedher

netherlipsandwassheathedbytheirjuicesashe

slidrightbackintothehilt.

“Ohfuck!”Shewassogood.Hewassurprisedhe

didn’tcomeinlessthanthreeminutes.Hisstrokes

wereroughandfastashefeltherwallclench

aroundhimandhegroaned.Hewatchedhereyelids

flutteropen,shewastryingtodiscernher

environmentasherlipspartedtoreleaseamoan.

“Welcomebackbaby.”Thenhewentonfasteras

herclimaxhitherfasterandhemurmuredinherear,

forhertoatleaststaywithhimthroughoutthis



secondone.Hisnamewaslikeasongonherlips

asshescreameditoutandhegroanedasthey

reachedthepeaktogetherthistime.Hestopped

movingandwatchedhereyescloseandhekissed

herlips.Sheweaklykissedhimback,herbodystill

shakingslightly.Herolledoffherandfocusedon

her,noticingtheredspotsonherskin,thosebite

marksoverherbodyandthehickeys.Herchest

risingandfallingwithherlegsopen.Washedone?

Notbyalongshot.Hepulledhertohimandrubbed

herbackasshemovedcloserintohim.Hekissed

thetopofherheadashelaughed.Itwasn’tthe

conceitedkindoflaugh.Itsoundedlikehappiness

andallgoodthings,Alorathought.Shewasstilla

bittired.Herhandsstillrestrained.Hislargehands

undidtheconstraintsonherwristsandherarms

werenowfreetomove.Sheplacedthemonhis

chestashepushedherhairback.Sheneededat

leasttenminutestobeabletoformacoherent

sentence.Sheclosedhereyes.

“BabyyouonlyhavelessthanfiveminutesbeforeI

takeyouagain.”Theyopenedasshelookedather



wrists.Theweltsweresoredandwereprobably

goingtoswellupbytomorrowmorning.Sheclosed

hereyesandhisfingertracedtheoutlineofher

behindbeforehishandslidbetweenherlegsand

hisfingersfoundhernubandshemewled.Shewas

stillsensitiveafterherclimaxandhewastouching

heragain.Herbackarchedashekissedherlips.

“You’rebeautifulwhenyoucomeforme.”She

whimperedasshelostthecontactofhishand

betweenherlegsandhesmiled.Herwideeyes

wereonhimandshepartedherlipsthenclosed

themagain.Hecouldtellshewantedtosay

something.Alorafeltsodumb.Thewordswere

rightonhertongueandshecouldn’tsaythem.She

achedinbetweenherlegsandshedecidedtokiss

hissweatychestbeforeshelookedupathimagain.

“Youhavesomethingtosay.Sayit.”Sheopened

hermouthandallshemanagedtosaywashis

name.Hedidfuckthewordsoutofherright?

“I’mlistening.”Hislargehandstartedkneadingher

breastandshemoanedagain.Shecouldn’teven

thinkformorethanaminute.Hegrabbedherbythe



hairtobringherfacetohimandshelikedit.The

forceheusedonher.Wasshesick?Austinjust

kepthishandsonherhair,hisotherhandonher

waist.

“Timeisup.Readyforanotherround?”Shenodded

ashe#EXPLICIT

***

Inthemorning,Alorashiftedherbodyandwincedin

pain.Thatforcedhertoopenhereyes.Everypartof

herbodyhurtbuthewasn’tinbedwithher.Shegot

pushedtheblanketsbackandshefrownedastears

welledinhereyes.Shetriedtogetupandhewasn’t

eveninbedwithher.Shemoanedinpain.Thedoor

openedbeforeshecouldevenstandonherfeet.He

hadatrayofbreakfastwithhim.Fullbreakfastand

hesmiledasheplacedthetraydownandcrouched

besidesher.

“Morning.Howareyoufeeling?”



“LikeIwasfightingformylifeandlikedit.”He

chuckledandkissedhercheek.

“Come.Let’sdealwiththesebruisesandthenyou

caneat.”Shedidn’tknowtheextentofhowbruised

shewasandshewasjustabouttofindout.Austin

pickedhernakedframeintohisarmsandnuzzled

herneck.

“Abathisinorderthenthebruises.”Shejust

nodded.Aloraplacedherheadagainsthischestas

shesmiled.Theirintimacywasn’ttheonethatmade

herfeellessincontrol.Shelovedhowhe

dominatedherinthebedroomandfoundoutthat

shewouldjustlethimtossheraboutinanywayhe

pleasedandhandleherhowhesawfit.They

passedbythemirrorandsheplacedahandonhis

chest.

“Letmedown.”Hedidsoandstoodbehindher

nakedframe.Herneck.Sheflushedthinkingabout

howshelikedhimchokingher,cuttingoffher

oxygenwhilebringingherclosetoaclimax.She

lookedatherbreastsandhowalmosteverypartof

herbodywasbruisedincludingthesocalledneck.



Hebreatheddownherneck.

“Youhavetoresttoday.”

“Youhavework.”Shecountered.

“Itookadayoff.”Hereyesglossedover,hetooka

dayofworkforher?

“Sowe’reinthistilltheend?”Sheasked.Hervoice

notquitethereyetafterlastnight’sactivities.

“We’reendgameandwestillhavealongwaytogo.”

Shelikedthat.Shedidn’tthinkshewasgoingtogo

hometoday.Shecouldn’twaittobepamperedand

babiedbyAustinMathewsfortherestoftheday.

.

.

.

*

*

*

Morning.NibbleonthismorninginsertwhileI



prepareanotheroneforlunch.
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herfacetohimandshelikedit.Theforceheused

onher.Wasshesick?Austinjustkepthishandson

herhair,hisotherhandonherwaist.

“Timeisup.Readyforanotherround?”Shenodded

ashepickedherupandshecouldfeelherpussy

throbbing.GoodGod!Thismanshouldbetakingit

easyonhersinceit’sherfirsttimebutno,hewas

roughandshelikedit.Sheplacedhersweaty

foreheadonhischestashekissedherforehead.

“You’redoingsogood.”Hesawthecolouronher

cheeks.Suchaslutforpraise.Shefrownedwhen

heplacedheronthematandhisbodyheatwas



awayfromhers.Shelookedathimashewalked

nudetothewardrobe.Sheswallowed.Whatwashe

goingtodonow?Hecamebackwithhisleatherbelt

andherheartstartedskippingbeats.Hewasn’t

goingtowhipherwashe?Hejustkneeledbehind

herandshecouldfeelhisfullerectionpokingher

behind.GoodGod!Herbodywasstillhumming

fromthoseorgasmsandshehadmeeklyagreedto

befuckedagain?Hetookherhandandtiedthemto

herback.

“Youlookbeautifulinthatposition,arcyourback

forme.”Shetriedtoturnherheadtofacehimbut

heheldherhead.Shecompliedtohisdemandsand

felthislipsonherback.

“Beautiful.”Herheartfluttered.Shelovedhim

praisingherfordoingthat,itmadeherfeelloved.

Herhandswerestilluncomfortablytiedbehindher

backashekissedherbackbeforehislipstraveled

backtoherneckandhebitherthere.Itmadeher

moan.Whowasthiswomanandwhathadshe

donetoAloraMoremi?Shedidn’tknowhowtoeven

answerherselfasshefelthimpositionhimself



behindher,kneesoneithersideofher.Herubbed

hislengthonhersensitivebundleofnervesanda

crychokedher.Hishandswrappedaroundherslim

waistandheplungedin.Sodeepandhardthatshe

criedoutinpainandpleasure.Shewassofullof

himandhewasinmuchdeeper.Hegroanedand

shefelthishotbreathonherbackashethrustin

andoutofherwithaforcethatleftherbreathless

andactuallywantingmore.

“Aauuustii-moooo-aaah!”

“Youwantmore?”Shenoddedandshegotmore

alright,shegotsomuchmoreashepulledherby

herhair,herhairfolliclesweregoingtofalloff

becausewhatthefuck!Andshewaskneelingin

frontofhimandoneofhishandstightlywrapped

aroundherwaistasheslammedsodeepinsideof

herandshecriedouthisname.Hisotherhand

foundherneckandshedidn’texpecthimtochoke

herofffromtheoxygenashethrustinandoutin

quicksuccessionandshedidn’twanttolovethe

sensationoffightingforairandaclimaxbuilding

upinthepitofherstomach.Hislargehandslightly



letlooseofherneckandshesuckedinairwith

tearsinhereyesasshescreamedhisname,feeling

theorgasmthreatentomakeherblackoutagain.

Shedidn’tknowshecouldfeelsomuchandwhen

heroaredasheapproachedhisownclimaxhe

completelycutheroffheroxygen,hishandtight

aroundherneckandshestruggledtobreathasher

bodytrembledandshecouldalreadyseestarsas

shelookeduptryingtobreathbutnotbeingableto,

hereleasedherandshemoanedasshespasmed

alloverhisdickandhereleasedhiscomeinsideof

her.Hepulledherbythehairtokisshersweaty

cheekashebreathedoutheavily.Heslidoutofher

andhesawtheirmixedcomedripoutofher.She

waseverythinghehaddreamedofandmore.He

untiedherhandsandhewatchedherbodycollapse.

Hechuckledgettingontopofherjustasshewas

abouttoclosehereyes.

“Sweetheart,we’renotdone.”Heturnedhertillshe

wasfacinghimandhekissedherchest.

“I-“

“Mmhm.I’mlisteningsweetheart.”Sheblinkedand



couldn’tquitegethermouthtocooperateandher

thoughtswerealloverasshefelthisweightontop

ofher.Sheusedherhandstotouchhischestand

hekissedherhand.Shewastouchinghim.Atlong

last.

“I’llletyoutouchmejustthisonce.”Shenodded.

Shejustbaskedintheopportunityoftouchinghim

andhavingafuzzyfeelingthatthiswasgoingtobe

alongnight.

.

.

.

*

*

*
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Aloraleanedbackonhimasheheldherdown.The

stingbetweenherlegsfadingintojustsoreness

andthewarnwatersoothedherskin.

"Better?"Shenodded.Hekissedhercheekashe

splashedwateronherback.Hegottheloofahand

pouredhisbodywashonit.Helatheredherupand

shetensedfeelinghishard-ononherback.

"Ignoreit."Hemurmuredinherear.Hecan't

necessarilycontrolhiserectionaroundhercanhe?

"Butwej-"

"Iknow.I'mnotdoinganythingtoday."Hekissed

herneck.

"Myhairisamess."Shesaidoutoftheblue.

"Icanseethat.Doyouwanttodoyourhair?"

"IwasthinkingaboutitbutIneverreallyheadedto

thesalontodoit."

"Okay."Henippedherearandshesmiled.He

smiledbackashescrubbedhimselfcleanandher

onelasttimebeforehehelpedher.Hepickedherup

anddepositedherinfrontofthemirrorandpicked



outacleantoweltogetherdry.Hewrappedatowel

aroundhiswaistbeforehelookedather.All

vulnerableandwideeyedlookingathim.Hehad

neverthoughthewouldseethatsidetoher.He

openedhiscabinetandtookoutatubefroma

sealedbox.

Alorapickedtheboxtofindoutwhatthatwas.

"Thenicepartaboutputtingthesebruisesonyouis

thatIgettotendtothem."Thenhestartedapplying

ointmenttoallherbruiseswhilegentlymassaging

them.Whenhewasdone,hecappedthetubeand

lookedather.

"Nopantiesforthedayoryourbra."Heemphasized

hispointbybrushinghistipsonhernipplesandshe

winced.

"Come."Andshewasinhisarmsagain,tuckedinto

hishardchestlikeababyastheywalkedintothe

bedroom.Heplacedheronthebedandwalkedto

hiswadrobetotakeouthisgown.Itlookedsoftand

plushanditwaswhite.Hehelpedherwearitand

tieditlooselybeforehekissedherlips.



"I'llwarmupbreakfastandserveyou.Allyouhave

todoisstayput.Dothatformeokay?"Shenodded.

Hewasfullygoingtotakecareofherandsheloved

thissideofhim.

***

Thatearlyafternoon,theysatonthecouchwithher

headonhischestandafleececoveringthemwhile

sheswitchedbetweenchannelsbeforesettlingfor

amurderdocumentary.Hehadtriedtotieherhair

upintoapuffbutherhairfollicleshurtfromlast

night.Heknewwhathedidwithherhairandshe

justfingercombeditandletitbe.Shetouchedhis

jaw.

"Didanyonecallmyphone?"

"Yoursisterandmother."Shefrowned.

"Whatdidtheysay?"

"Enquiredaboutyouandifyouwerewell.."

"Whatdidyousay?"



"Ican'texactlytellthemyou'rethoroughlyfucked

canI?Isaidyoucaughtacoldfromalatenight

walk."Sherolledhereyesathim.

"Theybelievedyou?"

"Yourmotherwantedtotendtoyouandmakeyou

soupsandteasforyourcold.Rebajustsnickered

andsaidshe'llcalllater."Alorashookherhead.

Rebabathong.

Herubbedherarmthroughthegownandkissedher

lips.

"You'recute."

"Stopit!"Shewasn'tthefuzzykindofgirlbutshe

lovedhim.Verymuchso.Shewasinhisarms,in

hisgownandhouseafterawildnightofroughsex

thatsheenjoyed.

"Youwanttowatchmurderdocumentariesall

afternoon?"

"ItwouldbeinyourbestinterestthatIhateyouand

Iamstilldevisingwaystoendyourlife."Heshook

hisheadandshelaughedwhenhealmostrolledhis



eyes.Hewasadoptinghermannerismsanditwas

sofunnytosee.

"Iloveyourlaugh.It'slikethefirstsipofwaterafter

one'sbeenthirstyforyears."

"Youlovemylaughbutnotme?"Hedidn'tanswer

herandjustkissedhercheekbeforefacingthetv

screen.Alorafacedthescreenandmissedthe

adorationinhiseyesashelookedather.Austin's

phonerangandtheybothlookedatthephone.

"Areyougoingtoanswerit?"Austinpickeditup.

Jameswasprobablylookingforasolidexplanation

ofwhyhemissedhisappointment.

"I'lltakethisoutside."

"Why?"Aloranearlygaggedathowclingyshe

sounded.

"MytherapistandI'lljustbegloatingonthephone

call."Sheshrunkhereyesathim.

"Gloat?"Shedidn'tknowdidshe?

"I'vebeentellingmytherapistaboutyoueversince

wemetattheSciencefair."That'sallhesaidashe



gotuponhisfeettoanswerthephone.Shedidn't

knowwhethertothinkthatthismanwas

obsessivelyinlovewithherorweirdbutshewent

withtheformer.Whodiscussedhishighschool

rival?Ofcoursethemanwhowasalwaysincontrol.

Wasitthatmaybehewasn'tincontrolofhis

feelingsaroundherthathefelttheneedtoventout

abouther?Thatboostedheregoabitasshepulled

thefleeceupandwatchedtvtillhecambackfive

minuteslater.

"I'mhungry."

"WhatdoyouwanttoeatMsMoremi?"Shelisted

thefoodandhechuckled.

"Youhaveaprettylonglistforsomeonewhocan't

cook."

"SeewhyIwatchmurderdocs?Tokillyoufor

sayingshitlikethat."

"Giveityourbestshot."Helaughedashestoodup.

"Soyou'remakingthefood?"

"OneofushasanessentiallifeskillandI'dliketo



thinkthatI'msavingyoufromhunger.Tlagaoswa

kana."(youmightdie.)

"Robert!Fromthedeepdepthsofmyheart,goto

hell."

"Whyliveinhellwhendemonslikeyouroamthe

earthandsilentdevilslikemecancorruptyou?"See

whyshelovedhim?Manwassupersmart.

"Newsflash!Demonsarealreadycorrupted."

"Notyoudarling."Shewantedtothrowapillowbut

shedidn'twantittolandonthefloorandgetdirty

eventhoughhishousewassparklingclean.

"I'mstilldoingyoufavour."

Hestalkedcloserandclosertillhisforehead

touchedhers.

"Aren'tweoverthat?"

"Notbyalongshot."

Helaughedagainstherlipsbeforemovingback.

"I'llseeyouinanhour."Heheadedtothekitchen

andsherelaxedwatchinghershow.



.

.

.

*

*

*
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ThedaywentquitewellwithAlorabeingpampered

byherboyfriendandhimbathingwithheragain

beforeapplyingointmentforthesecondtimeonher

bruises.Thiswasasideofhimshelovedand

cherished.Sheknewit.Nomatterhowmuchhe

didn’twanttoadmitit,helovedherandshewas

goingtowaitforhimtoadmitittohimselfthenher.

Shesmiledintohischestashetuckedherintohim,

hisbodywarmthwarmingherheartandbody.



“Comfortable?”

“Yes.Thankyou.”Hekissedherforeheadasshe

closedhereyes,allowingsleeptotakeover.Austin

smiledashekissedherforehead.Shewasfast

asleepafteraveryrelaxingday.Hesmiled.He’ll

havehisdriverpickhimupinthemorningandleave

herwiththecar.Shewillbeabletodriveright?If

not,hisdrivercanpickherupanytimeshewantsto

leave.Hehadtoadmitittohimselfthatheliked

cookingforherandtakingcareofherneeds.

Everythingsheneeds,hewouldgiveher.Heclosed

hiseyes,contentwithhislifeandeverythingsofar.

***

Thefollowingmorning,Alorawokeupinhisarms.A

yawnescapedherlipsandshesmiledagainsthis

chest.Hewasn’tawakeyet,washegoingtowork

today?Shepickedherphonefromthebedstand

anditwasonlyafewminutesafterfive.Whywas

sheawakesoearly?Shekissedhischestandthen



hislipsbeforeshemovedawayfromhim.Shewas

carefulnottomakeanynoiseasshetightlyknotted

thegownshewaswearingwhichsmelledofhim.

Thefactthatthisman’sbodywashandlotionwas

expensivethanhersirkedhersobadbutinsteadof

dwellingonthatuglyfact,shewalkedtothe

wardrobetopickacleanpairofsocks.Ofcourse

thesockswerehis,herclotheswerelimited.She

worethesockswhilesheglancedovertotheking

bedbuthewasstillasleep.Shewantedtokisshim

againbutshemightwakehimup.Ifheisstill

asleepbyhalfsixthenshe’llwakehimup.She

walkedoutofthebedroomasquietlyasshecould.

Alorawalkeddownthestairsandheadedtothe

kitchentomakecoffee.Ittookafewminutesto

refillthecapsulesandthenshehadtowaitforthe

coffeetobrew.Shedidn’twanttoseeifshehadthe

bruisesonherbody,shewassuretheywerestill

thereandtheywereuglyatthispoint.Shetouched

herneckandsmiled.Shewasweird.Whothehell

lovesbeingchoked?Andhowdidheknowshe

wouldlovethat?Minuteslater,shewasfillingher

coffeecupwithcoffeethenwalkedoutofthe



kitchenheadingtohisstudythathadhislibrary.

Sheneverhadthetimetoraidhislibrarysothis

wastheperfecttimetopickabookandread.When

theworldwasstillsilentandherthoughtswere

silentaswell.Shewalkedinsideandeverything

waswellarranged.Hislaptopclosedandtherewas

anotherdeskattheendwithamonitorand

keyboard.AlwaysaplanBforeverything.She

smiledassheplacedhercoffeeonthedesk,his

chairlookingquitecomfortableandplush.She

walkedovertotheaisleofbooksandherfingertips

grazedthespines,sendingathrillonlybooklovers

knew.Thesmellofthepaperbacksgivinghera

senseofjoythatshecouldn’tcomparetoanything.

Hehadawideselectionofbooks,fromclassic

literaturetomodernfictionbutnomodernromance

bookwasinsight.Suchaprick!Shethoughtasshe

pickedoutLittleWomenbyLouisaMayAlcott.She

lastreadthisbookwhenshewas18andshe

surprisedherselfwiththetears.Onsecondthought

shebetteroutitback.Shewouldn’twanttocry

againwouldshe?ShepickedoutaStephenKing

novelbeforeshesettledonhischairandtookasip



ofhercoffeetostartreading.

Anhourlater,Austinwokeupaloneinbed.He

rubbedhiseyesbeforescanningthebedroom.It

tookhimafewminutestofinallygetoutofbed.He

checkedthetimeanditwasafewminutesaftersix.

Hehadtogetreadyforwork.Hisgirlfriendwasstill

here,herphonewasonthestandandshewould

leavethehousewithoutit.Heyawnedashepadded

overtothebathroomforashowerandtofully

groomhimselfbeforeheheadedtowork.

Alorawasconsumedbythebookasshepagedand

shegasped,notexpectingwhathappened.She

couldn’tputthebookdownaswastemptedto

annotatethedamnbookbutitwasn’tevenhers.

Shepickedheremptycoffeecupandgotuponher

feet,herotherhandstillholdingontoherbook.

Theirmorninghadturnedouttobeapleasantone.

Shemadehimcoffeeasshediscussedtheplotof



thebookshewasreading.Shepickedouthisshirt

forthedayeventhoughsheknewhecameouthalf

nakedtothekitchentoflexhismuscles.Egomaniac.

Shealsolovedthat,shecouldbethewomanwho

chosehisclothesforworkandhewouldchoose

whichpositiontheytookinbedatnight.Byeighthe

wasdoneandshewasstillinhisgown.

“Doyouwanttotakethecarorshouldmydriver

dropyouoff?”Sheclosedthebook.Alorastoodup

tofixhistieforhimthenfoldedherarms.

“IthinkI’llbedroppedoff..”

“Goodchoice,I’llcallhim.”Austinpeckedhercheek

thenhishandslidintothegowntoholdawarm

b00b.Sheslappedhishandaway.

“Idon’tletboystouchme.”Hesmirked.

“I’mnotaboydarling.”Sherolledhereyesathimas

heslippedhishandinagain,squeezedandsmiled.

Hekissedherjawandsmiled.

“Ihavetogotowork,I’llcallandseeyouinthe

evening.”Herubbedherjawnowandshenodded.



“Afterwork?”

“Yes.”

“Areyoutakingtimeofffortheholidays?”

Heneverdidthatbutifshewantedhimtodothat,

hewould.Inaheartbeat.

“Doyouwantmeto?”

“Yes.Theholidaysarestartingnextweekand

maybewecanspendtimetogether.Havedinner

withmyfamilyifit’snottoomuch.”

“You’vegotyourselfadeal.”Shewastheoneto

kisshischeekandsmile.

“Okay.Letmenotkeepyou.Don’tforgettocallor

elseI’mmutilatingyouthenfeedingyoutothe

dogs.”

“I’dliketoseeyoutry.”Theykissedforthenext

minutebeforetheybrokeapartandhewalkedout

thedoor,leavinghisgirlfriendinhishouseand

Alorasawitfittopackhisgowninherovernight

bagalongwithhisshirts.Hehadsomanyanhe

won’tmissthem.Timetogetreadytogohomeand



answerReba’smillionquestions.

.

.

.

*

*

*

[06/02,19:46] :REBORN

95

AtSusan’shouse,Aloraploppedherselfonthebed.

Herbruiseswerevisible,shehadquicklymadeher

waytothebedroomtoatleastwearaturtleneck

ignoringalmosteveryonethere.Sheunzippedhis

jacketandwalkedtoherwardrobetopickouta

turtleneck.Itwashotashelloutsidebutshehadto

dowhatshehadtodo.Perksoflivingwithher

family.Sheworetheturtleneckandshebreathed



out.Muchbetter.Shewasgoingtowearthisforthe

nexttwodaysshepresumed.Therewasadoor

knockandsheknewinstantlywhoitwas.

“Comein.”Thedooropenedandsheturnedtosee

Rebalookingatherwithaknowingsmile.

“Hello.Howisyour‘cold’?”Rebasettledonthe

cornerofthebedasAlorahangedAustin’sjacket

beforesheclosedthewardrobe.

“I’mmuchbetter.”

“You’restillfeelingcold?Whytheturtleneck?”Alora

rolledhereyes.

“I’llsayitbeforeyougetonmynerves.”Reba

touchedherchest.

“I’moffendedbutspill…”

“Wedidit.”

“Youhavetobemoreclearthanthat.I’mnot

following.”Reba’ssingtunevoicesaid.Ofcourse

sheknew,shejustwantedtotortureAlorainto

sayingit.

“Rebadon’tactdumb.”



“AllIknowisyouhadacoldandnowyou’recold.

Whatdidyoudo?NnammaI’mdumb,explainitto

me.”Aloragroanedasshewalkedcloser.

“Wehadsexokay!Wedidit!”Rebascreamedand

Alorarolledhereyeswithasmile.Itwasenoughfor

Rebatobeupinherfeetandnowinspecther

youngersister.

“Howwasit?”

“Okay.”

“Okayisboring!Givemesomethingmore.Didyou

come?”Aloranodded.Therewasnowayinhellshe

wastellinghersisterthatsheblackedoutafteran

orgasmandthatshehadweirdkinks.

“Didyoulikeit?”

“Ilovedit!”

“Aaaah!Bathongnowyou’resogrownupandgot

overthatfearofintimacy,howwasittonothave

control?”

“Itwasalright.”

“Nowmylittlesisterishavingsex.Anormalbig



sistershouldn’tbeproudofthatbutIambecause

I’mnotnormal.Nowwhatdidyousaythatother

time..thatagirl’svirginityislikeanaccoladeboys

addorsomethingalongthoselines.”

“Istillstandbythat.Inmostcasesitisthatway,not

everyoneislikeAustin.”

“Youlovehim…”

“Verymuchso.We’refatedforeachother.”

“Thisiscute.Nowthatwegotyourfirsttimeoutof

theway,enjoyitandthankyoufortellingme.”

“Ipromisedtotellyouaftermyfirsttimesoo…”

“AndIamglad.OuithereissomuchIwanttosay

tlhemmabutwe’lltalkaboutitaftermonthswhen

you’reusedtoit.”RebahuggedAloraandAlora

huggedherbackbeforeshesteppedaway.

“NowIwouldliketocleanmyroom.”

“It’sclean!”

“Noit’snot.”Rebarolledhereyesasshewalked

overtothedoor.



“Seeyouatthedinnertable.AndIassumeyou’re

hidinghickeys.Welcometotheclub….”Aloraundid

thebedsoshecanmakeitagain.

“I-Ihaveafavourtoask.”

“Askaway.”

“Uhmsinceyouwillbemovingout,isitokayIlive

withyou?Bomamawon’tallowmetolivealone,the

addictionandallbuttheytrustyou.Please.”Alora

olderherarms.

“IwantmyhousetobecleanandIwillbehavinga

regularguest.”

“IwillexcuseyouguysandIcanclean.”Sherarely

cleanedwhenshewasstonedandhigh.Reba

thought.Herhousewasalwaysamessandshe

hadusuallyspentmorethanhourlookingfor

something.

“Isthatayes?”

“IfSuwillagreethenyes.Youcanlivewithme,Iwill

behomemostofthetimeandIwoulddoanything

foryou.You’remysister.”



“Iloveyou.”

“Timeforyoutogonow!”RebalaughedasAlora

walkedtothedoor.

“IloveyoutooRebaandI’mproudoftheprogress

youmade,onceI’mdonecleaningyoucantellme

aboutyournewtherapist.”

“Ofcourse.Bye!”RebawalkedoutandAloraclosed

thedoor.

***

AtAustin’soffice,heleanedbacktostretchhis

fingersbeforegettingbacktowork.Heopenedhis

deskdrawerandhepickedupthesethedesigned

forher,hesawthediamondsandimmediatelyknew

shewouldloveitwiththedesignhehadhadin

mind.Sheloveddiamonds,hehadmorediamonds

forher,wellanothersetandthiswaspartofhis

proposalandshedidn’tevenknowit.Evenhis

mother.Heopenedtheboxandsmiled.Heclosedit



andputtheboxbackinthedrawer.Hisphonerang

andhepickeditup.

“MrMathewsspeaking.”

“Goodafternoonsir,it’stherehabilitationcentre.”

“I’mlistening.”Thewomanwentontoexplainto

himandhenodded.

“Sohewillbeallowedonlyonevisitorinamonth’s

time?”

“Yes.Heisdoingprogressivelywellandheistaking

hispillswellontime.”

“Thankyoufortheupdate.”

“Ofcourse.Haveagoodday.”Thecallcutandhe

tappedthedesk.Onevisitor.Onepersonwouldbe

ecstatictovisitHadesandheknewwhothatperson

was.HedialledAloraandsheansweredaftertwo

rings.

“Robertwhatdoyouwant?”

“Isthatthewayyou’resupposedtospeaktoyour

boyfriend?”



“Ihateyou.You’rewastingmytimewhatdoyou

want?”

“Howaredoing?Areyouokay?”

“I’minthemiddleofcleaningmyroomandI’malive.

HotinthisdamnedturtleneckbutIhavenochoice

becausemyneckisnotaprettysightandmybody

lookslikeafuckingcanvassoI’mspectacular.”He

gavealowdeepchuckleandheheardhersharp

intakeofbreath.

“Don’tactlikeyoudidn’tlikeitbaby,Iknowyou

did.”

“Shutup!”Helaughedandhesworehecouldsee

herrollinghereyesathimandglaringthephoneto

deathbecausehewasspeakingattheendofit.

“CanIhaveRebantle’snumber?”

“Why?”

“It’sinregardtoHadesandI’msureshewouldlove

tohearthis.”

“Okay.I’llsenditafteryouhangup.”

“Seeyoulaterokay?”



“Okay.Iloveyou.Bye.”Shehunguponhimandhe

shookhisheadwithasmile.Hisphonebeepeda

secondlater.Shehadsentthenumber.

.

.

.

*

*

*

We’rerunninglaterbutthenextinsertwillbeupin

anhour.Myapologies.
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Rebapickedupthephone,notrecognisingthe

numberthatwascallingher.Whatifitwasthose

mediatrollsthatcalledtotauntherandsometoget



hersideofthestoryeventhoughheraddiction

cameoutmonthsago.Shewasevenafraidtoshow

faceoverseasbecauseshehadbeenan

internationalmodelnowthewholeworldwas

judging.Shetooktheleapoffaithandansweredthe

phonecall.

“Hello?”

“Afternoon.Austinhere..”shepaused.Austin?Why

washecallingher?

“Helloagain.OhGod!Iprobablysounddumb..”he

chuckledandlikeAlora,shefelthewasjudgingher

butsheshruggeditoffbecauseshedidn’thavethe

highestIQ.

“Ihavenewsthatmightmakeyourdaymuch

brighter.”

“News?”

“SoHadeswillbeallowedvisitorsinamonth’stime

andonlyonevisitor.Howaboutyougo?”She

squealed.Hewasstillasking?Shewouldgoina

heartbeat.



“Yes.Yes.I’llbethere.Thankyou!Thankyou!”

“Welcome.Ihavetogonow.”

“Okay.Okay.Bye.”

“Bye.”Hehungupandshepickedherpillowto

screamintoit.She’llupdateVioletaboutitandhear

herinputbutshewassoexcited.Shecouldn’twait.

***

Thatevening,Alorawalkedtothediningroomand

everyonewasjustmindingtheirbusinesstillSusan

spokeup.

“Sohowisthecold?”

“Muchbetter.AfewdaysandI’llbeokay.”Susan

pickedatthemeatontheplate.

“That’sgood.Howdidthedinnergo?”

“Shehatesme.”Thabisopaused.

“Whywouldyousaythat?”Alorashrugged.Her



boyfriend’smotherdidn’tlikeherbecauseshewas

goingtobeacorporategirl,shedidn’tknowhowto

feelaboutthat.

“Sheshoweditinnotsomanyways.Anywaylet’s

dropthetopic.”Alorastartedcuttingherburgerinto

piecesshecanfullydigestasherstepparentsand

sistersspokeatthetable.Shewassohappyabout

Reba’sprogress.Apartofherhatedherselffornot

noticingsoonerandfindingherhelpsoonerbutthe

nowwasallthatmatteredright?

TheintercomrangandAlorapickedherphone.

Austin.

“Excuseme.”Shegotupfromherchairandwalked

overtothedoortopressthebuttonforthegateto

open.SusanlookedatAlora.Shewasn’tstupidto

believeshehadacoldbutshedidn’twantto

embarrassherdaughterwithquestions.Whowears

aturtleneckinthishotweather?Aloraopenedthe

doorandwalkedoutofthehouse.Herchildrenwere

allgrownupandshewasleftwithEmory.



Alorarolledhereyesasshewalkedoutsidetheyard

tohiscar.Heopenedthedoorforherandshegot

inside.Hisgreeting?Akissthathadherholdingthe

lapelsofhissuitjacket.

“Hey.”Hebreathedoutagainstherlips.

“Hi.”Sheletgoandstraighteneditbeforeshe

lookedathim.Heobservedherclothesandheburst

outintolaughter.Sheshovedhimbackintohisseat,

sheknewshedidn’tpossesssuchstrengthandhe

allowedherjusttopushhimdown.Hewasmuch

strongerthanheletonandthesuitswhichwere

tailoredforhimdidn’texactlyshowhowhewas

strongineveryway.Ofcourseshewouldnevertell

hernarcissisticboyfriendthat.

“Notaturtleneck.You’resmarterthanthat.”

“Ifthat’syourwayofcallingmedumb,Iwillfeed

youtothedogs.”Hechuckledandheplacedahand

onherthigh.

“Tellmeaboutyourday.”Sheglaredbeforeshe

foldedherarmstotellhimabouthowherdaywent.



“Isee.Mygownismissing.”Sherolledhereyes.

“It’snotasifyouwearitandyou’llbuyanewone.”

“Isthatyourwayoftellingmethatyoutookit?”

“Yes.Itookitandit’snotasecret.”Helaughedand

kissedherseriousface.

“Okaybaby.Myjacket.”

“GoodGod!Areyoukeepinganinventoryof

everything?YesIhaveitwithmeaswell.It’snotas

ifIwillburnittothegroundalthoughImightdothat

tospiteyoubutIcan’tburndesignerjackets

becausetheyaretoopreciousandexpensive..”his

girlfriendwascrazy.Inageniuskindofwayandit

wasfascinatingashell.Heslidhishandintoher

hairandpulledhertohimwiththehairtogetakiss.

Pityhecouldn’tkissherneckbecauseofthe

turtleneckshewaswearingandhehadtosettlefor

herface.

“IfIwasn’tasambitious,wouldyourmotherlike

me?”

“YesshewouldbutIwouldn’t.”Shekeptquiet.



“Idon’twantyoutogiveupanyofyourdreams.

TheyareyoursandoneofthereasonsIlikeyouis

becauseyouchallengeme.Youkeepmeonmy

toesmostofthetime.Thefiretomystorm..”she

grinned.Sheactuallygrinnedanditwasfucking

beautiful.

“Youlikeme?Okay.”Shepeckedhislipsbeforeshe

tookhishandtoremoveitfromherhair.

“IloveyoutoRobert.”Hechuckledasshepushed

backherhairandheslidhishandintheside

compartmentonhisdoor.Hetookoutthebox.He

sawasmilecurveonherlips.

“Igotyouthis.”Liar!Liar!Youdesigneditforher.A

voicesaidinhishead.

“Whatisit?”

“FacetheotherwayAlora.”Shedidassheheadthe

boxopenandanticipationswirledinherveins.She

felthishandsonherneckandsheconcluded.

Anothernecklace.

“Myhandsmakeabetternecklacebutthiswilldo.”

Heclaspeditandkissedhercheek.



Shelookeddownandlookedatthedesign.Shehas

neverseenanythinglikethisandhewasspoiling

herwithdiamonds.Actualdiamondsandnot

lookalikes.Shetoucheditandfacedhim.

“Thankyou.”

“Theyhaveearringsinthesetaswell.”

“Thankyou.”Shepattedhisshoulderandhe

chuckled.Nowwasagreattimeforhimgahaulher

overherlapandwatchhertalkwhilehetriedtoget

intoherpants.Hecouldn’tresistitokay?Itwasn’t

hisfaultthathisusuallycontrolledandindependent

girlfriendwassuchasubmissivetohimintimately

andhelovedit.Hewasalwaysthatdominantbut

havingAlorasubmittohimwasadifferentkindof

excitement.

Hehauledheroverhislapandhewatchedher

scowlathimasshewentonaboutsomething.He

wasn’treallyfocusing.Thewayherchestmovedup

anddownasshespokeandherlipswell,hecould

kissthoseforeverbuthewantedtokissherother

lips.Hekissedhermidsentenceandshekissed



himbackbeforeshepushedhimback.

“Listentome.Don’tthinkwithyourd*ck.”

“IthinkwithitmostofthetimewhenI’maround

you.”

“NowonderIhaveahigherIQ.”

“Don’tkidyourselflikethatdarling.”Hesmiled.He

wascontentwithherbuttherewasasmallvoice

thattoldhimthatbeingcontentmeantthatthere

couldbeapointwherehelostitall.

.

.

.

*

*
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RebapushedherbraidsbackjustasVioletpoured

heraglassofjuice.Therewerecookiesaswelland

thepastmonthintherapywiththiswomanwas

uplifting.Shedidn'tfeeljudgedandsheopenedup

more.Morethanshehadtohersisterbecausethis

woman'sauraandenvironmentwereamazing.

Az"Haveabiteandtellmehowyouexpecttodayto

go."

Rebapickedtheglassandtookasipbeforeshe

placeditdown.Sheliftedherwristthathadthe

rubberband.Itwassomesortofcopingmechanism

theyhadcomeupwith,forhertopullateverytime

shehadtheurgetotakedrugs.

VioletobservedhowRebahadabiteofthebiscuit

thenputitdownasifitwassomebadthing.

"HaveyouthoughtaboutwhatIsaid?"Rebalooked

atthecookie.Whenshewasmodelling,sherarely

atethingswithalotofcarbsandthat'swhyshe

can'teatmorethanberdailylimitorifshewas

pushingit?Shedidn'teatanddrankwater.



"Seeingadoctor?"

"Yes.Togettestedonstuff,RebaIwillbefrankwith

you."

"It'swhatyoudobest."Violetchuckledandfolded

herhandsonherlap.

"Youranoerexiaisworryinganditaffectsmorethan

justyoutryingtokeeptoacertainweight."Reba

sighed.Shehadalotoftermsthrownherwaytotry

andhelpher.Sheappreciateditbutitwasso

overwhelmingtohavetolabelthemanditgetting

tooreal.

"I'llbookanappointmentforyouokay?Iknowthis

gooddoctortohelpandyou'lltalktome.Thereisa

lotandasmuchasyoutrytoignoreit,youhaveto

facethedemons."

"WhatifIdon'twanttofacethemsinceI'vebeen

withthemforsolong?"

"Soyoucanbefree.Thereisnotsuchthingastruly

beinghealed.Iwon'tdeceiveyouandsayyouwill

betotallyfreefromyourmentalwoes,thetrauma

andthosesleeplessnightswhereithurtsbutIcan



assureyouthatyouwillfindawaytofindthe

sunshineinthedarkestofdays,youwillbeableto

liveandaccepteverythingforwhatitis."Reba

lickedherlips.

"HowdoIacceptthesexualassualt?"Violetleaned

back.Hersisterhadgonethroughsomething

similaranditwasn'tsomethingthatyouaccepted.

"That'sademonyoulearntolivewith.Thatitwasn't

yourfaultanditwillneverbe.Thatthenumerous

sexualassualtsthatoccuredweren'tevenyour

fault."Rebablinkedbacktears.

"Istillwakeupkickingfromthenightmaresandifit

isn'tthat,Isleepwalk."

"IknowReba.Traumadoesthattous,that's

anotherlevelofPTSDandafteryourtestswiththe

doctor,we'llprescribeanti-depressantsanddiscuss

medicationwithyou.Ihavebeenwaryintermsof

medicatingyoubecauseyouarestillfightingan

addictionandI'llbegivingyoudrugswhichyou

migh-"

Rebanodded.Sheunderstoodherpoint.Whatif



shewasdependentonthemedicallyapproved

drugs?

"Thatiswhywearehereintherapy.Behavioural

therapyhasit'sperks."

"True."

"I'llletyouknowoncetheappointmenthasbeenset

andthenyou'llmeetthedoctorthentakeitfrom

there.Youcan'ttakemedicationwhenyoualso

don'thaveahealthyrelationshipwithfood.Noone

willattackyouforeatingright,youneedtheright

foodtoliveReba."

Shenoddedonceagain.

"Good.Thankyouforopeninguptomeandseeyou

onWednesday."

"Eemma."Shegotonherfeetandshepickedher

bag.Shewasstillnotusingpublictransport.She

tookoutherphonetocallAlora.Alorasaidshewill

pickherupsincetheirparentswereatworkand

Emorywasatschool.

"Hello?"



"Hi.I'mdone.Canyoupickmeup?"

"I'llbethereintwenty.I'maroundtownsoI'llpick

youup.Bye."

"Bye!"

Thenat2pmshewasgoingtoseeHades.Sheaas

excitedaboutthat.Oneofthegoodthingsinherlife,

shecouldn'twaittotellhimaboutthenewMarvel

movie.Hadhewatchedit?Shehasn'twatchedityet

buttherewerealreadyalotofspoilers.Shewanted

towatchitwithhim.Twomonthsleftandhewould

beout.

***

AtSusan'sworkplacesheheldthephoneagainst

herearasshesighed.

"Istillfeelleftout.Thegirlsnevershareanything

withmeexceptthebasics."Shetoldherhusbandat

theendoftheline,shehadbeeninconsolablethat

morningabouthowshewasn'teventhatclosewith



hergirls.Rebalovedhernewtherapistyesand

Alorahadbeenbusywithrenovatinghermother's

houseandwhateverprojectshewasdealingwith.

ShehadhintedatAloramaybelookingforjobs

becausesheknewshequalifiedeventhoughher

resultsforherfinalsemesterwerenotyetout.Alora

hadbrushedheroffbysayingshewasinnorush.

"Talktothem."

"Theyareclosertoeachotherthantomeandit

hurts.Ith-hurts..."shesniffedandblinkedbackher

tears.Shealsowantedtobekeptintheloop.Itwas

likeshewasintheoutercircleanditdidn'tfeelokay.

"Su,theyaregrownups.Maybetheyfeellikesome

thingstheyshouldn'tsharewiththeirparents."

"Still.."thetearsrolleddownandshsusedherhand

towipethemaway.

"ButI'llbefine.I'llbeokay.Ihavetogo."Shequickly

hungupandplacedherheadonthedesktocry.

***



AloraparkedAustin'dcaroutsidethebuildingand

shetextedRebathatshewashere.Shelookedat

thebagatthebackandsheleanedback.Thisweek

betterbegood.Shecouldn'taffordtonotwowthe

investorswhowerewillingtohearaboutLora

Cosmetics.ShesawRebamakeherwaytothecar

andshdopenedthedoorbeforegettingin.

"Hiandthanks."

"Welcome.You'regoinghome?"

"Whereareyougoing?"

"Tothesalon.GatweIneedtogetmyhairdone."

"Gatwe?"

"Austin."

"Noonecommandsyoutodoanything."Alora

huffed.

"Exactlybuthethreatenedtotakeawaythe

necklace."Herhandsinstantlytouchedthe

necklace.



"Butyouwerestillgoingtogetyourhairdone."

"Yesbutnotwithhismoney."Rebaraisedan

eyebrow.

"Hegavemehisblackcardandithasbeenwithme

forawholeweek."

"Whatdidyoubuy?"

"Nothing.Idon'twanttospendhismoneyandnow

heisforcingme.Mightaswellbuythosewhite

plushcouchesIthoughtweretooexpensivealong

withthepotsetthatwaswayoutofmybudget."

"Youcan'tcook."

"Hecanthough.You'reheadingtothesalonwith

me?"

"Ihavenothingbettertodoathomesowhynotkill

time."

"Alright."Aloratookouttheshadeshehadgotfor

herforChristmasandsheworethem.

"You'regoingtobemykids'richaunt."

"I'llbespoilingyourlittlemonsters."



"Kids.NotmonstersAlora."

"Monsters,goblins,gremlins.Thosearewhatthey

arecalled."

"You'llhavethemsomeday."

"NoIwon't."Alorashudderedthinkingaboutthose

littlemonsterlikehumanbeingswiththeir

screaminganddirtyhands.Shedidn'twantthat.No!

No!

Shestartedthecarasshethoughtabouthis

birthday.Itwasnextweekandshehadexhausted

herideas.Theydidn'tclickandfeelright.Forthe

narcissisthewas,hewasn'texactlytalkingaboithis

birthdayandshethoughtitstrange.Sheshruggedit

offasshereversedoutoftheparkingspotand

Rebabuckledup.

.

.

.

*

*
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RebapressedherphoneasAlorasatonthesalon

chair.

“I’lltakeawhile.”AlorasaidtoRebaandReba

noddedassheslouchedintothechair.Shewas

gladhersisterdidn’tcallouthernameoutloud.She

didn’twanttheattentionfromthepeopleandthey

mightsaybadthingsaboutheriftheyreally

recogniseher.Aloralookedatthehairdresser.What

didshewanttobedonetoherhair?Shewasa

brandevenbeforesheevenregisteredthe

trademarkandcompany.Shewasabouttobethe

facetoherowncompanyandofRebawouldagree,

shewouldbeherfacemodelaswellbecauseher

sisterwasstunning!Sheshouldalsosticktowhat

makesheraswell.



“I’llgetwaistlengthblondebraids.”Shetoldthe

hairdresserwhonodded.Rebaplayedgamesonher

phone.Shewasgoingtowaitawhile.HesawAlora

takingoutherwipestowipethetopofthetable

beforesheputherhandsontop.Sheshookher

head.

***

Twohourslater,Alorawasstillonthesalonchair

andRebalookedather.

“Lessthanhalfofyourheadisleft.”

“Hmmm.Afterthiswe’llgetfoodandthengo

home.”

“SoIcangetready?”

“Yes.IthinkAustinwilldropyouoff.Imightgeta

headachefromthis.”Sheindicatedtoherheadand

Rebachuckled.

“Iamsoexcited.”



“Iamhappyforyou.Iamsureheisdoingwell,

Austinsaidhegotagoodreviewfromthestaff

theresothereisalotofhopeintermsofthat.”Reba

noddedandshesmiled.Shewasreallyhopefuland

itmadeAlorahappy.Thehairdressercontinued

workingonAlora’shairwhileRebaloweredher

headtoplaygamesonherphonetopasstime.One

andahalfhourslater,Alorawasdoneandshe

askedtoswipe.Hopefullythisreportstohisphone

andhegetsoffhercase.Rebastoodupandwalked

tothedoorwhileAlorapaid.Lorajoinedher

minuteslaterandRebatookapictureofher.She

wasfrowningandnotlookinghappybutshehad

gottenusedtohersister’ssourfaces.

“Don’tdothat.”

“You’rebeautiful.”

“ThanksbutIfeellikemyheadisonfirerightnow.

Let’sgobuysomethingtoeat.”

“I’mtouchingyou.”

“Euw!No!Atleastsanitise,youdidn’twipethatseat

beforeyousatonit.”Rebalaughedandtookher



sister’shandlaughingasshetriedtopulloffaway

butgaveup.Alorarolledhereyes.

“Ican’tbelieveyou’reolderthanme.”

“Let’sgomma.”Andtheywalkedtothenearestfast

foodshopwithRebaholdingherarmandAlora

wantingtobitehersister’sheadoff.

“Don’theelstireyouout?”

“TheyarelikemyarmourandI’mnotnaturallytall

likeyou.”

“Still.Iusedtotakeoffthosethingsoffimmediately

aftershootsorofftherunawaybutyouwearthem

everytimeyou’reout.”

“Ilikethem.Plusifaguytriesme,Icantakeitoff

andpokehiseyeswiththeheel.Easyselfdefence.”

“Wenawantshosa!”(you’rescaringme)

Alorachuckled.IfRebawasaroundHades,Hades

wouldhavebeencallinghersomedarkterrorora

demonandtheywouldfightwithharshwordsback

andforth.ItalwaysamazedAlorahowRebaloved

Hadeswhowasjadedbutthatmanmadehersister



happysoshewashappyaswell.

***

Bythetimetheygothome,Rebawasaballof

energy.Herhappinesshadbeenradiatinginthecar

andshecouldn’twaitfortheclocktostrike2soshe

canseeherlove.Shehadsomuchtotellhimand

shejustcouldn’tholditinanymore.AfterRebagot

outofthecar,AloracalledRobert.

“Hellodarling.”

“Don’tforgettocomeherebylunchtime.”

“Ineverforget.Alorawee?”Sheshivered.

“Rra?”Sheinternallyrolledhereyesatherself.

Whenhassheaddressedhimlikethat?Screwhim

formakingherfeelathousandlittlethings.

“WhenIsayspendmymoney,Idon’tmeanspendit

onaP400hairstyle.”

“Idon’twantyourmoney!”



“That’sabittoughbabygirl,thatcardwillbeinyour

possessionforalongtime.”

“Pleasedon’ttakethediamonds.”

Hechuckled.

“Babe,leavethebeggingforthebedroom.Seeyou

atlunchtime.Ireallydon’tcareifyoupurchasea

newcarwiththecardorbuyaHermesbagbut

spendthemoney.”Herjawdropped.Hermesis

expensiveashellandbrandnewcarswhicharen’t

secondhandareexpensiveandhereallydoesn’t

care?

“Unlessyouwantmetophysicallydragyououtto

goshoppingwithmechoosingeverything.”

“Don’tyoudare!”

“Thoughtso.Beagoodgirlformeokay?”

“Iwillkillyouoneofthesedays.”Hegaveouta

chokedlaughandshesmiled.

“Isleepnexttoyoumostnights,it’samysteryhow

I’mnotdeadyet.”

“WhatifI’mstillplottingtheperfectmurder?”



“Thenyou’retakingyourgoddamntime…”

“Nnawantenatlherra!Thatalegone.”(youannoy

mesomuch.)

“Ihavetogobaby,I’llbethere.Didyouhaveagood

day?”

“Yeah.Uhmbye.”Shehungupandstaredather

phonethenopenedherbagtotakeouttheblack

card.Shetappeditonthedashboard.Whatifshe

usesthemoneytobuyaplotoflandforheroffices?

Wellshewillmeettheinvestorsaswellbutwitha

plotoflandalreadysecuredeverythingwillbe

easier.Okaysheshouldgetmovingandshecan’t

exactlyswipethelandsoshewillneedhimtodo

thetransferandifitkssomethingshecanbuyLora

Cosmeticsacompanycar?Andspendtherestof

thisweekregisteringitbeforehermeetingwiththe

investors.Thatsoundsgood.

.

.

.
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Rebasprayedherfavouritescentonherskinbefore

shelookedatthemirror.Herdarkskinglowingfrom

eminenthappinessandallshehadonhermindwas

Hades.Sheturnedaroundasshemadesureher

mommyjeansandtheairforceshoeslookedgood.

Seworeastringtopandthenzippeduphisjumper.

ItstillsmelledofHadesandsherarelyworeitsoas

tokeephisscentonit.Shesmiledandtiedher

braidsintoahighpuff.Perfect.Shedidn’tneed

makeupatall.Shepickedherphoneandwalkedout

oftheroom.Shedialledhermotherandthoughtof

tellinghershewasmeetingHadesbutwhatifshe

saysitwillonlymakeherbackslidewhenitcomes



toherhealing.Sheendedthecallbeforehermother

couldpickup.ShefoundAlorainthesittingroom,

shehadchangedclothesandshelookedsodeepin

thought,herfingersonthenecklacearoundher

neck.

“Alora!”

“Hmm…”evenhervoicewasabitdistant.

“I’mready.What’sup?”

“Ohokay.NothingIcan’tfix.”

“Youdoknowyounevertellpeopleyourthoughts.”

“Yetyoustillloveme.Reba?”

“Ma?”

“Howdoyoumanagetoloveme?”

“You’relovable.”Alorashookherheadasshekept

herhandsonthenecklaceshewaswearing.

“Youknowthat’snottrueatall.Youdon’thaveto

humourme.Really.”

“Butyouknowthetruth.”



“I’mnoteasytolove.RebaIamspitefulandIcan’t

softenmyselfuptobelikeotherwomenevenif

someoneaskedmeto,”

“Andyourboyfriendlovesyoulikethat.AloraIfind

itapplaudablethatyoudon’tconformyourselfto

thestandardstheysetforwomen.Youdoyou

unapologeticallyandsomedaysomelittlegirlout

therewillbelike,Idon’tneedtobeliked.Iam

comfortablymeandit’sokay.”

Lorasmiledbeforeitdropped.

“Ijusthadanidea.That’sit!”

“What’sit?”

“ThesloganforLoraCosmetics.Ihavebeenstuck

onitforsolong.‘Iamcomfortablymeandthat’s

okay.’You’reagenius.”Rebasmiled.

“ItoldyouguysI’msmart.”

“Thankyouandthankyou.I’llbeback.”Shequickly

stoodupandheadedtothebedroomforherfileand

pencil.She’llbeworkingallweeklongandwillshe

seeAustin?Probablyhavehimworkthroughher



proposalwithheraswellsinceheisMr-Know-It-All.

ShewalkedbacktotheloungeandfoundRebaon

herphone.

“Reba,eveniftheinvestorsdon’tinvestwhichI

doubttheywon’t.Ihaveahugefavourtoask.”Reba

focusedonhersister.

“Yes..”

“WillyoubeoneofthefacesforLoraCosmetics?

Onceeverythingisfinalisedwhichmighttakesix

monthstoalmostayear,willyoube?”Aloraheld

herbreath.Shewasaskingfortoomuch.Sheknew

that.Rebadidn’twantthespotlightandshedidn’t

wanttotriggerherpastexperienceswithmodelling

butshewasperfect,notmanygirlshadmakeup

thataccommodatedtheirskintoneandReba’swas

aperfectexample.Shecouldalreadyseeheronthe

billboards.Plusthiscanbeawonderfulopportunity

forhertocurbthebadmedia.Thatsheisnotdrugs,

sheisstillReba.Thesunshinegirlwhohasher

oldersister.

“I’llthinkaboutit.”Aloranodded.She’lllivewiththat.



Thatwillbeokay.Thatmeanstherewashope.The

intercomrangandAlorawalkedtothedoortopress

thebuttonwhileReba’sphonerang.

Rebawasstillsurprisedthathersisterwouldwant

hertobethefaceofherbrand.Rebantle’simageas

alreadytarnishedandshedidn’twanttotarnishand

ruinAlora’scompanybeforeiteventookoffbutthe

hopethatwasinAlora’seyeshadhersayingshe’ll

thinkaboutit.ShelookedatthecallerIDand

answered.

“Hellomama.”

“Hi.Isawyourmissedcall.Iseverythingokay?”

“Eemma.IjustwantedtosayI’llbebackabitlate.

I’llbeoutwithAlora.”Susankeptquiet.Shelicked

herdrylipsbeforetakingoutthelipglossinherbag.

Thiswaswhathascometobeinregardstoher

olderchild?Thatshehadtotellhershewon’tbein?

“Okay.It’sokay.”

“Thankyou.Bye.”RebahungupandSusanstillfelt



leftout.Shesighedandblinkedbacktearsyet

again.

RebasawAlorawalkoutthedoorandsheassumed

herboyfriendwashere.

AlorarolledhereyesasshehuggedAustin.

“Thanks.”Helookedathershinyforeheadthat

poppedoutmorebecauseofthenewhairstyleand

hepushedthebraidsback.

“Don’ttouchmyhair.It’spainful.Whyareyouthis

person?”Sheaskedandhechuckled.

“Youlookbeautiful.Gapebonaskopo.”(lookatyour

forehead.)

“Don’tyoutrytobullymeMr,I’llcutyourballsand

feedthemtothedogs.”

“I’mscared!”Helaughedandshepunchedhischest

beforehekissedherforehead.

“IhateaskingforhelpbutIneedyourhelp.”

“Anything.”

“Helpmelookforcommercialplotsaround



Gaborone.”

“Icandothat.Prices?”

“JusthelpmefindtheplotsandI’lltakeitfrom

there.”

“Areyousure?”

“Yes.Weneedtogo.Rebaissoexcited.Ilove

seeingherhappy.”Shesaidagainsthischest.He

smelledgoodandhissuitlookedsogoodinhim.

Shewon’ttellhimthat.That’soneofhermanyrants

inherownheadabouthim.

“Callherandbringthekeys.”

“Didyoucomewithataxi?”

“Ofcoursenot.”

“Mxm!”Shegotoutofhisarmsandwalkedtothe

house.Hismothercalledhimandhequickly

answeredthephone.

“Hello.”

“Austinhi,areyoufreethisevening?”

“Iamnotsureaboutthat.”



“Iwon’ttakemuchofyourtime,Ijustneedanhour.”

“Okay.We’llmeet.”Itwasstillawkwardbecausehis

motherhadknockedathisdoorafewnightsago

whenhewasfuckinghisgirlinthelounge.She

probablyheardherscreamsandallthat.Alorahad

immediatelytensedupandheheardhismotherat

theendofthedoorannouncethatitwasherand

she’llcomesomeothertime.Alorawalkedinside

thehouse.

“Timetogo.Letmegetmybagandcarkeysand

we’llbegone.”

“Finally!”

Rebabreathedout.Justanhourorsobeforeshe

seesherboyfriend,bestfriendandsoulmate.

.

.

.
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Thedrivetotherehabcentrewasamusing.Reba

watchedthecouplebickerbackandforthbefore

theykissedandstartedspeakinginhushtonesto

eachother.Theirdynamicwasoddlyfun.She

bouncedherlegonthecarseatasshestaredout

thewindow.Shecouldseethemdrivingtoa

buildingandshecouldtelltheywereclose.Would

hehappytoseeher?Heastobe.Hadeslovedher

somuchthathewouldbeecstatictoseeher.

AustinlookedatAlorawhohadturnedherheadto

lookathersister.Shehopedallwentwell.She

reallyhopedso.

“Areweclose?”AloraaskedAustinwhonodded

andAlorareleasedadeepbreath.Whateverthat

happens,shewashereforhersisterbutshe

doubtedthatanythingbadcanhappen.Hadesand



Rebalovedeachotheranditwasthekindoflove

thatwasagainstallodds.Austindroveintothe

rehabcentreandheparkedhiscarintheparkinglot.

Hestoppedtheengineandlookedatthetwoladies

inthecar.

“I’llbeback,givemeafewminutes.”Hegotoutof

thecarandRebalookedatAlora.

“I’mjustsoexcited.”Loranoddedandshedidn’ttry

toforceasmile.Hersister’shappinesswasenough

forthebothofthem.Austinwalkedthroughthe

corridorsonhiswaytotheofficehehadlastvisited

whenhedroppedHadesoffatthisplace,the

reviewswereokayandhehasn’tseenHades

himselfbuthewantedtoaffordRebathechanceto

seehim.Heknockedonthedoorbeforehewas

askedtocomein.

“Afternoon,HadesHudsonhastoseeavisitor

todayright?”

“GoodafternoonMrMathews.Yesofcourse.Only

onevisitorfor30minutesandthatwillbeit.”Austin

nodded.



“Ibroughthisvisitor.I’llbringherandyou’lltakeher

tohimright?”

“Ofcourse.”HetookouthisphonetodialAlora.

“Canyoucometotheoffices,I’lldirectyou.Bring

Rebawith.”TheladyintheofficelookedatAustin

ashissmoothtonegaveoutdirections,shelooked

atthecufflinksonhissuitjacketandtheylooked

expensive.Soexpensive.Shecouldseetheveins

onhishands,shewouldn’tmindbeingchokedby

suchhandsandtheyweresoclean.Everyoneknew

whohewasandsincehewasn’tinthemediathat

much,itwasamysterytothemwhohewasdating.

Orwasheasexual?Sawthathedidn’tneeda

significantother?Sheletoutadreamysighandshe

noticedandclosedhermouthashespokeoverthe

phone.Shehopedhedidn’thearthat.

“Knockonthedoor.”AustinsaidtoAlora.

“I’mnotstupidRobert!”Shechidedashehearda

doorknockandthedooropened.Theladyfrowned

asshesawRebantlefirst.Thedrugaddictex-model

andafaceshehasn’tseenbefore.Thegirlinblonde



braidsjustglaredatMrMathewsandgavehera

coldhello.Austinstoodonhisfeetashesmiled

lookingatherwhilesherolledhereyes.Thelady

wassurprised.Anywomanwouldswoonoverthis

manandshewasbehavingasifshewasn’tina

roomwithamanwho’snetworthisoverfivemillion?

Wow!

Austinfacedher.

“YoucanleadhertowhereHadesis.We’llwait.”

TheladynoddedandshelookedatRebaasthey

walkedout.Shebreathedout.DidRebagethelpor

themediawaslying?ShesighedasRebafollowed

hersilently.

“Hi.”

“Hello.”Rebarepliedandthenmoresilence.

“Soyou’reHades’girlfriend?”

“Yes.”Shewasrespondinginonewordsyllables

andtheladykeptquiet.Hadeswasalsoacatch,

alsohadmoneyandgrewupinit.Nowonderhegot

onwithamodel,shehadbeenabigthingand

everyoneusedtoseeheronbillboardsandat



fashionweeks,redcarpetsandexclusiveparties.

Shegottotheothersideofthefacilitywhere

usuallythepatientsandtheirvisitorsrelated.

“Heisinthere,youhavethirtyminutes.”Sheleft

RebaatthedoorandRebasuckedinadeepbreath.

MeanwhileAustinansweredAlora’squestionson

hisgeneralknowledgeandthosetriviaquestions

shelikedthrowingathimexpectinghimtoslip.He

wassittingonthechairandshehadrefusedtosit

onhislap.Sometimesshewasreallyawfulatthis

submissivethingandhewouldn’thaveherany

otherway.Shekepthimonhistoesandagood

challengealwaysgothisbloodracing.

“Don’tforgetIhaveahigherIQ.”

“FuckyouandyourIQ.Pleasedogotothenearest

hell.”Justthatmomentthedooropenedandthe

ladywalkedinside.Thewomanwiththeblonde

braidswasweird.Howcouldshejustsaythat?

“UhmhereisaprogressreportonHades,thephone

callwasn’tclearenough.”



TheladypushedthefiletowardsAustinandAlora

inherheelsjustloweredherheadtoseewhat

Austinwasseeing.Austinjustskimmedthrough

thereportandgotwhatheneededtoseebeforehe

gaveitback.

“Thankyou.”Hesaidandtheladygavehimahuge

smile.Theblondiebyhissidewasn’tsmilingand

thatladycouldscarechildrenaway,shedidn’teven

havetotry.

Alorabreathedout.She’llwaitinthecar,shecould

feelaheadachecoming.Thisbraidshurtlikehell.

Sherubbedhertemplesbeforeshewalkedoutof

theofficeandstartedhercatwalktothecar.Austin

watchedherwalkout.

“IsthereanythingelseIneedtoknow?”Austin

asked.

“NoMrMathews.Thankyouforentrustinguswith

MrHudsonandIassureyouwerearedoingour

besttohelphimgetoverhisaddiction.”Austin

noddedandgotuponhisfeet.Heleftandthe

womancouldstillsmellhiscologneinheroffice.



MeanwhileRebafinallyopenedthedoor.She

suckedinadeepbreathasshewaitedforHadesto

turnandlookather.Whenhefinallydid,itfeltlike

timestoppedmovingandtheywereinanalternate

universe.Shebreathedoutsoftlyashestraightened

up,hisfullheightmakingtheroomseemsmalland

sheheldherbreath.Hewalkedcloserandtheback

ofhishandcaressedhercheeksoftly.Shelooked

intohiseyes.

“Hilove.”Shefinallyhuggedhim andhehugged

herback,itdidn’ttakeaminuteforhertobefully

engulfedbyhiminoneofhisbearhugs.

“GodImissedyou.”Hischestvibratedathiswords

andsheheldbacktears.

“Imissedyou.”Hehadnoideahowmanytearsshe

hadcried.Overtheirfuture,overtheirseparation

andshemissedhimsomuch.

Hedidn’tlethergoandshecommittedthismoment

tomemory,shedidn’tknowwhenshefellinlove

withhimbecauseshehasalwayslovedHadeseven



whentheywerechildren,hehadthepurestpartsof

her,theoneswhichweretaintedbyheradditionand

thenumerousthingsthathappenedduringhe

modellingcareer.Hadeskissedherhair.Forhis

firstvisitor,hisgirlcame.Godhelovedherand

missedher.Wordswerenotenoughtodescribe

howhefeltholdingherinhisarms.Shemovedher

headandwrappedherarmsaroundhiswaistwitha

littlecutesmileonherface.Shewasthefucking

sunshinehesometimesfeltlikehefailedtoprotect.

“Nowyoucantellmeabouteverything.”

“Iseeafuture.Us.Together.”Shegrinned.

“Ienvisionedonetoo.Forthefirsttime,Idon’tknow

howwearegoingtodothis.”

“We’lllearn?”Hechuckledandheremovedthehair

tietoletherbraidsfallandheslippedhisfingersin

herbraids.

“Ofcourse.Howisrehab?”

“I’mrehabilitating.”Hesaidandshenodded.He

sawafuture,thatmeanshewantedtolive.They

bothwantedtolive.Foreachother.Together.



“ThereisanewMarvelfilmoutandIcan’twaitto

watchitwithyou.”Shesaidandhesmiledather.

Shewassopure,hepushedherbraidsback.

“Ican’twait.”

“I’mcountingweeks.”Shesaidandhesmiled.

“Reba?”

“Hmmm…”

“Nomatterwhat,I’llloveyou.Ineveryuniversewe

mightfindourselvesin,I’llloveyouokay?We’llbe

together.”

“Butnowwe’reonearth.”

“Earth-616loveandwe’llhavetomakedowith

that.”Shegrinned.Yes.They’llmakedowiththat.

Sheunderstoodhisreferencesbecausetheywere

bothobsessedoverMarvelfilmsandcomicsand

nowshewassoexcitedtowatchtheotherfilmwith

him.

.

.



.
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AustinheldAlora'sheadasshelaiditonhischest.

"Youwantedthishairstyle."Alorarolledhereyesas

heplacedahandonherlap.

"Shutup!Iknowyou'reenjoyingthis."

"ThismeansIcan'tpullyourhairlatertonight?"

"Geez!I'mnotyoursubmissiveandnoyoucan't.I

haveahaeadache."

Hechuckledandkissedhercheek.

"Ishouldtipyourhairdresser,lookatyouallcuddly

andshit."Shefistedherhandtohithischest.



"RobertIhateyou!Letsogolamosadiyolele

botlhoko."(herbraidinghurts)

"Ishouldn'tbemakingfunofyourightnowbutI

can'thelpit."

"You'llbescreamingmurderwhenIstabyourballs.

Becareful."

"Yourhyperbolesdarling."

"Willbearealitysoon.Kissmyhead."Hisjaw

dropped.What?

"Robertkissmyhead."Hekissedherforeheadas

shereleasedasigh.

"Seewhyweshouldn'thaveoneofthoselittle

monsters?Peaceandnoworries."Hesmiled.She

said‘we”not‘I’.Hewassureshewasn’tevenaware

ofthepronounsheused.

"Aloratheyarechildren.Iwantfiveormorebut

preferablyfive."

"Iwantnoneofthose.Zero.Zilch.Nada."

"We'llsee."



"I'mnothavingthem."

"Eemma."

"Idon'tlikehowyouarecasuallyagreeingwithme."

"Alorait'syourchoice."

"Childrenarenotadealbreaker?"Shemovedher

headtolookathimandheshookhishead.

"No.Iwon'tleavebecauseyoudon'twantchildren."

Shetiltedherhead.Whydiditseemlikeheknew

somethingshedidn'tknow.

"Youshouldrunforthehills."

"Butyou'rethehillI'mwillingtodieon."Hereyes

widenedbeforeshesmiled.Helovedher,heneeds

timetoacceptthathimself.

"That'soddlyromantic."Shepokedhischestbefore

placingherheadbackonthewarmmuscledchest

hiddenbythecrispwhiteshirt.Whitelookedgood

onhimbutAustininablacksilkshirtandthose

dresspants?Shewouldwillinglygivehimheadfor

thefirsttimeandtrywomanontop.Thismanwas

sculptedbythegodsandheknewit.Nowonderhe



hadsuchanego.Sheclosedhereyesandopened

themasitclicked.Shewassoslow.

"Austin?"Helookeddownather.

"I'mlistening."

"Thosepastrelationshipsyouhad,youwerethetop

right?"Shesawhisslowsmile.

"Bingo!Ididn'tknowyouwerethatslow."She

punchedhischestagain.

"Don'tcallmestupid.Iamnotstupid."

"Ithoughtafterthefirstnightitwasgoingtoclick."

"Shutup!"Hislaughvibratedhischestandshe

sighedagain.Painkillersandsleepwilldohera

worldofgoodwhenshegetshomeorbetteryetshe

shouldgotoherboyfriend'shouse.

“WhenRebacomesbackwe’lldropheroffathome

right?”Heraisedaneyebrow.Wasthatherwayof

sayingsheisspendingthenight?

“Aslongasmyhoodiesdon’tgomissing.”

“It’snotasifyouwearthem.”



“Andyoudo?”

“Don’tbean*ss.”Hechuckledandkissedherhead

thentouchedherforehead.

“Yourtemperature.”

“ItoldyouIhaveaheadache.”

“You’llgetbetterhmm…”

Insidethefacility,Rebawentonabouthernew

therapistandwhattheyhavedonesofarwhile

Hadeslistened.Lovingthesoundofhervoice,it

brightenedallthedarkpartsofhimandmadethis

wholesobrietyjourneyworthwhile.Hewantedmore

momentswithher.MoreMarveldiscussions,more

goofingaroundandthosecuddles.Thesex?He

wantedthataswell.

“Andthat’saboutit.”Shefinallybreathed.She

smiledasshecaughthisgaze,sheadoredhim.

ThiswasHades,finallybeingsoberaftermorethan

adecadeofhimdrinking.Hegraduatedwiththe

lowestGPAbecausehisfatherneverreallycaredof



Hadeshadaproblem.Hehadjustbrusheditoffby

sayingeveryonedrankthefirsttimeHadeshad

triedtalkingtohim.Rebakissedhischeek.Hertime

wasalmostupandshe’llbeleftwithafewmore

weekstillsheseeshimagain.

“We’refightingtheseaddictionsright?”Sheasked

himandhenodded.

“Nowwecandreamofafuture.Together,mytime

isup.Iloveyou.”Shekissedherbestfriendandhe

kissedherback.

“I’llbecountingdays.Bye.Fornow.”Shegotupand

walkedoutashesmiledandtouchedhislips.She

madeitallworthit.

Rebasmiledandshehadtocontainherselfasshe

walkedalongthecorridorsonthewaytotheoffice

totelltheladyshewasdone.Sheknockedonthe

doorandopenedit.Shestuckherheadinsideand

theladylookedupfromherpileofpapers.

“I’mdoneandthankyousomuch.”WiththatReba

left.AustinandAlorawereinthecarprobably.Now



shewasgoingtofeellikeathirdwheelbutshewas

alsotheirbiggestcheerleader.Theymadean

adorablecouple.Shewalkedtothecarandherjaw

droppedwhenshesawAloraonAustin’slap.Itwas

aswoonworthysightbutthenthiswasAlorawho

alwayshadherguardupandshewasneverthat

vulnerable.SheopenedthebackdoorandAustin

turnedhisheadwhilerubbingAlora’sarm.

“You’redone?”

“Yesandthankyou.”

“You’rewelcome.”Shenoddedandsatdownas

Austinstareddownathersister.Herhandswere

itchingtograbherphoneandsnapapicture

becausethemomentwaspricelessandmaybe

Alorawouldlovethepicture.Sheputherhands

underherchinandshewatchedthem.Austinspoke

inFrenchtoherandshecouldmakeoutafew

wordsfromwhathewassaying.Thesetwodidthat

justsonoonehearstheirconversations.Cuuuute!

Aloraopenedhereyesandherhandstouchedhis



cheek.Shedidn’tknowifshelikedhimfullyshaved,

withthattrimmedbeardorunshaven.Helooked

goodeitherway.

“We’releaving?”

“Yes.You’llsleepathome.”Sheyawnedand

nodded.Athome.Yeah!Shestretchedbeforeshe

removedherbodyfromhisandcrossedovertoher

seat.Sheturnedherheadtolookathersister.

“Didaaallgowell?”Alorayawnedandrubbedher

eyes.

“Betterthanexpected.”RebagrinnedandAlora

gaveherasmilebeforehefacewentallseriousand

shefacedthefront,slowlybucklingupbeforeher

eyesflutteredclose.ThecarstartedandReba

staredoutthewindow,herheadbuzzingfromthe

happinessbubbleshewasin.

***

Anhourlater,Rebagotoutofthecarandsaidbye



beforeshewalkedintotheyard.Seemedlikeher

sisterwasspendingthenightwithherboyfriend.

Luckyher.Thecardroveoutandshehummedon

herwaytothedoor.

***

AtAustin’shouse,hegotoutofthecarandpicked

hisgirlfriendfromherseatshewrappedherarms

aroundhisneck.

“Ihaveafeelingyouwantedtospendthenight

becauseIwasgoingtobabyyouoveraheadache.”

Hewhisperedandshenodded.

“Youdon’twantmearound?”

“Ido.Allthetime.”Alorasighed.

“Whatisit?”

“Nothing.”Hedidn’tknowhowhewasgoingto

unlockthedoorwithherinhisarmsandhedidn’t

wanttoputherdown.Hejustlookedather.



“SpeakAlora!”

“Don’tcommandme,I’mnotababy.”Sherolledher

eyesathim.Hefinallydecidedtoletherdownsohe

canunlockthedoor.Hewasgoingtoseehis

motherintheevening,fornowhehadtimewithhis

woman.

Hetookherhandastheywalkedinsidethehouse.

“I’mlistening.”

“Itoldyouit’snothing.I’mgoingtosleep.”Shelet

goofhishandandslowlytrudgedtowardsthe

staircase.Shelookedatthemforafewseconds

beforerubbinghereyesandshetookthefirststair.

.

.

.
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*
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AtSusan'shouse,Rebainherbubbleofhappiness

haddecidedtocookandwhenthedooropened,her

motherandlittlesisterwerearrestedbythescents

hersavourydelightshadmade.

"Itsmellsgoodinhere."

"I'mstillcooking."Shehalfshoutedfromthekitchen.

Susanplacedherbagdownonthecouchand

headedtothekitchenwhereRebawashumming

andcooking.

"What'stheoccasion?"

"Justhappy.Howwasyourday?"Susanpaused.

Herday?Rebaneveraskedaboutherday.Noneof

herkidsdid.

"Itwasbearable."Rebanodded.

"Ihopethismealmakesitbetter."



"Yousaidyouweregoingtobelate."Herdaughter

shruggedassomethingsizzledinthepanandshe

steppedbackabitbeforegrabbingthewooden

spoontostartmixing.

"Ithoughtitwasgoingtotakelongbutitdidn't.

Aloraisn'there."

"Oh.."

"Yes..."

"Sheonlycamebackyesterday.Hasyoursister

mentionedanythingaboutlookingforajob?"Susan

asked.

"Ajob?Roradoesn'twantajobshe-"Rebapaused.

Aloradidn'tmentiontellingtheirparentsherplans.

Onlyher.Yikes!

"Shewhat?"Rebaturnedandrubbedherhands

downherjeans.

"She'lltellyou.It'snotmyplace."Susanreleaseda

sadsigh.

"AmIsobadthatyouguysdon'fshareanything

withme?Ialwaysfeellikeastrangerlooking



throughaglasshouse,knowingIcan'tenterand

knowonlywhatyouguysshow."Reba'sfacefell.

Shecouldhearthesadtoneinhermother'svoice

andhereyes.Shelookedreadytocryandthat's

whenshenoticedthathereyeswerekindof

swollen.

"It'snotthat.We-uh.."

"IfeelleftoutandIdon'tknow."

"Weareadultsandobviouslywemightnotshare

everythingwithyoubutwestillloveyou."Rebatried

tomakehermotherseereason.Truthistheywere

scaredshemightoverreactanditwasbetternotto

tellherthantohermakingabigdealoutof

everythingandnotlisteningtoreason.

Susanshookherhead.Shecouldtellthatitwasn't

thetruth.

"It'sokay.I'lllearntolivewiththat."Withthat,Susan

walkedoutofthekitchenandRebabitherlowerlip.

***



Alora'slipspartedinpleasurebeforehereyes

opened.Ohfuck!Shecouldfeeltheorgasmso

closeashepumpedinandoutifher,herback

archedwithherhandspinnedaboveberhead.

"Comealloverme.Now!"Herbodylistenedandshe

came,thetoecurlingandallthatherbodydid

everytimesherespondedtohis.Hegroanedashs

cameinsideofher.Hishotbreathhitherskinas

shdbreathedheavily.Hejustwokeherfromhernap.

Theirbodiespartedandshemissedtheheatofhis

body.Hepulledherintohimandittookminutes

beforeshewasabletospeak.

"Yo-youfulfilledoneofmyfantasies."Hekissedher

forehead.Alorawelcomedthatsoftkiss,shecan

nowsayherfantasywaaspoton.Beingwokenup

withyourpersondeepinsideofyouwasthenicest

feelingever.Lookatherusingwordssuchas

'nicest'wbenshehadbettervocabulary.

"Igetalotoutofdrunkyou."Sheflushedashis

handmassagedherbreastandshepushedhis



handback.

"Thathurts.Myperiod."

"Iswhat?"

"Isnear,youdidbiologyandyouknowwhat

happens."

"Everyoneisdifferent.Tellmeaboutyours."

Shetracedtheoutlineifhischestwithherfinger.

"Igetreallysoreboobs,don'ttouchthem.They

usuallyfeelacupbiggerthantheyactuallyarefor

thattime.Crampingfortwodays.Fivedaysof

continuousbloodflowanduterinelineshedding.

CravingswhichIeitheravoidorgiveinto,

dependingonwhethertheyturnintoobsessionsfor

thetimebeing."

"Youusetamponsorpads?"Sheflushedoncemore

andpulledherhandaway.

"Itriedinsertingatamponbeforeandithurt,the

intrusionwasn'taparticularlypleasingexperience

sopads."

"Wasitmaybebecauseyouwereavirgin?"Shehad



thoughtaboutthatanditmightbethat,hisdickwas

biggerandlongerthanatampon.Shelaughed.Why

wasshecomparinghimwithatampon?

"Maybe.I'llsticktopads,Iamnotstickinganything

intomyvagina.Thankyouverymuch."He

snickeredandsheinstantlyknewwhathewas

thinking.

"How'syourheadache?"

"I'lllive."Hejustcuppedherbreastsandsheglared

athim.

"Don'tsqueeze,wenaoutlwanalegonteka."(you

liketestingme)

"Yourperiodsusedtobeirregular?"

"Yes.HormonesandIgotonthepillandnowthey

arelikeclokwork."

"Hmm.."

"Iamstilltakingthepillifyouwantedtoknow."

"Eemma.Ididn'tsayanything."

"You'resuspicious."



"FeellikeImightmakeyoupregnant?"

"Yes."Shsbreathedoutandwaited.Forhimtosay

heisbecausehedoeswantkids.

"Iwon't.I'llstartwearingacondomforyourpeace

ofmind.Youdon'twantchildrenandasmuchasI

wantchildren,Irespectyourstanceonthematter

okay?Weareequalsineveryaspectexcepthere."

"You'ddothat?"

"Yes."heletgoofherboobsandkissedherlips.

"Catchuponsomesleep,Ihavetogosomewhere."

"Where?"Wasn'thegoingtocuddleher?Hepulled

herclosertohimandrubbedhedbarearm.

"SleepLora."Sheclosedhereyes

"Iloveyou."Shemutteredandhekissedherhead.

Halfanhourlater,hesteppedoutoftheshowerand

hewatchedhersleepforafewsecondsbefore

proceedingtohiswardrobetopickoutclean

clothes.Heshouldbuytakeoutonhiswayback



fromhismother'shouse.Allhehadtodowashear

whatshehadtosay.Thatwasit.AfterAustinwas

fullydressed,hewalkedovertothebedandkisssd

herforeheadandwalkedout.

***

Celineheardtheintercomhalfanhourlaterasshe

lookedatthefile.Shehadbeenholdingbackonthis

forsolongandwiththelittletimeleft,shewas

doingtherightthing.Shepressedthebuttonasthe

gateopenedandhiscardroveinsidetheyard.She

hadworkedherbehindofffordecadesnowandit

wastime.Wellsheneverbelievedinfatebutit

forcedhertogettothisverypoint.Aminutelater

therewasadoorknockandhersonopenedthe

doorashesteppedinsidethehouse.Helooked

aroundtillhiseyeszeroedonherandhewalked

over.Hesatdownandhismotherkepthergazdon

heronlyson.

"I'llcutstraighttothechase."Fastandefficient.No



beatingroundthebush.Helikedthat.

"I'mproudofyou."Hewasconfused.What?

"Ofthemanyouaretodayandthewomanyou

chose.I-Ididn'trealiseitbeforebutitclickedafew

daysagothatyouandAloraareinahealthyhappy

relationshipbecauseyouguyswereuhm-"Austin

wasconfused.Thiswomanheardthemfuckingand

shewasproud?Whatthehell?

.

.

.
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Austinstretchedhislegsandlookedathismother

again.Hiseyessearchingherstoseeifshewas

kidding.Shewasproudofhim?Celinecouldsee

thathersondidn'tbelieveherbutshecontinued

withwhatshehadtosay.

"Ashardasitistobelieve,yesIamproud."

"Istillfindithardtobelieve."

"Iknow.UhmAfewdaysagowhenuhmyeahthat,

itsoundedlikeitwasahappyrelationship.Theonly

timeyourfatherandIhadsexwastoprocreate."

EvenCelinecouldhearitsoundedcoldbutthatwas

thestateofhermarriagewithherdivorcedhusband.

"YoursandAlora'ssoundlikeithaslife.Iwantthat

foryou.Itgivesmepeacethatyouhavethat.I

taughtyoutoneverdependonanyoneandyouare

doingexactlythat.Youdon'tevendependonme."

Austinwassilentasshewenton.Shereleaseda

sighandbroughtherhandstogether.

"AndsofarasinterimCEOyouhavebeendoingso

well,Idon'thavetoworryaboutthestateandthe

futureofMathewsInc.Iamsoproudofyou,all



yourachievementsandIknowlaterthisyearyou

aregoingtoexcelwithyourMastersprogrammeas

well."Silencefilledtheroom.Austin'smindcaught

onfast.Sheissayingalloftheseasifsheisdying.

Wasshe?

"Eversinceyougraduatedtillnow,youhavebeen

doingexceptionallywellfortheCEOpositionandI

cannowretireinamonthorsoknowingeverything

isokay."

"Retire?Isthisoneofyourtests?"

"No.I'mretiringbecause..."shepausedandclosed

hereyes.

"Ijustwantyoutobehappy.Dowhatmakesyou

happy,AloramakesyouhappyandI'veseenthat

eveninthewayyoudefendedheragainstme.I

havealotofregretsonhowI'velivedmylifeforthe

pastfiveandahalfdecades."andifshecouldturn

backthetime,wouldsheevenrecogniseherself?

Howsheusedtobesooptimisticaboutlifebefore

theCorporatelifeandherdedicationintobuilding

herownempiresolehandilyandstrivingtomakeit



big.Shebreathedout.Austinwassilent.Hiseyes

andexteriorcalm.Hewasalwaysthatcalmandhe

neverletemotionsoverridehim.Forthefirsttime,

shewasusingherheartandshehadthatachethat

hasbeensovoidforsolong,hedidn'twanthimto

endupwithawifewhomirroredherqualities.

"AllIgotsofaristhatyou'reproudandapproveof

myrelationshipwithmygirlfriend.IamagoodCEO,

you'reretiring.ThereissomethingelseandI'm

waitingtohearwhatelsethereis..."hewasalways

soquicktoreadtheroom.

"IamretiringbecauseIhavelessthanthreemonths.

Ihavebeenfightingthiscancerforthepastyear

andithasprogressed."Austin'seyeswideneda

fractionbeforeheleanedback.

"Andyoudidn'ttellme."

"Austin,youcanlivewithoutme.Youhavebeen

doingsoforthepasttwodecadesofyourlife.What

differencewoulditmakeifI'mnothere?"Austin's

heartalmostrippedoutofhisribcage.Heneverhad

timewithhismother.Memorieshecouldcherish.



"Youshouldhavetoldme."Celine'sshoulders

dropped.Sheknewbutshehadtoleavethe

company.Inherson'shands.Hehadeverything.

"Austinyouneverneededmeandyouwon'tneed

meinfutureaswell."Shebreathedoutasherbody

shookslightly.

Austinclosedhiseyesforafewminutesnot

allowingemotionstoshowonhisface.Helookedat

hismother.Allthiswhilehethoughthewaa

learningtheropesandwasgoingtotakeoverinfive

yearsorsowhilesheknewhewastakingoverina

matterofmonths.Hischestroseandhewilled

himselftocalmdown.

"It'scanceralongwithotherweaknessesitcaused.

Ihavebeentryingandlivedeachdayasitcame.I

wanttodieinpeacenow."Austinchidedhimselffor

beingsoblind.ItwaslikeshehithimwithanUno

reversecard.

"That'sallIwantedtosay.Makethemostofyour

lifewhileitisrife,whileitisfine."Celinesaidand

waited.Austinslowlynodded.Hismotherwas



dyinginlessthanthreemonths.Lifewasthat

fuckedupbutheknewthat.Therewasalotof

turmoilinhismindandheneededtocalmhis

thoughts.

"Ihavetogo."HegotupandCelinenodded.She

watchedhimwalktothedoorandassoonasthe

doorclosedsheleanedback.Thepainkillerswere

doingagreatjobofnumbingeverythingsoshecan

workandpretendherlifewasnormal.Althoughit

wasaveryhighdosageofmorphine,ithelpedso

muchsincethecancerhadadvancdedandChemo

couldnolongerhelp.Shedidn'tevenbothergoing

thatroutebecauseitwasgoingtobemorethantwo

yearsoftreatementwhensheknewshewasgoing

todieeventually.Hercoldheartached,forherboy

whohadnevergotenoughlovefromherbuthewas

happynow.Thatwilldoforher.

Austinwalkedtothecarandclosedthedoorashis

headfellontothesteeringwheel.Lifewasthat

unpredictable.Whatifinfutureitwashim,wouldhe

beokaywithdyingwithouttellingthewomanhe



lovedthathelovedherandnotcherishingtheir

preciousmoments?Tearsfilledhiseyesandhe

rarelycried.Henevercriedashehitthesteering

wheelhischestrisingandfalling.Heneedstogeta

griponhisemotionsanddrivebackhome.

***

AtAustin'shouse,Aloraslippedoutofbedand

walkedovertohiswardrobetopickouthisshirtto

wearorshouldsheshowerfirst?Sheshould

shower.Shewalkedovertothebedtomakeit

beforeshewalkedtothebathroomtoshower.Ten

minuteslater,shepaddedintothebedroomand

finallyworehisshirtandwalkedout.Hewasstill

notbackandshedidn'tknowwhenheleft.She

walkeddownthestairswhereherhandbagwas.

Shejusttookoutherphoneandgotcomfortableon

thecouchasshewenttoMotorDealerpagesto

lookatthecars.Hewashelpingwithlookingfora

plot,nowifshecanbuyacartomorrowwhileshe



getsthedocumentationneededtoregisterher

company.Shereleasedasigh.Almostanhourlater,

sheheardthegateslideopen.Hewasbackandher

stomachstartedrumblingatthatexactmoment.

Shechuckledassheplacedherphonedownand

rubbedherstomach.Washegoingtocookordid

hebringtakeout?Hiscardroveinasthegarage

openedandshepickedherphoneagaintocontinue

withwhatshewasdoing.Hewalkedinfromthe

garageandhereyesmethis.Sheinstinctivelyknew

thatsomethingwaswrongorwassheabletoread

hisemotionsorwasitbecausehelethiaguard

down.Shequicklygotonherfeetandfloated

towardshimashelookedather.Hiseyesfullof

confusion,hurtandanemotionshegaspedseeing

onhisface.

"Whatisit?"Austin'shandgrazedhercheek.He

droppedhisguarddownandhewashopingshe

couldseetheemotionhehasbeenfightinghimself

monthsonendaboutaccepting.

"Aloraallofmylife,allI'vehadismyself.Noone

haseverlovedme.Notmymotherorfather.Noone



hasevershownmelove.Onlyyou."Hewhippedhis

headtothesideandshestoodonhertiptoesto

forcehimtofaceherasherheartstartedaslow

beatinginherchest.

"I'vebeenfightingthisformonths,todayjustproved

howeasyitisforeverythingtobedeadandburied

andallIhavewillberegretsaboutwhatIshould

havesaidordone."Hepaused.Hislipsmovingover

herstodropakisswhichsheopeneduptobut

brokeinseconds.Shetouchedhisneatlyshaved

jaw,hisfacelookingsotorturedasheheldherhand

onhisjaw.Hewashopingshewaspayingattention,

forhereyesonlyhewasbeingunguardedand

defenceless.Forhereyesonly.

"Whathappenedtoday?"Hiseyesbeggedhernotto

allowhimtoanswerthatbutshsheldhisgaze,hers

softeningandtearsprickinginhis.Shemovedher

thumboverhischeek.

"I'mherealways.Austin,always."

"Mymother.Sheisdying."Shenodded.

"I-"wordsfailedhim.



"ItcameoutofnowhereandIwasherethinkingI'll

takeoverafteryearsbutinamonthIhavetotake

thereigns.ShenevertoldmeandI-"herheartsank

seeingheralwaysincontrolboyfriendstruggling

withhisownthoughtsandwords.Howitmusthave

hithimatthebackofthehead.Shejustrubbedhis

cheek,listeningtoeverythinghehastosay.

"Youneverexpected."Sherepliedsoftlyandhe

nodded.

"ItmademerealisehowI'vebeenholdingbackfor

solong.Notallowingmyselftoadmittowhat's

beenstaringatmefromtheveryfirstmomentIlaid

myeyesonyou."Herlipspartedasheheldher

gaze,hisfulloftheemotionshedidn'twanttojump

intoconclusionsandnamebutitwasthere.Inhis

gaze.Inhistouch.

"Idon'tknowwhen,howorfromwhen.AllIlnowis

thatI'mirrevocablyinlovewithyouLora."The

confessionshehasbeenwaitingforhitherfull

forcetothepointoftearswellinginherowneyes

aswell.Helovedher?AustinMathewswasa

narcissistandhehadtrampledonthenotionoflove



somanytimesandhewassayinghelovedher.

Austinwasanythingbutaliarandherheartsoared.

Hislipsbrushedhersasshepartedhersbuthe

didn'tkissher.

"Iamenamouredbyyourmereexistenceamour."

Andherheartcouldn'tstopracing.Hecalledher

loveforthefirsttimeaswell.Thetearsrolleddown

hercheeksandbothhishandstouchedhercheek.

Helovedher.Helovedher.Shewantedtotell

everyonethathelovedher.Shewasthefirstperson

hehaseverlovedandshewasthefirstpersonto

lovehim.Shelovedhimaomuch.

"Jet'aimedetoutemonâme."(Ilovewithallofmy

soul)sherepliedinthebarestofwhispers.Shewas

barelybreathingashekissedheragain.Austinfelt

theconstraintsaroundhishearbreakashekissed

theonlywomanwhohasmeantsomethingtohim.

Hebrokeitandrubbedhercheek.Helickedhislips

ashislipsparted.

"Moncoeur."(myheart)Hewhisperedbackandher

heartburstinthatmoment.



.

.

.

*

*

*

Sametimeagaintomorrowguys Jevousaime.
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Austinrubbedhertearsandshechuckledstillnot

sayinganything.Shekissedhimanddrewback

beforeherforeheadcrinkledabitandhiseyes

searchedhersforanysignofdistress.

"Yourmother..."shestartedoutandhedidn'tlether

go,justlistened.

"Youmentionedthatsheisdying?"Helickedhislips



andnodded.

"Cancer."Aloradigestedthatasshewatchedhim

starttoshutheroutandshsshookherhead.

"Don'tdothat."

"Dowhat?"

"Youknowwhatyou'redoingAustin."Hefinallylet

hergoandshemissedthecontactalready.

"Letmegoshower,youcanorderin."Thenhe

walkedupthestairs.Hewasshuttingherout.Now

shewasinherheadaboutwhatwasinhishead.He

didn'tgettodothattohernow.Shewasn'tlettinf

him.Shefoldedherarmsasshestewedoverwhat

sheshoulddonext.Afewminuteslatershewas

makingherwayupthestairs.Shewalkedinsidethe

bedroomandhisclotheswereinthelaundrybasket.

Thismancleanedupafterhimself.Aqualityshe

lovedaswell.Sheunbuttonedtheshirtandanother

showerwon'thurt,shelovedbeingthatclean.She

openedthebathroomdoorandshecouldseethe

steamfoggingtheshowerglass.Shefoundher

showercapthenputitoverherpainfulbraids.Buck



naked,shepushedopentheshowerglassdoorand

heturnedtofaceher.

"Don'tmindme.Okaymindme."Heturnedtoface

theotherdirection.Shegroanedfrustratedasshe

walkedtowherehewasfacing.

"Austintalktome."

"Aloraitdoesn'tchangeanything.Letmeshower."

Sheraisedaneyebrowasshsfoldedherarms,the

warmwatershoweringovertheirheads.She

watchedhimpickhisloofahandpourhisbody

wash.

"AeAustin.You'rebotheredanddon'twanttotalk,

otisgoingtomakeitworse."

"SheisstilldyingdammitLora!"Shedidn'tmovean

incheventhoughhekindofscaredher.Shewasno

quitter.Susandidn'traiseaquitter.

"Austinwearenotcomingoutofthisshowertillwe

findcommonground."Heignoredherandshe

wantedhimtotalk.Andevendistracthim.She

hateditwhenheshutheroutandnowhewas

actingasifit'shisshittofigureoutallalonewhen



theyareequals.Sheisnotlettingthisslide.She

wantedtotakeofftheweightoverhisshoulders.

"Keore-"shechuckledandsuckedinadeepbreath

placingherhandsoverhistonedchest.

Hedidn'teventouchherback.Sheclosedhereyes

beforesheopenedthemthenwentonherkneesin

frontofhim.Helookeddownatherasshe

swallowed.

"Alorayoudon'thavetodothat.Getup."Sheshook

herhead.Heknewshewasn'tconfidentinher

bedroomskillsandhedidn'twanthertryingtobe

perfect.

"Al-"

"You'renotspeakingtomeAustin."sherolledher

eyesathimandhechuckled.

"Willyouguideme?"

"Everystepoftheway."Hebreathedoutandhe

watchedherhandswraparoundhisd*ck.Heclosed

offthewaterasagroanescapedhismouth.She

washoldingitasitwassomethingdelicatebutshs



alwaysthreatenstocutitoff.

Alorasuckedinabreathandshe#EXPLICIT

***

Whentheygotoutoftheshower,shewaswrapped

inacleantowelwhilehishunglowonhiswaist.

Shelookedathim,hewasstillblockingherout.

"Austin..justletmein!"Hebreathedoutasshssaid

that.

"It'sokaytobesadoverthefactyourmotherwillbe

gone.It'sokaytofeelthoseemotions.Don'tshut

meout,Idon'twanttobeaspectatorwhenI'm

livingwithyou.Justletmein,we'reequals.You

don'thavetointernalizethis.Iwouldlistentoyou

forhours.Austinthat'swhatlovedoes,youcalm

medownandalwaysfindwaystostopmy

compulsionsfromflaring.Weestablishedthatyou

lovemebutletmein."



"It'snoteasy.Ishouldn'tevenbehavingsuch

feelingsbecauseshewasneveramother."

"Austinyou'rehuman.Youarealsohumanandnot

someunfeelingrobot.Asmuchassheneverloved

you,youcaredforhertosomeextent.It'sokayto

acknowledgethat."Hepaused.Shehadrepeatedly

usedhissecondnameinsteadofhisfirstname

whichshelovedusingandhehadhateditexcept

whenshecalledhimwithit.

Alorafixedhertowelandsighed.

"We'reateam.I'lltaketheworldoffyourshoulders

tooAustin.Justknowthat."

.

.

.

*

*

*
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Alora’sshouldersdropped.Shewillhavetobeokay

withwhathegaveher.Afterall,hewaspatientwith

herandheneverquestionedherbeyondwhatshe

waswillingtosharewithhim.

“I’llordertakeout.”Shesaidandhenodded.He

watchedherslipintooneofhisshirtsbeforeshe

slidherfeetinhisslidesandwalkedoutoftheroom.

Hesighedandsatonthebed,holdinghishead

tryingtoreadhisownfeelings.

Alorawalkedintheloungeandshedialledthe

numberoftherestauranttheyusuallyorderfrom

andsheplacedanorderbeforeshesatonthe

couch.He’lltalkwhenheisreadybutallsheknew

wasthathedidn’thaveenoughtimewithhis

mother.Shesighed.AsmuchasshelovedSusan

withherflawsandall,shewishedshehadgotten

enoughtimewithherownmother.Howwouldhave

itfeltforhertoberaisedbyEmily?Thosewere



questionsshewouldneverhaveanswersto.

***

Rebaclosedherbedroomdoorandthoughtabout

whathermothersaid.Shereallyfeltleftoutandto

thinkwhentheyweregrowingup,theywereaclose

knitfamilyoffive.Shesighed.SheshouldcallAlora

orwasshebusy?Shecalledhersisterwho

answeredimmediately.

“Hello.”

“Hi,Ijusttalkedtomom..”

“O-Kay.Isthatwrong?”

“Shesaidshefeltleftoutandwedon’tshareour

stuffwithher.”

Alorabitherlowerlip.

“Themainproblemisusuallyherreaction.Some

dayssheisacceptingofstuffandsomesheblows

thingsoutofproportion.”



“Shewasaskingaboutyoulookingforajob.”

“Idon’twanttoworkforsomeoneandIguessIwas

waitingforLoraCosmeticstomaterialisebefore

sharinganything.”

“Igetyourpoint.”

“Yeah!Ihopeyou’restillthinkingaboutmy

proposition..”

“It’sscaryAlora.Tobeinthemediaagainwithall

thebadpublicityattachedtomyname.”

“Doyoutrustme?”

“Youwouldwalkthroughburningflamesforme.Of

courseItrustyou.”

“Thenthiswon’tbesomethingthemediahasafield

with.Youcanworkonyourterms,thingsyouare

comfortablewithandsetboundaries.”Rebanodded.

Sheneverhadthechancetosetherown

boundaries.Shewasnevergiventhatopportunity.

“Butthinkaboutitoverthecourseofthisweekand

getbacktome.Iwillunderstandifyoustilldon’t

wanttodoit.”



“Alright.Thankyouandareyouokay?”

“Yes.Neverbeenbetter.I’llseeyoutomorrow.”

“Diresultsdiatswa.”(I’mgettingmyresults.)

“I’msureyoudidwell.I’llbehomeinthemorning

okay?Bye.”

“Bye.”Rebahungupandsheplacedherphone

down.

***

AlorapaidforthefoodonceitarrivedandAustin

hadnotevenattemptedtocomedownforthepast

hour.Shejustplatedthefoodandtookherown

platetotheloungetoeatinsilence.Thefoodwas

blandorwasitbecausehermanwashereandhe

wasstillintheroomtryingtocomposehimself?

Sheplacedtheplatedownandwenttowashher

handsbeforeshewalkedupthestairstothe

bedroom.Shefoundhimstaringatthewhitewall.

“Thewhitewallisgoingtodriveyouinsane.”His



headwhippedbackashebarelyacknowledgedher

presencebeforestaringatthewallagain.Alora

releasedanothersigh.Shewasn’tgoodwith

comfortingpeopleandall.Shecouldn’tcomfort

Rebaproperlybesidesastiffhugandan‘Iloveyou’

beforesheretreated.Shewalkedcloserandsat

nexttohim.

“Willmestaringatthewallwithyoumakeitall

seembetter?”Silence.Shejustfollowedhisgaze

andstaredatthewallwithyou.

“Asmuchasshewasneverthere,youstillhave

monthstomakememories.Ifthat’swhatyouwant.”

Austinjuststaredatthewall.

“Itwaswrongofhertotellyouallofthiswhenit’s

alreadytoolatebutthenexttwomonthscanbesort

ofmemorable.”

“Alorasheneverlovedhim.”Sheacknowledgedthat.

“Youdon’talwayshavetolovesomeonetocare

aboutthem,youcaredforherbecauseshewas

yourmotherregardlessofthefactthatshedidn’t

playtherolethatmostmothersplayintheir



children’slives.”

Hejustnodded.

“It’llbeokay.Maybeinafewdaysonceyou’ve

gottenovertheshockbecausewellyou’rehuman.”

Shewrappedherarmsaroundhimandhechuckled

ashetouchedherhands.Herhugwasawkward.

“Iloveyou.”Shesaidandhekissedhercheek.

“MetooLora.Metoo.”

.

.

.

*

*

*
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RebawalkedintoAlora’sroomthatearlymorning

asAlorastyledherbraids.Herfacebeatwason

pointandshelovedthatcateyethingshehadgoing

onwiththeeyeliner.Alorainacrispwhiteshirtand

thoseblueskinnyjeanswithblackheeledboots.

“Ithoughtyouweregoingtowearapowersuitor

something.”AloraturnedtofaceRebainherfull

heightbeforeshewalkedovertothemirror.She

raisedherlegasshebalancedononeleg.

“Myconfidencecomesfrommyheelsand

makeup.”Shewalkedovertohertableandsprayed

herperfumethreetimesintheairbeforeshewalked

overtheperfumescent.Shepickedherlaptopbag

andslidherlaptopthathadherpresentationaswell

asthecables.

“Andyouexudeconfidenceverywell.”

“Wellattimesyouhavetobethebrand.Asyousaid,

‘I’mcomfortablymeandthat’sokay.’”Reba

chuckled.

“Ican’thugyouright?”



“No.You’llcreasemyshirtandRobertvolunteered

topickmeupintenminutesformnow.”

“CanItakepictures?”

“Sure.”Rebaslidherphoneoutofherpocketand

snappedpicturesofaveryseriousAlora.This

womanwasbeautifulandshedidn’tevendwellon

herlooks,shewantedtobeacknowledgedforher

intelligenceandshewasmorethanaprettyface

alright.Allbrainsandlooks.

“Nowgoslay!”

“Thedragonsyoumean?Withpleasure.”Alora

pickedherlaptopbagandherphoneintheother

hand.

“Allthebesttlhemmaandtheywillbefoolsnotto

runwithyouridea.”

“Itwillbetheirloss.LoraCosmeticsisgoingtobe

big,withorwithouttheirhelp.”Theintercomrang

andthatwasherqueuetogetgoing.

“ByeandIwillbebacklater.”

Rebawatchedherwalkout,theairfilledwithher



scent.ShewashopingAlorawon’tglarethose

investorstodeath.

Alorapassedthefamilyinthelounge.Thistime,

shehadmadetheefforttotellthemshehasan

interviewwhichwasnotalie.Becauseasmuchas

thiswasaproposalitseemedlikeaninterviewwith

peoplewhohadloadsofmoneyanddidn’tknow

whattodowithit.

“Arejeansappropriatethough?”Susanasked.She

hadexpectedslacksandformalpantsoraformal

pencilskirt.Peopledidn’tgotointerviewswith

jeans.

“Theyarecomfortable.”AndAlorawantedtomake

astatement.Shewantedamakeupbrand,she

wasn’tconformingtothenormalcorporateculture.

Shewasherownperson.Ifshewantedtowearfully

formalshewouldhavewentwiththat.

“Istillth-“Aloraraisedaneyebrow.Shedidn’t

rememberaskingforpointers.Thabisoclearedhis

throat.



“AllthebestandIhopeyougetthejobyouapplied

for.”

“Thankyou.Ihavetogo.”Shewalkedoutand

ThabisolookedatSusan.

“Seewhytheydon’ttellyoustuff,youcouldhave

toldhershewasgoingtowowthemorsomething.”

“Idon’twanthertodobadly.Jeansarehardly

appropriateforinterviews,theyarethingswewear

casually.Icouldn’tlethersetherselfupforfailure.”

AlorastoodatthecloseddooraswhatSusansaid

sankin.Wow!Somuchfortryingtoletpeoplein.

Sherolledhereyesandwalkedovertotheopen

gate.Austinwasparkedoutsideandhehadopened

thedoorforher.

MeanwhileinsideRebawalkedinandsmiledand

Susansmiledback.Thabisoshookhishead.Will

hiswifeseethatattimesheistheoneruiningher

ownrelationshipwiththesegirls,thistimehewilllet

her.Theyshouldbesupportiveandit’snotlike

Aloraisstupidanddidn’tknow.Thatgirlattended



interviewsforthemostexpensiveIvyleaguesin

America,shehasbeentomorethanfivebusiness

classesandshewasmoreintelligentthanher

siblingscombined.Sheknewwhatshewasdoing

andshedidn’twanttobebabied.Heatehisfoodin

silenceasRebalookedatherplate,hertherapist

hadsettheappointmentwiththedoctorfortoday

andThabisoofferedtodropheroffatthedoctor’s

thenbackathertherapist’soffice.Hopefully

nothingwaswrong.Shelookedattheeggsonher

plateandshecutthroughtheyolkasitraninthe

plate.Poachedeggs.

AlorabuckledupasAustinkissedhercheek.

“Ready?”

“Iwasbornready.”

“Areyousureyoudon’tneedmewalkingthrough

thedoorswithyou?”Shechuckled.

“Idon’tneedahero.Thankyoufordecidingtodrop

meoff.”



“Itwaseitherthatormydriverdropsyouoff.I

foundplotsforsale.”

Sheleanedback.

“Okay.I’mlistening.”Hejoinedtheroadashetold

herabouttheplotsandtheirsizesaswellas

location.Shenodded.Shecouldworkwithsomeof

theplaceshementionedandtheywereinGaborone.

“Theyareallcommercial?”

“Yes.”

“Okay.IhaveyourblackcardandIwantto

purchaseoneoftheplotswiththemoney.”Instead

ofhimfrowningandsayingit’sexpensivehe

nodded.

“I’llhavethebankdrawthepaperworkandwe’llgo

lookattheplotstogether.”

“Buttheplotsare75kandempty.”

“So?”Sherolledhereyesandsmiled.

“Ialsowanttobuyacar.”

“Haveyoucheckedoutanydealerships?”



“It’sforthecompany.Imanagedtoregisteritthis

weekandIcangladlysayLoraCosmeticsexists

andallthat.Iftodaygoeswell,I’llbuildtheoffices

andofcoursefundontheproductionoftheactual

productsthenhireaformalteaminsixmonths.To

workonthelaunch,marketingandeverything.”

Hekissedherforehead.

“Okay,usethecardthewayyouseefit.”

Shenodded.Hewasreallyokaywithbuyingland

andthecar?

“Thelandandcarwouldbeinmyname.”

“Eemma.It’sallyoursAlora,Ineversaid

otherwise.”Hesqueezedherthighbeforehewinked

andsherolledhereyesathim.

“Youreyesontheroad.I’mtooyoungtodie.”

“Hmmm…”sheconnectedherphonetohis

Bluetoothspeaker,shedidn’tevenshowanysigns

ofnervousnessontheoutsidebuthermindwas

comingupwithdifferentscenariosandhowthe

eventscouldturnout.Shehopedfatewouldbekind



toher.SheplayedTaylorSwift’sTheMan.She

closedhereyesandjusttriedtorelax.

***

Austin’scarparkedoutsideKgosiInvestmentsand

shesuckedinadeepbreath.

“You’renotlatetowork?”

“Notatallbaby.Goshowthoseoldmenhowit’s

done.”

“IhavenoideawhoisontheboardbutIknowMr

Kgosiisontheboardandafewotherinvestorswho

decidedtoremainanonymous.”

“Itrustyou.”Hekissedhersoftlyandshekissed

himbackbeforebreakingthekissandleaningback.

“Byenow.”Sheunbuckledthecarseatbeltand

pickedherlaptopbagalongwiththephone.He

watchedherbehindasshewalkedovertoKgosi

Investments.ThatwastheirGaboronebranch,it

couldpassoffastheirmainbranchifeveryone



didn’tknowthatthemainbranchwasin

Francistown.

Alorabreathedin,liftedherheadhighandwalked

likeroyaltyasthedoorsopened.Shesteppedinside

thebuildingandwalkedovertothereceptionistwho

placedherfilesdownslowlytakinginthewoman.

Didpeoplehireprofessionalmakeupartiststodo

theirmakeupeveryday?Thiswoman’scateyewas

perfectandshemadeherfeelintimidatedjustby

thewayshewaslookingather.

“Morning.I’mhereforthemeetingwiththe

investors.”Thereceptionistwentthroughher

schedulefortheday.

“MsMoremi?”

“Yes.”

Shequicklynoddedandmovedfromherdesk.

“I’lltakeyouthere.”

“Thanks.”ThereceptionistledthewayasMs

Moremifollowed.Shewasbeautifulandshewas

surprisedthatagirlasbeautassheis,didn’thavea



softvoiceorattempttomakehervoicesoft.They

tooktheliftandshepressedthebuttonsasthelift

startedgoingup.Alora’sperfumeenvelopedher

andshewaitedfortheelevatordoorstoopen.Once

theyopened,theybothsteppedoutandsheledher

totheconferenceroomwherethemeetingwas

supposedtotakeplace.

“Thisistheplace.”ShesaidandAloraopenedthe

doorwithherbag,steppingintowhatwas

supposedtobethebiggestmeetingofherlife.

.

.

.
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Alorasteppedinsideandshelookedatthepeople

gatheredaroundthetable.Sheknewsomeofthem

anditwasherfirsttimeseeingtwoofthepeople

there.

“Goodmorning,ifyou’llallowmetosetupmy

laptop.”Shesaidbrisklyanddidn’twaitfora

responseasshegottosettingherlaptopupforthe

powerpointpresentation.Shehaddonethis

countlessoftimesatPrincetonsoitwasnot

somethingshewasn’tusedto.Aftershehadsetit

up,sheopenedherlaptopbagwiderandshetook

outthetenfilesshemanagedtomakeyesterday,

shepersonallyprintedeverythingandfileditsoshe

knewwhatwaswhat.Sheknewthedamnproposal

byheadandeachandeverypageinthere.Her

heelsclickedontheceramictileassheplacedthe

filesinfrontofeachmember.Shehad

overestimatedbutoverestimatingisgood.Better

thanunderestimating.Shewalkedbacktotheother

sideofthelargetabletoplacethetwoextracopies

down.Hereyesflickeredtoherwristwatch.Her



presentationwasabouttostartinaminute.Maduo

watchedthegirlcuriously,shewasabityounger

thanheroldestkidsbutshecouldsenseshewasa

forcetobereckonedwith.Shecouldfeelit.

“Goodmorningonceagain.Let’sgetthisshows

startedyes?”Thepowerpointslidestartedand

Greyleanedbackinhischair.ThatwasAustin’sgirl

right?Themanneverevenmentionedhisgirlhada

presentationandheknewAustincouldaffordto

sponsoreverythingshewanted.Hemadethe

conclusionthatshewasveryindependent.

“LoraCosmetics.We’llsaythenumber1makeup

brandforthefuture.”Shecontinued.Shewas

always,alwaysnumber1.Theyinvestorslistenedto

her,howshehadstructuredeverythingandshehad

basicallycommandedthemtoopenwhichpages

andshedidn’tevenlookatthebookletshehad

giventhem.Shewassmartandthefunnythingis

shenevermentionedherqualifications.

“Ihaveaquestion.”Herglaremovedtotheperson

whospoke.Wellshewasaspitfireandshenever

stuttered.



“Okay.”SherepliedMaduo.

“Yourqualifications.Thisisagreatidea,I

personallywouldinvestmymoneyintoitandthe

thoughtandtheclearstructuregiven.It’snotjusta

makeupbrandasyousaidbutyourqualifications

MsMoremi.”

“I’mgraduatingwiththehighesthonoursformy

businessdegreeatPrincetonUniversitythisMay.I

wasanhonoursstudentandtookcoursesfrom

cosmetologyaspartofmydegree.”Theireyes

widenedandoneofthemensmiled.Shewassmart

alright.

Maduobreathedawowunderherbreath.Princeton?

ThatwasanIvyLeagueschoolandnoteveryone

madeitthereletaloneintothehonoursprogramme.

Shecouldhavehermoney.Everybitofhermoney,

shecouldhaveit.

“AnymorequestionsaboutLoraCosmetics?Well,

movingonIhavecurrentlymanagedtosecurea

plotaswellandthebusinessisregistered.MayI

addthatwhetherIgetthecashinjectionornot,the



brandisgoingtoexist.”Hereyesdidn’twaver.

Therewasmurmuringamongtheinvestorsasthey

lookedateachother.Thiswasagoodopportunity

andinvestingmeanttheyweregoingtogettheir

money’sworthintwotothreeyearsfromnow.Not

investingwouldmeantheylostoutonagreat

opportunity.

“MsMoremiisitokayifwecallyouafteranhour?”

Shenoddedandstartedtopackherstuffinher

laptopbag,leavingthemwiththefiles.

Shewalkedoutandshelookedatthetime.Shehad

anhourtogo.Shemightaswelleatsomethingand

gothroughcarpicturesonelasttime.

Withherbaginhand,shewalkedovertotheliftand

gotinside.Anhour.Shewillbebackinfiftyminutes.

ShetookoutherphoneandbrowsedforMathews

Inc’slandlinenumberfromthenet.Shecopiedthe

numberbeforeshecalled.Itrangjustasthe

elevatorstartedmovingdown.

“HelloMathewsIncorporatedhowcanwehelp



you?”

“Hello.Iwouldliketosetupalunchappointment

withMsMathews.”

“Uhmshehasabusyschedule.”

“Placemeonherscheduleandthankyou.Ms

Moremiwillbetherebylunchtime.”Shehungup

andbreathedout.Shewasn’tnervous.Notatall.

Not.Shewasnotnervous.Sheputherphoneback

astheelevatorstoppedandshegavethe

receptionistabriefnodbeforeshewalkedaway.

Thereceptionistwatchedherleave,howdoother

womendothat?Managetomakeeveryonestare

withoutsayingawordbecauseatthisexact

momenteveryonewasstaringatherandshejust

didn’tgiveadamn.

Alorareleasedherbraidsfromtheirmiseryandshe

startedwalkingtothenearestrestaurant.Whenshe

gottheretenminuteslater,shesatdownand

relaxed.Shegotthis,Godknewshegotthis.She

tookoutherphoneandtextedherboyfriend.



Alora:you’reatwork?

Awaitercametohertableandhandedherthe

menu.Shesenthimoffasshequicklybrowsed

throughit.Herphonepinged.

MrAlora:I’mwithJames.

Ah!Histherapist.Hehadthosesessionstwodaysa

weekandshelethimbe.

Alora:We’lltalklaterthen.

Shecalledthewaiterbackandplacedherorder.

***

Rebaansweredthedoctor’squestionsandshe

lovedthathertherapistdidn’tbookherinwitha

maledoctor.Shewasfemaleandaskingallthe

rightquestions.

“AndyoucancallmeTessa.Doctorsoundstoo

formal.You’relikemyyoungersister.”

Rebanodded.



“So,I’lldoascan,thismighttakehoursbecauseI

amcheckingforeverythingandifthelabworksfast

enoughyourresultswillbeherebyMondayifnot

Tuesday.”

“Thankyou.”

“Andyou’reinsafehands.Everythingwejust

discussedisprivate.”

“Includingaboutthesexandall?”Tessachuckled.

“Yes.WellIthinkit’stodowiththePTSDbut

psychologyisnotmyfortesoIcan’tsaymuchbut

thelowsexdrivehastodowiththat.You’redealing

withalotandtherearealsoalotofsideeffectsto

anorexia,includinginfertility.”Rebanodded.Now

thatshewassoberingup,shehadbeenthinking

aboutchildrenbutnowthatthedoctorhad

mentionedinfertility,shethrewthatideaoutthe

window.

“Let’sgettoscanningnow.Followme.”Tessa

stooduponherfeetandsheicedherstethoscope

ashernametaggleamed.Shewasbeautiful.Reba

mused.Everyonewasbeautiful.Shegotupand



followedthebeautifuldoctortoGodknowswhere.

.

.

.

*

*

*
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Alorawalkedintothebuildingfiftyminuteslater

andmadeherwaytotheelevator.Shebreathedin

andoutandtriednottofocusonhersurroundings

andhoweveryonehadtouchedtheelevatorbuttons

andtheywereprobablycontaminated.She

breathedinandout,shecan’taffordtolethermind

driftinthatdirection.Shecouldn’thelpitasshe

tookoutawipeandwipedthebuttonsbeforeshe



pressedandshesteppedinside.Shewipedthose

onestooandpressedthebutton.Sheclosedher

eyes.Sheneedstocalmdown.Sheneedstocalm

down.Shewasstillgoingtomakeherbranda

successregardlessoftheirdecision.Aminutelater

itstoppedandthedoorsopened.Shelooked

aroundforatrashcanbutshecouldspotany.Her

hairwasn’tboundbythepinsandtheywerethe

leastofherworriesatthisexactmoment.She

groanedasherheelsclickedtowardsthe

conferenceroomandshewipedthedoorhandleas

well.Hernerveswerestartingandshewas

consciousofeveryickinherenvironment.She

openedthedoorandshespottedthetrashcanin

thecorner.Shethrewthewipeinsideandshe

breathedoutbeforesheraisedherhead,herbraids

fallingback,hereyesablazeoffireandconfidence.

Sheplacedherlaptopbagonthetableandsatona

freechair.Theinvestorsturnedtolookather,avery

somberexpressionontheirfaces.

Thatdidn’twaverher,sheheldtheirgazeandeven

tiltedherhead.Someonemightsaysheshould



showhumilityandevenbegfortheircashinjection

butthatwasnother,thiswasalsoaoneinamillion

chanceforthemandshewasn’tgoingtoletthem

thinkotherwise.Insimplertermsshewasdoing

themafavour.

“Thegreetingshavebeenobservedmorethantwo

hoursago,whatisthefinaldecision?”

“Damn!Straighttothepoint.Ilikethat.”Rebasaid

andMaduochuckled.Onethinksforsure.Thegirl

hadgutsandwasunapologetic.Whatwasthat

phrasesheusedtorepresenthercosmeticsline?

Aha!‘I’mcomfortablymeandthat’sokay.’Shewas

hersandshedidn’tcower.Pityshedidn’twanttobe

partofthecorporatefieldfullybecauseshewasa

wholetornado.Shewasmorethanaforce.

“Thankyou.Sowhatisitgoingtobe?WillLora

Cosmeticsbeabrandwithoutyourhelp?Or

otherwise?”Herperfectlyshapedandtrimmed

eyebrowraisedandthecateyelikemakeupmade

herseemferal.Howcomeshehadnevermade

headlines?TheroomwentsilentasMaduocleared

herthroat.



“MsMoremi,wedon’tdoubtyourcapabilitiestorun

thisbrand.Wedon’t…”Alorawaitedforherto

continue.

“Welookedatthisfromallangles.Thepositives

andnegativesaswellaseverythingyouhavelaid

onthetableforthishugebrand.”Alora’sheart

poundedinherchestbutshedidn’tletitshowthat

shewasnervousandthattheymayrejectheridea.

Makeup?Whythat?Shehadalreadyexplaineditin

depth,hellherCEOboyfriendwentoverher

proposalandtheyspentnightscorrectingitand

himaddinghisinputonthefinalthingsalthough

90%oftheworkwaspurelyherbrain.

“Theimageyougaveus,wellit’swayaboveour

expectationsandcanIalsosayyoumightbe

smarterthanallofusinthisroom.”

“Maduo,wagorebolaisangwana.”(thechildis

goingtofeelsuperiorthanus.)Haydensaidand

Maduochuckled.

“Itistrue.NoneofyoumadeitintoanIvyLeague

school…”sherolledhereyesandsmiled.



“Well,Alorathequestioniswouldyoudothe

honoursofallowingustoinvestinLora

Cosmetics?”Alora’slipspartedslightly.Waitwhat?

“Toclarifythings,wehaveneverinvestedin

anythinglikethis.Peopleusuallygofortheeasier

stufflikeConstructionandpublishing.”

“Ifthatisadigatme…”Haydensaidasheraisedan

eyebrowatDanwhoshrugged.

“Whatwe’resayingis,itisuptoyoutoletusinvest,

thisistoogoodanditisgoingtobebig.Youknowit

too,youstudiedthemarketaswell,hellyou’re

smarterthanallofus.”

“Excludemefromthe‘allofus’statement.”Reba

gruntedandAlorawasstillawed.Theuniversewas

workinginherfavour.Goditwashappeningand

shewantedtocryandhugherfavouritepeopleright

now.Fromthetimeshediscovered,Aleutat13and

nowadecadelater,shewasmakingheryounger

selfproud.Asmilethreatenedatherlipsbutshe

didn’tletit.Sheclearedherthroatandsatupright,

herhandslandingonthetableandhereyesmoved



acrosstheroom.Everyfaceinherewantedto

invest.Shehadjustaskedforasmallsmallthree

millionandtheywerewillingtothrowthatherway.

God!

“I’llhonouryouguysbylettingyouinvestinLora

Cosmetics.”Shefinallysaid.Tryingsohardtokeep

hervoiceeven.Herheartwaspoundingsohardand

shedidn’twanttocry.Godshedidn’twanttocryin

frontofpeople.

“Well,thatmakesuspartners.”Shenodded.Her

throatclosinginastearsfilledhereyes.She

breathedoutandraisedherhead.

“Wellmamacita,IcanseethedevilinyoureyessoI

knowtheworldisinforaonehellofashock.”Grey

addedandMaduosmiled.

“Well,theywon’tknowwhathitthem.”

“Becausedevilsarealwaysintheformofangels.

Thankyousomuch.”Aloraconcluded.

“OnMondaywe’llgooverthenittygrittiesofthe

contractandwhatshouldbeaddedbutfornowyou

cancelebrate.Thisbrandisbecomingareality.”



Haydenconcoctedandshenodded.Shewasn’t

sureshewasabletostandwithoutfallingonher

heels.Thatwashowexcitedandshockedshewas.

“Ihaveaquestion.”EveryonelookedatMaduo.

Evenafterdecadesshewasstilltalkative.No

wonderhergrandkidslovedher.

“Whodidyourmakeup?”

“Ididitmyself.”Hereyeswidenedandherlips

parted.

“Thismorning?”ShenoddedandMaduonodded

slowly.Wow!Itwaswow!

“It’sbeautifulandyou’rebeautiful.”

“Thankyou.”

“Ladiesandgentlemen,themeetingisoverand

we’llmeetonMondaymorning.Sametime,same

place.”

“Thankyou.”Alorasaidoneagainasshestoodup.

Sheheldontothedesk.Itwasstillnew.They

agreed?Justlikethat?Herdaycouldn’tgetany

brighter.



***

InsideTessa’soffice,Rebafinallystoodup.The

testsweredone.

“I’llcallandletyouknowoncetheresultscomeout.

I’llanalysesomeofthescansaswell.”

“Thankyou.”

“Nothankyoufortrustingmewithyourhealth.”

Rebagaveherasmileasshesaidhergoodbyes

andwalkedout.Tessasighed.Howwasshegoing

totellherwhatshesawfromthosescans?She

pushedherweavebackcontemplatingher

existenceasadoctor.

***

Alorasatdowncalmlyattherestaurantasshe

breathedinandout.Shejustneededtogether



bearings.Itwasn’teverydayonegetsfundingjust

likethat.NextstopwastoseeCeline.Shehoped

shewasgoingtobecivil.Shebetterbe.Shejust

orderedjuiceandcheckedherphone.Nomessage

fromherboyfriendandhisbirthdaywasonSunday.

Shehadfullyplannedtospendhisbirthdaywith

himandall.

.

.

.
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*
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AtMathewsInc,Austinfinalisedhisflightdetails

onelasttimebeforeheplacedthereceiverdown.



Heleanedbackinhischairandclickedhispen.He

wantedtoknowhowitwentwiththeinvestors.Was

shesuccessful?Hetrustedherbutinvestorswerea

trickybunchofpeople.Hebreathedout,

straightenedupandopenedthefilethathehad

beenworkingoneversincehearrivedattheoffice.

Anhourtilllunchtime,notthatheuseshislunch

timethough.

MeanwhileAlorawalkedinsidethebuildingforthe

firsttime.Ofcourseshehadsaidlunchtimeand

maybethatwomanmightbeunavailablebylunch

justtoavoidhersinceshehatedher.Soshehad

theelementofsurpriseonhersideandshewas

bankingonherintelligencetofindCeline’soffice.

Shepassedbyreceptionandthereceptionistraised

aneyebrow.Whowasthatwomanandwhywas

shehere?Didshemakeanappointment?Sheleft

whatshewasdoingtofollowherbeforeshegot

insidetheelevator.

“Msdoyouhaveanappointment?”



“Yes.”Alorapressedthebuttonsandthedoors

openedforher.Shesteppedinsideandthe

receptionistwalkedovertothedesktocallsecurity.

Shehasneverseenthatwomanbeforeandifshe

madeanappointment,shewassupposedtogive

hername.Thedoorsclosedandthereceptionist

placedhereceiveragainsthercheek.

“Security?Thereisawomaninawhiteshirt,blonde

braidsandjeanswhojusttookthelift.Notsureif

shemadeanappointmentbecauseshedidn’tgive

hername.Shejusttooktheliftandnotsurewhich

floorsheisgoingtoendupon.”Shelistenedatthe

otherend.

“Okay.Thankyousomuch.”

Sheplacedthereceiverdownandresumedwith

herduties.MeanwhileintheelevatorAlorawiped

herhandscleanwithherwetwipeandshewiped

thebuttonsoncemore.Shewasgoingtothevery

lastfloor.Whentheelevatorstopped,shestepped

outandthehallwaywasemptyandcold.She

walkedpasttwoofficeswithnametagsonthe

doors.ShepassedbyAustin’soffice.Theglass



wallsweretintedsoshewassurehecouldn’tsee

her.Shestoppedbyhisdoorandtouchedthename

tag.Maybesheshouldseehimnow?Sheshookher

headandcontinuedwalkingandwassurprisedthat

thatwashowbighisofficewas.Shefinallystopped

byCeline’sdoorandsheknockedonce.Therewas

noresponse.Sheknockedthesecondtimearound

beforesheopenedthedoorandwalkedinsidethe

office.ShefrownedseeingCelinewithherheadon

thedesk.

“Celine?”Shewalkedcloserandshepattedher

back.

“Celine?Wakeup!Thewomanyoudetestisherefor

lunch.”Alorasaidinanattempttogethertowake

upbutshewasn’t.Sh*t!Sheshookthewomanand

shewasunresponsive.Sheplacedherbagdown

andwalkedoutoftheofficeonlytobemetby

security.

“Whoareyouandwhatdoyouwant?”Thesecurity

mentriedtotouchherandshemovedback.

“Imadeanappointmentandinsteadoftryingto



questionmeyoushouldbehelpingher.Tshiboga

motseleng.”(getoutoftheway)

“Mswearetryingtobeniceandtoescortyouout.”

Oneofthebuffguyssaid.

Aloraignoredhimasshetriedtowalkpastbuthe

heldherhandandtwistedherarm.Whatthef*ck?

Sheletoutascream.Hewashurtingher.

“Itwouldbeinyourbestinteresttocooperatewith

us.”

“Letgoofmyhand.Icanreportyouforassault.I

madeanappointment.”

“You’llsolvethisinthereception,pleaseleavewith

us.”SomeofthesecuritymenwerebyCeline’sside

andonewasholdingaphone.

“No!Letgoofmyhand.”Aloradidn’twanttouse

thefactthatherboyfriendwasonthesamefloor.

Ofcourseonceheletgoshewasstillgoingto

report,shewasn’tevenfightinghimandhetwisted

herhand,itwasstartingtoachewhereheheldher

wrist.



“Ma’amcooperate.”Shegroaned.

“Letgoofmyhand!”Sheraisedhervoiceabitand

themanshovedheroutoftheofficestillholding

herhandinthattightvicegrip.

“Letmego!!”Hervoicewentapitchhigher.

Inhisoffice,Austinpausedhearingvoicesonthe

hall.Thatvoicewastoofamiliarforhimnotstand

upandseewhatwashappening.Hewasbythe

doorinsecondsandheopenedittofindthe

securityteam,wellinparticularoneofthesecurity

teammembersfightingwithwhatherecognisedas

hisgirlfriend.

“What’sgoingon?”HisvoiceboomedandAlora

turnedtofacehim.Herfacewasredandshewas

angryatthebuffmanholdingher.

“HeisassaultingandIswearRobert,I’mopeninga

case.”Shespatoutandthemanwasconfusedat

thewaysheaddressedtheirboss.

“Sir,shewasintrudingandwasn’tsupposedtobe



here.”ThesecurityguysaidwithoutlettingAlorago.

“Lethergo.”HedidandhewatchedAlorarubher

wrist.Sheglaredatthemanandrolledhereyes.

“You’llbereported.Iwasn’tevenfightingyoufor

fuck’ssake.”AloraretortedbeforeshefacedAustin.

“Yourmotherisunresponsiveinheroffice.”She

saidandAustin’sheartnearlystoppedonhischest.

Alorashotglaresatthemanwhohadmanhandled

her.

“Insteadoffightingmetheyshouldbehelping

Celinebutno,theychosetowanttobullyme

becauseofmysize.Menaredisgusting.”Alora

wentonasAustinwalkedtohismother’soffice

whileAloraandthesecurityteamfollowed.Austin

lookedatthemeninsideandtheystraightenedup.

“Sir,wecalledanambulanceandit’sonit’sway.”

Oneofthemensaid.

AlorawalkedclosertoAustinwhowasbyhis

mother’sdeskcheckingherpulseanditwasfaint

butthere.Thiswasn’titright?Itbetternotbethe

end.Shesaidshehaslessthanthreemonthsand



thatmeanssheatleasthasover70daystolive.

Aloraignoredherbruisingwristandsheplaceda

handonhisback.

“She’llbeok.”Shesaidquietlyandhesuckedina

deepbreath.Thesecurityteamwasconfusedby

thepresenceofthiswomanwhowascomfortable

withtheboss.Austinstraightenedupandhiseyes

lookedatthemandlandedontheguywhohad

manhandledAlora.Hisfeatureswerecalmand

composedlikealwaysbuttherewassomething

aboutthewayhelookedatthemanthatunsettled

himmore.AustinpickedupAlora’shandandhe

pushedtheshirtback,herskinwasbruising.Of

courseheknewshebruisedeasilyandthatwasa

bruisehedidn’tputthereonherwrists.

“I’llbeokay.”Shesaidasshetriedtopullherhand

away.

“I’llmassageyoulater.”Heassuredherunderhis

breathandshenoddedbeforeshefinallypulledher

handaway.

“I’lltalktoyouafterlunch.”Thebuffmannodded



andAustinlookedatthedesk,theambulancemight

takeit’ssweettimeandhedidn’thavetime.

“Getmycarkeysintheofficeandmyphone.I’m

takinghertothehospital.”HesaidandAlorapicked

herlaptopbagbeforeshewalkedout,being

intentionalonhergivingthatmananangryglareas

shewalkedtoAustin’soffice.Shelookedatitand

shewalkedovertothedesktopickhisphoneand

carkeys.Thatwasitright?Shebreathedoutand

quicklywalkedout.Austinwasalreadyheadingto

theelevatorwithhismotherinhisarms.Shehoped

Celinewasgoingtobeokay.

.

.

.
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Bytheparkinglot,Austingotinthedriver’sseatand

placedhishandsonthesteeringwheel.Hecould

feelhishandsshakingandheleanedbackcovering

hisface.

“Lora,canyoudrivetothehospital?”Heaskedina

whisper.Aloranoddedandhegotoutofthecaras

hebrisklywalkedovertohersidewhileshejumped

tothedriver’sseat.Shebreathedinandoutasshe

settledontheseat.Sheglancedovertotheback

whereCelinewasunconsciousandsheplacedher

handsonthesteeringwheelasAustinrubbedhis

face.Shedidn’tknowwhethertotellhimshe’llbe

okayorwhatbecauseewhatifitwasserious?She

startedthecarandreversedoutoftheparkingspot

asAustinglancedovertotheback.Shehadnever

seenhimthatanxiousandhewaseerilyquiet.She

didn’tsayanythingasshefinallydroveoff.



***

RebasatonthecouchasshethoughtaboutAlora’s

offerandwhathertherapisthadsaidaswell.Violet

hadputthingsinperspectiveforheranditmade

sense.Everydayshealwayssaidshewasmore

thandrugsbutshealwaysusedtheexcusethatshe

usedtobeausertoputoffthings.Maybeitwon’t

bethatbadbecauseshewillbeworkingwithher

sisterandonlyherfaceisphotographednother

bodyandshewon’tbetouchedindecently.She

breathedout,Hadesbettercomeoutandshe’lltell

himaboutthechangesandeverythingthathas

beenhappening.She’llwaitforAloraandthey’lltalk.

***

Twentyminuteslater,Austinwasoutofthecarfirst

andheopenedthebackdoortopickhismotherout.

Alorawatchedsilently.Asmuchasthismanhad

saidlifewillstillbethesamewithouthismother,a



partofhimcaredaboutherbuthedidn’twantto

acknowledgeit.Shelickedherlipsashewalkedto

thedoorandsheblinkedbacktears.Breathingout,

shegotoutofthecarandlockeditbeforeshe

followedhissteps.Inside,shefoundCelinebeing

outonastretcherandthenursesanddoctor

whiskedoffwithherwhileAustinfinallysatdown

onabenchandtookamomenttobreath.Shesat

nexttohimandheplacedahandonherthighs,his

fingersrubbingsmallcirclesthere.

“She’llbeokay.Let’shavehope.”

Hedidn’tanswerherandjustsilentlyrubbedher

thigh.Aloralethimbe.Hewassousedtotouching

herevenwhenshehadtoldhimshedidn’tliketobe

touched.Histouchdidn’trevolther,sheloveditand

him.Sheplacedherheadonhisshoulder.It

seemedkindofselfishtotellhimabouthowthe

meetingwentespeciallythiskindofsetting.They

werebothworriedabouthismotherandshewas

waitingforabarricadeofquestionsaboutwhyshe

wasinthebuildingbutshefiguredthey’lldealwith

thatlater.Hetookherhandandhelditwhileshe



breathedoutsoftly.

“Areyouokay?”Itwasastupidquestionsheknew

that.

“Yeah.”Shewasn’tconvincedbutjustnodded.

“She’llbeokay.”Butthetruthwasshewasn’tgoing

tobeokaybecauseinafewmonthsCelineisdying

andleavingthisearthandheronlysonstillhasn’t

foundawaytoacceptthatandhasbeentelling

himselfheneverneededhismother,hewillbefine.

Deepdownknowinghewasn’t.Austinlookedat

theirjointhands,hedidn’tunderstandwhyhewas

thataffectedaboutthewoman.Theyweren’teven

closeandthewomanwhosedeathshouldaffect

himlikethatwashisgirlfriend’s.Hehatedtoadmit

ittohimselfthatalwaystouchingher,eveninthe

smallestofwayskindofcompensatedforthe

childhoodhehad.Hewasneverhuggedor

comfortedoranythingphysicalthatshowedthat

hismotherhadlovedhim.OnceCelinegotthego

ahead,hewasstillleavingtomorrow.

“Iloveyouokay?”Hisfierydreamerremindedhim



beforeshekissedhischeekforabriefmomentand

retracted.Shedidn’tlikePDAsothekissdidn’tlast

andhewascountingtheminutestillshemovedher

headandjustlookedathim.Shewasthereasonhe

evenbelievedhewascapableoflovinganother.

“Loveyou.”Andshemovedherheadandletgoof

hishand.Shefoldedherarms.

“Loveyoukeengyaanong?Wenaonalegotena

motho.”(what’sloveyou?Youhavethistendencyof

annoyingme.)hechuckledandhesawasmile

breakoutfromherlipsbeforesheshookherhead

andcomposedherfeatures.

“Sayitproperlyordon’tsayit.”Shewentonandhe

smiled.

“Je’taimemoncheriè.”Shelookeddownand

smiledbeforesheliftedherhead.

“Better.”Hetookherhandbackfromherandheldit

ashebreathedout.

“Butwe’llwaittohearwhatthedoctorhastosay.”

“Doesitmakeanydifference?Sheisdyinginless



thanthreemonths.”

“Still.Sheisyourmother.”

“Iknowthatfactdarling.”

“Andyoucare.”

“Idon’t.”

“ForsomeonewithafuckinghighIQyouknowhow

tolietoyourself.”Heshruggedoffthatcomment.

“Thereisstilltime.”

“Timeforwhat?”

“Anything.Goondateswithher,asawfulassheis.”

SheshookherheadandAustinsmiled.

“You’reprettyawfultoo.”

“OhIknow,I’mthebetterkindofawfulwhileCeline

istheawfulawful.IwasscaredwhenIwasather

deskandmopelongkehakeretsogamoloike

wenatlhekegochekile.”(inmyheartIwaslike,

wakeupyouwitch,Ihavecometocheckuponyou.)

Austinlaughedandshesmiled.



“BetweenherandI,I’mmostlikelytokillyouinyour

sleep.”

“EmptythreatsAlora.”

“Onedayisoneday.I’llcrushyourballsandall

that.”Hemovedhislipstoherear.

“Thoseballsthatyouhelddelicatelyasifthey

wouldcrackifyouletthemgo?Yeahright.”Her

faceflushedandshepushedhimback.

“Itakebackmywords,Ihateyou.Getawayfrom

mesatan!”

“You’restuckwithmeforlife.”

“Idon’tknowwhatsinIcommittedtobestuckwith

youforlife.Godhearmeout.”

“Godisn’there,Iam.”Sherolledhereyesandhe

stoleakiss.Theyaregoingtobeokay,shewas

goingtoconvincehimtospendtimewithhis

mother.Hebrokeitandshetouchedhisjawbefore

sheretractedherhand.

“Anyways,let’swaittohearwhatthedoctorhasto

say.”



“Whywereyouattheoffice?”Thequestionscame

earlierthanexpected.

“Toseeyourmother.She’sawitch,I’malittledevil.

Iwassurewewouldgetalong.”Hesmiledand

kissedher.Shewassweet.Whywouldshewantto

seethewomanwhomadehercrywhentheyfirst

met?HisgirlmadeacombinationofameanAngel

andasweetdevil.

“Youweresure?”

“Prettysure.Throwinabunchofwordsabouthow

sheisdyingandallthat…”

Hechuckled.Hewasn’toffended.

“Andnowshehastobenice,heavenisthegoalor

elsesheisgoingtohell.Iamsureweweregoingto

getalongjustfine.”

“I’llhavetoseethisformyself.”

“You’llsee.”

.

.



.

*

*

*

[06/02,19:49] :REBORN

111

Fourshoursandtwotakeawayslater,Aloraand

Austinwerestillsittingbythebenchtogether.

AustinlostinthoughtandAlorasleepy.Shefought

tokeephereyesopenbecauseforcryingoutloudit

wasonly4pmintheafternoonandsheshouldn’tbe

thissleepy.Sheshouldbefullysupportingher

boyfriendandgivinghimemotionalsupport.

“Youshouldrest.ShouldIcallmydrivertotakeyou

home?”

“You’renotgettingridofmethateasily.I’drather

pokeyouinstead.”Hechuckledandpushedher



braidsback.

“Howdidtodaygo?”Sheyawned,fightinghardnot

toletherheadrestonhisshoulder.

“Itwasgood.”

“Ineedmorethanthat.”

“Youdon’thavetoworryaboutthatnow.”

“I’mlistening.Todaywasyourday.”Shelostthe

fightagainstherfatiguedbodyandplacedherhead

onhisshoulder.Hekissedherforeheadandshe

pushedhimback.

“Don’tdothat.It’sdistracting.”Sheyawnedagain.

Hekissedherandhislipslingeredonherhead.

“Igotthecashinjection.MondayI’msigning.”

“Sayitwithalittlemoreenthusiasmlove.”Herheart

fluttered.

“I’mtired.I’mlethargicatthemomentbutIwas

jumpingforjoy.IswearIwassingingwiththe

angels.Iwaselated.”

“Sweetheart?”



“Hmm?”

“I’mproudofyou.Soproudofyou.”

Tearsglistenedinhereyesasanotherkisslanded

onherforehead.

“Youmakemeproudeachday.”

“Andyou’resogladyou’remine?”

“Itshouldbetheotherwayroundbutweshould

celebrate.”

“I’mnotinthemoodforpeople.”Sheconcludedand

closedhereyes.

“Whenthewitchwakesup,letmeknow.”He

couldn’thelpbutsmile.

Anhourlater,Alora’ssensesslowlycamebackto

realitybutonlythistimeshewasn’tsittingonthe

bench.Shecouldfeelhischestandhiscologne

wasallaroundher.Sheopenedhereyesslowly

beforeshemovedherhead.Ayawnescapingher

lips.



“Sheisawake.”

“Me?”

“Nodummy.Her.”Alorarolledhereyesandweakly

hithischest,thesleepyfogoverherclearingup.

“I’mnotdumb.Iwillfeedyousilverandyou’lldiea

slowdeath.Don’ttestmeRobert.”Heshookhis

headandshepushedherbraidsback.Sherealised

shewassittingontopofhimandshequicklygotup

onherfeet.AloralookedatCelinewhowashooked

ontomachinesandshewasjustlookingatthem.

Loralookedatmotherandsonmorethanonce

beforesherubbedhereyes.

“Gladyou’renotinthelandofthedeadasofyet.”

ShestatedoutandCelinewheezed.

“Iguessthatisagoodsign,youlaughed.”Austin

shookhishead.Alorawasseriouslycasually

throwinginjokesabouthismother’sdeathandshe

wasn’toffended?

“Robert,canyouexcuseusforasecond?”He

raisedaneyebrowandshefullyturnedtolookat

him.Hereyesbegginghimandpromisinghimat



thesametime.Hedidn’tmoveaninchandshe

groanedfrustrated.Didhewantheronherknees

begginghim?Itwaslikehereadhermindandhe

noddedandshegavehimahotglare.Allshesaw

wasthetentinhispantsrisingandshefacepalmed.

Whatthehellwaswrongwiththisman?Hefinally

stoodup.

“I’llbebackinthirtyminutes.”Hewalkedoutand

Alorasatdownonthewar,chairlookingatCeline.

“Howareyoufeeling?”SheaskedandCeline

wheezed.Shewasreallystrugglinganditwas

painfultowatch.Thiswomanwasaforcetobe

reckonedwithinbusinessandherownbodywas

failingher.ItkindofmadeAlorasad,wasthishow

hermother’sweakhealthhadfailedherbeforeshe

died?Inthelettershehadsaidshewasreallysick

butthedoctorsfoundnothing.Shesighedand

pushedthosethoughtsaway.Shegotupandfilled

aglasswithwaterbeforeshewalkedovertothe

bed.

“Thisdoesn’tmakeusfriends,youstillhateme

okay?”Alorasaidassheremovedtheoxygenmask



andhelpedherdrinkthewater.Slowly.Shewasn’t

usedtobeingthatdelicatetopeople.Whenshewas

sureCelinehadenoughshemovedtheglassaway

andputthemaskbackon.Shesatdownand

breathedout.

“It’sokayifyoucan’ttalk,Iamnotsurewhyyou

hatemebutpeoplealwaysdosoit’snotsurprising

butAustin?Atleastinyourlastfewdaysshowhim

youcareinsomeway.”AlorapausedasCeline

listened,breathingheavily.

“Hedeservesthatlittlebitofcareeventhatglimpse

oflovefromyou.”Alorastoodupandwalked

acrosstheroom,herheelsclickingonthefloor.

Howcanshetellherthatherownheartbrokewhen

AustinsaidAlorawastheonlypersonwholoved

him.God,shelovedhimsomuchandshewould

jumpoffacliffforthatman.

“Justthat.”Celinenoddedandtriedtoremoveher

mask.

“Pleasedon’t.Tlagagotwekeegobolaileese

nako.”(they’llsayIkilledyou.)Celinewheezedand



Alorarolledhereyes.

“Bathong,stopwheezing.It’snotcute.”Celine

wheezedagain,inanattempttolaugh.

“Molwetsikeyoo!”(thispatientthough)Celine

removedthemaskandgaspedforairwhileLora

shookherhead.

“Dieee!Akereobatlagone?”(die.Youwantthat

right?)

“Th-than-thankyou.”ShecroakedoutandAlora

nodded.

“Forwhat?”

CelinelookedatthedoorandAloraunderstood.

Austin.

“Wi-withyouhe-he’llbeooook.”Shecontinuedand

Loralickedherlips.Shehopedso.Shereallyhoped

so.

ShesatdownandCelinewasstillgatheringmore

strengthtospeak.

“H-hel-lovesyoun-notme.”Aloradidn’treactto

that.Austinhadloveinhim,hehadalotoflovein



him.Ifhewasabletolovehimselfinthatway,he

couldlove.Hewasjustnotshownthatgrowingup,

hecovereditupwithsmart,wit,narcissismand

manipulation.

“Celineyoucanmakethenextfewmonths

enjoyable.Youcantry.”

“I-I’mso-sorry.”Hervoicewasgettingmorefaint

andAloraleanedback.Sheshouldprobablybe

enjoyingthisbutshewasn’t.Celinewasstruggling

anditshowedthatattheendofthedaywewereall

human.

“Forth-tha-thatnight.”Shefinallysaidandputback

onhermask.

“Yourimpendingdeathcancelsoutthatnight.”

Celinewheezedmore,herbodywasinpainbutthis

girl’shumourwassupposedtomakehermadbutit

madeherlaugh.

“Tlhemmaae.”ShewheezedoutmoreandAlora

rolledhereyes.

“His25thbirthdayisonSunday…”Celineremoved

themask.Sheputitbackon.Maybethistime



Austinwon’tbetakingthefirstflightoutofthe

countrytospendhisbirthdayalone.Maybeshewas

wrong.

“AustinisselfconceitedbutIhaveideasforhis

birthdayonSunday.Ifthedoctorclearsyou,will

youspendthedaywithhim?Thendinnerwithus?”

Celinelookedatthisgirlwhomshethoughtwas

similartoherandwouldbecoldtoherson.

“Ihatebeggingbutyourdeathshouldbeenough

motivationtoagree.We’llassumeyousaidyes

becauseyoucareaboutyourson.Thankyouand

doyouneedanythingtoeat?Iwon’tpoisonthe

food.”CelinewheezedandAlorafoldedherarms.

“I’llbringwhateverandcallAustin.”Alorawasoutin

seconds.Shelookedaroundandcouldn’tfind

Austinanyway.

Meanwhileinthedoctor’soffice,Austinleanedback

inthechair.Itseemedasifherdaysweregetting

shorterandnowthatthedoctorwassayingher

motherhadtooktoomanypainpills,herbodywas



usedtoitandalreadyherbodywasfailingherbut

nowit’sworse.

“Sheisinthelaststage,thereisnothingthatcanbe

done.We’llhavetowait.”Thatwasit.Waitfordeath

totakeherandthatwouldbeit?Theend?He

understoodbuthewasn’tsurehisheartdid.

.

.
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Austinwalkedoutofthedoctor’soffice.Heneeded

amomenttogatherhisbearings.



MeanwhileinCeline’sroom,thewomanlooked

around.Shewasn’tsurehowmuchtimeshehad

butmaybeamonthortwo?Sheclosedhereyes,

herbodywasinpainandshereallyneededthe

morphineorwhateverpainkillertheycangiveto

herinhighdosagessoshecouldatleastfunction.

Sleepgottoherandshewasoutlikealightbulb.

AlorasatonthebenchwaitingforAustinsothey

cangobuyfoodforhismother.Hecouldusethe

freshairaswell.Shelookedathernailsthenher

shoesasshereleasedasigh.Sheprayedthat

Celineisstrongenoughtobehereforatleastthree

months.Shelookedaroundandpushedherbraids

back.WherewasAustin?Hecouldn’tleavewithout

herright?Shehadthecarkeysunlesshecalledhis

driverbuthewouldnever.Justasshedebatedwith

hermind,averysomberAustinmadehiswayto

him.

“You’redone?”

“Iwaswaitingforyou.Let’sgogetfood.”Heraised

aneyebrow.



“Youcouldusethefreshair,youlooklikeyouneed

it.”Shegotuponherfeetandwalkedaheadofhim.

“Robert,mewalkingmeansyoushouldfollowas

well.”Shesaidandheturnedonhisheelsand

followedher.TheirwalkwassilentandAustinsank

intohisthoughtsonceagain.

***

AtSusan’shouse,SusanknockedonAlora’s

bedroomdoorandopenedwhentherewasno

answer.

“Alo-“therewasnooneinside.OfcourseAlorawas

cleanandallbutshewasn’tinhere.Shebreathed

out.Shedidn’tmentionthatshewouldn’tbecoming

home.ShewalkedovertoReba’sbedroomdoorand

knocked.

“Comein.”

Sheopenedthedoor.

“HasAlorapassedby?”Straighttothepoint.



“Shehasn’t.I’msuresheisonherway.”

“Haveyoucalledher?”SusanaskedandReba

shookherhead.Shetrustedhersisterwasokay

andifanythingwaswrongshewouldhavetoldher.

“Sheisokay.SheisprobablywithAustin.”

Susannodded.

“Iwantedtoknowhowtheinterviewwent.”

“She’lltellusonceshegetshere.”

“Howdidthedoctor’sappointmentgo?”

“Itwasokay.Ithink.She’llcallmeonceshegetsthe

resultsformostofthetestsweconductedbutso

farsogood.”

“Gladtohearthat.Dinnerwillbereadyintwo

hours.”

“Alright.”SusanclosedthedoorandRebapaged

throughmagazineslookingatmakeupmodels

whilstsimultaneouslysearchinguponthewebas

well.

Susanleanedagainstthewall,shewasn’tgoingto



feelleftout.Alorawilltellthem,Alorawasanadult

capableofmakingherdecisionsandifshedecided

tobewithherboyfrienditwasokay.Sheassured

herself.Shesuckedinabreathbeforeshe

composedherselfandwalkedaway.

***

AloradrovetotheshopsasAustinclosedhiseyes.

Hisbirthdaywasnearandshehadbeensurprised

thathewasn’tpesteringheraboutit.Shewassure

hewouldbetellinghertoworshipthegroundhe

walkedonbecausehewasthatnarcissisticbuthe

didn’t.Itwaslikethedaydidn’tevenexistinhis

calendar.

“Austin?”Heopenedhiseyesjustassheparkedthe

carandstoppedtheengine.

“What’sbotheringyou?”Sheaskedhim.Shedidn’t

wanttopushhimthough.

“Nothing.We’vearrived?”Shenoddedandshe



didn’tpushfurtheronthetopicasshegotoutofthe

carwhilehegotoutaswell.Shelockeditand

walkedovertohisside.Hishandfoundthesmallof

herbackastheywalkedsidebyside,themood

gloomyanddark.Alorastilldidn’tsayanything.

Theirquickshoppingwasaquietonewithhim

holdingthebasketasAlorapickedouttheitems.He

wastoosilentforherlikingandshehatedthathe

didn’twanttoopenuptoherbutshehadtobe

patientwithhim.Italltooklessthanthirtyminutes

andthentheywereontheirwaytothehospital.She

droveagainasheclosedhiseyes.Tearsfilledher

eyesbutsheblinkedthemawayandfocusedonthe

road.

Atthehospital,theymadetheirwaytoCeline’s

roomandshewasasleepasAloraplacedthe

plasticbyhertable.Shedidn’twantedtowake

Celineupbutwhatifshewakesuptomorrow?She

hadtoeat.

“I’mwakingherupokay?”Austinjustnoddedashe

satdown.AloragentlyshookCeline.



“Hey,wakeup.Ibroughtthefoodandit’snot

poisoned.”Austincouldn’thelpthesmilethatpulled

athislips.CelineopenedhereyesandAlorashook

herhead.ShehelpedhersituprightasCeline

groanedinpain.ShelookedatAustinwhowas

observingsilently.Notasingleemotiononhisface

andshethoughtmaybejustmaybeAlorawas

wrong,Austindidn’tneedherandshewaswasting

histime.

“Robert,passmetheyoghurtsandthebanana.But

wait,letmewashmyhands.”Shewalkedoutand

AustinlookedatCeline.Hedidn’tknowwhattosay,

hedidn’twanttoacknowledgethepartofhimthat

washurtthatshewasdying.Therewasnohopeof

hergettingbettersoonbecausefromhereitwas

goingtogofrombadtoworseandheshouldbrace

himself.

“Howareyoufeeling?”Thatwashisfeebleattempt

atstartingaconversationwithher.Hehasnever

knownhowtocareorevenloveherwhenshenever

showedherthosethingsasaboytillnow.Itwas

foreigntoassociatesuchconceptswithhismother.



Celineremovedtheoxygenmask.

“B-better.”Shewaslying.Shewasinsomuchpain

andshewantedtorest.Shewantedtocloseher

eyesandescapethepain,whyweren’ttheygiving

herpainmedication?

Austinstopupandfixedherpillowsoshecouldbe

comfortable.Hetookthemaskfromherhandand

placeditonherface.Shewasn’tokay.Hewasin

newterritoryandhedidn’tknowhowtoact.Luckily

Aloracameback.Hershirtrolledbackandherarms

allpink.Hegaveheralookandsheshrugged.

“Nowpassmetheyoghurtlebanana.”Hepassed

themtoherandwatchedherpeelthebanana.She

usedthespoontocutitintopiecesandthrewthem

ontheyoghurtbeforesheremovedCeline’smask.

“Willthisbeenough?”Sheaskedherandshe

nodded.Austintiltedhishead,noharshwordswere

exchangedandnowhewasstartingtobelievethat

theyaregettingalong.AlorafedCelinetwo

spoonfulsbeforeshetookatwominutebreakthen

fedheragain.



“Totaifyouweren’tdying,Iwasgoingtoholdthis

momentoveryourheadforever.”Celinewheezed

andAlorashookherheadhidingasmile.

“Eat.It’salmostfinished.Afewspoonfulstogo.”

Aloracoercedandoncetheyoghurtwasfinished

sheplacedtheemptycontaineronthetableand

shedidn’tknowwhattousetowipehermouth.Her

wipeswereinthecar.Shetookthehandkerchiefin

Austin’spocketandwipedCeline’smouth.

“Youcansleepnow.Andno,notforeveryet.You

stillhavemonthstogo.”Celinewheezedonceagain

andclosedhereyesasheroxygenmaskwas

placedbackonherface.

AloralookedatAustin,shecouldreadhimbetter

now.

“Weshouldprobablygo.”Hestoodupandthey

walkedout.

“Weshouldgobacktotheofficeandgetherstuff

andpackheranovernightbagright?Whatdidthe

doctorsay?”Sheaskedhimashetookherhand.

“Sheisgoingtogetworsefromhere.”Alora



releasedasigh.Damn!

“Let’sgetherstufffromtheofficeandpackherbag.

Doyouhavekeystoherhouse?”Henoddedbuthe

neverreallyneededthemthatmuchbecausehe

rarelywentthere.

***

Anhourlater,insideCeline’shouseAlorawas

showedCeline’sbedroomtopackwhileAustin

walkedupthestairstohisbedroom.Tearsstungin

hiseyesashisstepsgotslowerandslower,his

heartbeatingslowly.Hefinallygottohisbedroom

andpushedopenthedoorbutdidn’tquitecloseit

ashecaughthisbreath.Fightingthetears,the

hollowacheinhisheart.Hiskneesgaveoutashe

heldontothestudydeskforbalance.Hehada

feelingsopeculiarthatthispainwouldbe

forevermore.Whatifithadbeendifferent?Whatif

shereallylovedhimasamothershouldbutitstill

wouldn’tchangethemultiplestabsinhisheart,the



wayhewantedtoscreamandcry,somethingthat

wasforeigntohim.Histearsblindedhimashe

suckedinadeepbreath.Thetearsrolleddownhis

cheeksontheirownandtheykeptoncomingashe

lockedhisjawtryingnottoletoutasound.

Alorafinishedpackingandshewalkedoutofthe

bedroomtoplacethebaginthelivingroom.Nowto

findAustin,shethoughtsheheardhimtakingthe

stairs.Sheslowlytookthestairsandshedidn’t

havetolookfurther,shesawtheopendoorand

steppedinside.Hewashunchedoverthedeskand

shewalkedcloser.

“Austin?”Hedidn’tanswerherasshetentatively

placedherhandsonhisback.Hewassostiff.Then

huncheddownasbestasshecouldtolookathis

face.Herheartnearlystopped.Shesawtears,asif

hewasfightingwithhimself.Sheletgoofhisback,

shedidn’tknowhowtocomfortpeoplebutthiswas

theloveofherlifeandheneededher.Sheheldhis

shoulders.



“I’mhereokay?”Shetriedtogethimtostraighten

upwhichhedid,probablyknowingifherefusedshe

wasgoingtoforcehim.Shewrappedanarm

aroundhistorso.

“I’mhereforeverythingandanything.”Shesoftened

hervoiceandusedherotherhandtowipehistears.

Hewasonlyhumanandhecouldn’tpretend

otherwise.Shelickedherlipsasmoretearsrolled

downhischeeks.

“Youcanletitgo.”Heblinkedashesniffed.

“It’snothing.”Sheshookherhead.Hewastalking

aboutthepainasofitwasalrightbutshe

suspecteditwastakinghisenergyandhis

happinessthathismotherwasdying.

“Sheisreallydying?”Hestartedout,voicetrembling

withemotionandherheartcracked.Therewasno

gettingaroundthis,shewasdyingandashardasit

wastoswallow,Celinewasdying.Shenoddedand

heremovedherhandashecoveredhisface.She

followedhimandheldhim.

“Yo-youshouldn’tbedealingwiththis.”Hestuttered.



HeactuallystutteredandAloraheldbacktears.

Thiswaseatinghimaliveandshewantedtoshield

himfromthepainofheartbreaksobad.

“Austin,weareateam.Equals.Together.”

“Alorait’snotyourmountaintocarry!”

“Youareright.It’snotmine.It’sours.Babethisisa

safespace.I’myoursafespace…”sheblinkedback

thetearswhilelookingupathim.

“Ishouldn’tbefeelinglikethis..”

“It’snormal.She’syourmother.”Heheldhertight

ashecriedandAloraletherowntearsfall.

“Whycouldn’tshel-lovemelikeotherkids?”His

chestvibratedandhisvoiceshooksobad.Alora

couldn’tanswerthat.Shewasn’tCeline.

“Howwereyouabletoloveme?”

“Becauseyouareyou.”Shewhispered.

Hebreathedintoherneck,histearswettingher

neckandshirtcollar.

“We’llgetthroughit.”Henevergotenoughlove.



Thatwaswhyhewascryinganditbrokeherheart.

Godifherlovewasenoughtofillthathollowache

hismotherleftinhisheart,shewouldgiveitin

abundance.Sherubbedthebackofhisheadashis

sobsbrokehereachsecondashecried.

.
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Aloracradledhisheadonherlapashesniffed.She

usedherotherhandtowipeherowntears.

“Iloveyouokay?Everydayandallthetime.”She



softlysaidandkissedhishead.

“We’retogetherinthisokay?”Shereassuredhimas

hewentsilent.Thesunhadalreadysetanditwas

gettingdarkoutside.Alorathoughtitbestthatshe

spendstheweekendwithhim,shewasstillgoingto

dothatbutnow?Heneededher.Evenifit’sjustto

holdhimwhilehecries.Shedidn’twanthimtohurt

underthesurface.Shekissedhisheadagainand

heldhim.

“Thislifethinghasnobalancemyloveokay?

Sometimeswelosepeopleweneverexpectedto

lose.Ithurtslikehellbutdarlingnobodysaidthatit

willlastforever,inanotherlifewe’llseethemagain

andbereunitedasdifferentindividuals.Ifitdoes

happenwhichI’mnotpromisingitwill,ourloved

ones’characteristicsmaybeevidentinour

children.”Shekissedhimagain.

“Butnow,thetimewehave….Whetherit’saweekor

maybemorethanthemonthsthatthedoctorgave,

wehavetomakethebestoutofit.Itmaybe

awkwardatfirstbutmemorieslastalifetime,she

maybegonebutshe’llalwaysbeinyourheartand



mind.Deathisinevitablebutmemorieswillalways

carryyouthroughtheday.”Austinnoddedasshe

kissedhimagain.

“I’malwayshere.”Shesaidonelasttimeandshelet

silenceenvelopethemasshesmiledsadly.Austin

didn’tmovehisheadandsherubbedhishead.

“ShouldIplaymusic?”Sheaskedandsheheard

himchuckle.Itwaskindofsad.Hefinallyliftedhis

headandhiseyeswereredandwerestartingto

swell.Sheheldhisjawandkissedhischeekthen

noseandforeheadlikehealwaysdoestoher.

“Let’sdropoffherclothesthenwecangohome.”

Henoddedandshestoodupbeforetakinghishand.

Shewassurprisinglystillinherbootheels,she

didn’tcareabouthowhermakeupprobablylooked

afterthecryingsession.

“Canwefreshenupfirst?”Hecroaked.Hisvoice

coarseanddidn’tsoundlikehimatall.

“Okay.I’lldrive,Ilikedrivingyouaround.IfIwasn’t

abrandownerIwouldn’tminddrivingyouaround.”

Hechuckledashegotonhisfeetwhileholdingher



hand.Insomewayitwaskindofsweetthatabig

manlikehimwasleaningonher.Heheldherhand

tightastheywalkedoutofhischildhoodbedroom

andmadetheirwaydownthestairs.Shepickedthe

bagshepackedforCelineastheywalkedoutofthe

house.Helockedthehouseasshewalkedtothe

car.Sheplacedthebaginthebackseatandopened

herlaptopbagtotakeoutherphone.Shethen

openedthedriver’sdoortogetinsidewhileshe

waitedforhimtogetinthecar.Theminutehegotin

shestartedthecarandconnectedherphonetothe

carBluetooth.

“I’mplayingmusicautwe?”Hebuckledupasshe

pickedthenight’splaylist.

Shebreathedoutandreversedoutoftheyardas

thesongstartedplaying.Austinallowedhimselfto

concentrateonthesonginsteadonhisracingmind.

Hepressedthebuttononthekeystoclosethegate

theminuteAlorahadsafelyreversed.Shethen

buckledupandshelookedathim.

“Iloveyouforinfinity.”Hegaveherasmile.



“Endgame.”Shesmiledbackashewatchedher

drive.Hermakeupwasallruinedandtodaywasher

daybutshewasherewithhim.Helpinghimwithhis

motherandshewasn’tcomplaining.Shewasthe

sweetestandshedidn’tevenknow.Alora’s

favouritepartofthesongstartedplaying.

I’vebeeninthedark,I’vebeencountingstars

You’vebeeninmyheart,throughtheheavyparts

Whenit’salltoomuchtofeel

Healmeohsweetchamomile

I’vebeeninthedarkwitharacingmind

You’vebeeninmythoughtsalmosteverynight

Whenit’salltoomuchtofeel

Healmeohsweetchamomile

Shesangalongandheshookhishead.

“Youhaveaterriblevoice.”



“DoIlooklikeIcare?”Hechuckledasshesangthe

wholedrivehomeandheappreciatedhercheering

himupinherweirdway.Shehadreplayedthat

songthewholejourneyhewassureheknewthe

lyricsandsomepartsofhimrelatedtothelyricsbut

hedidn’twanttothinkmuchaboutit.

Oncetheywerehomethirtyminuteslater,theyhad

onelongshowerbeforetheygotreadytogodrop

offCeline’sthings.Alorapickedherphoneaftershe

gotdressedanddialledSusan.

“Rorahi.”

“Hi,Iwon’tbehomethisweekendunlessit’stopick

someofmyclothes.”SheheardSusansigh.

“ThereisnothingIcando?Yourarelyspendtime

withusAlora.Wedounderstandthatyouaredating

andallbutnowyouarerarelyhomeandyoustill

livewithyourparents.Ifhebreaksyourheartwe’ll

beherepickingupthepieces.”Aloralookedat

Austinwhoslidthet-shirtoverhishead,hesmiled

atherandshesmiledback.



“Hewon’t.Andifstayingwithyouguysisaproblem

Icanmoveout,I’mleftwithpickingoutafew

furniturepieces.”Sherepliedwithanevenvoice.

“YouneedfamilyAlora.Rightnowweallwantto

knowhowtheinterviewwentandatthishouryou

decidedyouaren’tcominghome.Wewantedto

celebratewithyou.”

“SuIknow.I’mnotsurewhyyou’remakingabig

dealoutofmestayingwithhimfortheweekend.”

Austinraisedaneyebrowasshepushedherbraids

back.

“Youarealmostwithhim24/7andyouactasifwe

don’texistinyourworld.AsIsaidRora,youdo

needus.Yourfamily.Boyfriendscomeandgo.Is

thathowyou’regoingtobehaveeverytimeyouget

anewboyfriend?”Shehuffed.NowSusanwas

startingtoannoyher.

“Idon’tknowwhyyou’rebeingnegativeoutofthe

blue.ThisisoneofthereasonswhyInevershare

anythinghappeninginmylife,IalwaystellyouifI’m

spendingthenight.Rightnowit’simportantandit’s



somethingIcan’tshareunlesshetellsmetoshare

itbuttotaIdon’tknowwherethenegativitycomes

from.Nowit’s‘he’sgoingtobreakyourheart.’Fine!

He’llbreakitakerekepeloyameandwhenhaveI

evercriedinyourpresenceSusan?”Susanwent

silent.

“Exactly!EversinceIwassix,youhaveneverseen

meshedatearanditsurelywon’tstartnow.I’m

strongerthanthat.Haveagoodnight,”shehungup

andAustinslidhisfeetinhisslides.

“What’swrong?”

“Nothing.Sometimesthatwomanfrustratesthehell

outofme.Areyoudone?I’malmostdonejustneed

towearmyshoes.”Shewalkedtohisclosetand

pickedherslides.Shelookedatherbruisedwrist.

Damnthatsecurityguard.Nowitisgoingtotake

daystoheal.SheslidherfeetinsideasAustin

huggedherfrombehind.

“Thankyou.”

“I’ddoitathousandtimesover.”Hekissedherneck

andsheleanedagainsthim.Sheinhaledhisraw



masculinescentwithasmileonherlips.Theywere

goingtobeokay.

***

ThefollowingdayatAustin’shouse,Alorawasthe

firstoneupinthemorningandshetracedhisjaw

withherfingersbeforeshetouchedhischest.

Tomorrowwasgoingtobehisdaywithhismother

andtheyweregoingtopickherfromthehospitalto

takehertoherhousethisafternoon.Withaprivate

nurseandall.Peoplewhohadmoneycouldmake

anythinghappen.Heopenedoneeyeandshe

removedherhand.

“Don’tstoponmyaccount.”Hismorningvoicehad

hersquealinginternally.Sheplacedherheadback

onthepillowandlookedathim.

“Iloveyou.”Hesmiledandkissedherlipsslowly

andgentlybeforehegotontopofherandshe

rolledhereyes.



“Itwasn’taninvitationforyoutomountme.”He

chuckled.

“Shutup!”HeFrenchkissedherandshewrapped

herarmsaroundhisneck.

Alorafeltthetearsleakontothepillowasshecame

andheshothisseedintoherfertilewomb.Heslid

outasherbodyhadslighttremorsfromthatgentle

orgasmandtheslowlovemaking.Forthefirsttime

hewasslowwithherandtookhistimeandhe

didn’thavetosayaword,heshowedherhowmuch

helovedher.Heusedhisthumbtowipehertears

andshecriedmore.

“moncoeur.”(myheart)hekissedherlipsandshe

placedherhandsonhischest.

“Whatwereyousayingaboutbabiesyesterday?”

Shegaveahumourlesslaughashewipedhertears.

“Iamnotbirthingyourmonsters.Iwouldrather

chokeonspit.”Hechuckled.

“Yousaidsomethingaboutcharacteristicsofour



lovedonesonourchildren.”

“Iwasconsolingyou.”Hesmiledandkissedher.

Thenexttimeheshouldn’tgetcaughtinthe

momentandshouldmakeuseoftheboxof

condomsinhisdrawer.Hepromisedherhewould

takecaution.

“Isee.”Hesmiledandshecouldn’thelpbutsmile

back.

“You’remakingmebreakfast?”Sheaskedandhe

movedhisheadlowertokissherabdomenand

lookedupather.

“Ispoilyoutoomuch.”Sheshruggedandhelooked

athershavenp*ssy.Hewantedtotakeheragain

buthecontrolledhimself.

“I’mauselesscook.”

“Learn.”

“Myboyfriendknowshowtoandcookingisnota

genderrole,soyoukeepcookingandI’llstickto

makingeverythingspotless.”Hemovedupherbody

andkissedher.Heopenedhisdrawerandbrokethe



kiss.Stillontopofher,hepickedoutacondomand

handedittoher.

“Putiton.”Sheblinkedandjustheldit.Shedidn’t

knowhow.Thiswastheirfirsttimeusingoneand

wellshehasneverusedoneeversincehebrokeher

virginity.

“I’llguideyou.YouknowIalwaysdosweetheart.”

Shesuckedinabreathandnodded.

.

.

.

*

*

*

Nextinsertswillfollowafter4pm.
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AloraspokeoverthephonewithhersisterasAustin

drovethemtothehospital.

“Whatdidthedoctorsay?Howwasthetherapy

session?”

“IgettheresultsonMondayandtherapywithViolet

isalwaysinsightful.Don’tyouwanttotrytherapy?”

“I’mfine.”

“Ican’twaitforyoutotellmehowitwent

yesterday.”

“I’lltellyoueverythingonMonday.Butareyou

okay?”

“Iseeafuture.”Aloraleanedback.

“Forthefirsttimeinyears,I’mthinkingofthefuture,

RoraIalwaysthoughtIwouldbedeadbeforeI

reachmythirtiesbutnowIseealifebeyondthat

andit’sbeautiful.”

“YouarebeautifulandIcan’tandwon’teventryto

imaginealifewithoutyou.”Alorasaidinall

seriousness.Hersisterwaspoweredbythesun.



Shewasthecolouryellowwithouteventrying.All

sobrightandmakingeveryonehappy.

“Thankyou.Whatdidyoudo?”Alorapaused.

“Whatdoyoumean?”

“Motherwassadthroughoutdinneryesterdayafter

shecalledyou.”Alorapushedherbraidsback.

“Shewasbeingnegativeandall.”

“Wasshe?”AlorapausedasAustinstoppedatthe

redlightandshestaredoutthewindow.

“Momhasherfaultsbutshedoestrymme.Iknow

sheneverapproachesthingstherightwayand

fatherdoesthatonherbehalfbutshedoestry.

AlorayoukeepforgettingthatIdoknowyouand

youhaveasharptongue,youprobablyhurther

feelings.”Aloradidn’tliketheguiltthatsettledinher

heart.

“Anyway,we’lltalk.Bye.”RebahungupandAlora

chewedonherbottomlip.Austinglancedather.

“Talktome.”

“CanyoumakeaU-turn?”Shepushedherbraids



backwithasigh.

“Why?”Shedidn’twanttoanswerthequestion.

“AloraI’mnotturningunlessIknowthereason.”

“Nowyou’reangryatme?”Hejustraisedan

eyebrowandshepushedherbraidsbackonce

again.Sheremovedthehairtieonherwristandtied

herbraidstostopherselffrompushingthemback.

“Alorajustspeak.”

“I-Ikindoffuckedupokay…”

“And?”

“Okaydon’tturnthen.”Thelightswentgreenandhe

droveoff.Alorapickedherphonebutplacedit

downonherlapagain.Heswervedofftheroadand

parkedunderatreebeforelookingather.

“I’mlistening.”Shereleasedasighbeforeshetold

himandheleanedbackinthedriver’sseat.

“Okay.”Wasallhesaidbeforehestartedthecar.

Shehadthoughthewasgoingtosaysomething

insightfulorprofoundbuthesaidthatandjoined

theroad.Sheclosedhereyes.Thirtyminuteslater



hewokeherup.

“We’vearrived.”Sheopenedhereyesandwas

expectingthehospitalparkinglotbuthewas

parkingrightoutsideherparentshouse.

“Youcan’tbeahypocriteandtellmetospendtime

withmymotherbutyoudon’tspendtimewithyour

familyplusfromthewayyouexplainedit,youwere

beingrude.”Hekissedhercheek.

“You’resmartandyouknowyourprioritiesmyfiery

dreamer.”Hewenton.

“Buttomo-“

“You’llcallthen.”Heextendedhisarmtoopenthe

doorforherfromtheinside.

“Austin…buty-“

“GoorI’llcarryyououtofthecarmyself.”Hereyes

beggedhimbuthedidn’twaver.Sheunbuckledand

shegotherphonethengotoutofthecar.Hesmiled

assheheldthedoor.

“Mylaptopisatyourplace.”

“I’llhavemydriverdeliverit.Byesweetheart.”She



closedthedoorandhedroveoff.Shelookedatthe

houseandsheleanedagainstthehighwall.Isdima

sakhewantedhertothugitoutbuttheguiltsaid

otherwiseandshelickedherlipsagain.Nomakeup

orheelstogiveherthatboost.Shewasinslides

andherfacewasbareofanymakeup.Shesucked

inadeepbreath.

Meanwhileinthecar,Austincheckedthetime.He

shouldpickCelineupandleaveherwithhernurse,

maybeafterhecomesbackonWednesdayhis

mindwillbeclear.Hewassousedtospendinghis

birthdaysaloneandinasecludedarea,different

placeseveryyear.By6pmheshouldbeoutofthe

country.ThedriverwilldropoffsomeofAlora’s

thingsintheafternoon.

***

AtSusan’shouse,Alorafinallypressedthe

intercom.Shewaitedforthegatetoopen.Thegate



slidopenveryslowlyandshesteppedinsidethe

yard.Sheclosedhereyes.Shedidn’tevenhaveher

purseonher.Justherphoneandherself.Should

sheknockonthedoorandpretendtobespeaking

tothephonethenheadtoherbedroom?Shewalked

tothedoorandknocked.Shecouldheartalkingin

thehouseandfootstepsheadingtowardsthedoor.

“AsI-“thedooropenedandSusanstoppedtalking

asshelookedatAlorawhofacedher.Great!She

wasgoingtobedisrespectedbythedaughterofa

sidechick.Justgreat!

.

.

.

*

*

*

Let’spretendit’s4pmcauseke,keratadramashem!

[06/02,19:49] :REBORN



115

“Goodmorning…”Alorastartedoff.Susanjust

lookedather.

“Mmhm..”Aloralickedherlips.

“I’dliketoapologiseforhowIgotmypointacross

yesterday.Itwasrudeandoutofline.I’m

sorry.”Susanchuckled.

“Noit’sokay.Youarestillgoingtodisrespectme

Alora.IhavebeennothingbutagoodmotherandI

wasbeingconcerned.Igetthatyouareanadultbut

thatwasuncalledfor.”

“IknowandI’msorry.”

“WaitsekeengI’vehadituptoherewithyou.”She

placedahandoverherownthroat.

“Everydayyoumakeitoutasifwedon’texist.Alora

IraisedyouwhenIwasn’tevenobligatedtowhen

yourmotherdiedandyourfatherbarelyspenttime

withyoubecauseyouweretheonethingthatwas



goingtodestroyourmarriage.Infactyourmother

didandIhadnobusinessraisingthedaughterofa

sidechickbecausebonanow,youaredisrespecting

mebecauseyouthinkyoumadeitinlifebecause

youhavearichboyfriendandwherewashe?Where

washewhenIpaidthoseexpensiveschoolfeesfor

thatprivateschool?Alorayouareachildandyou

shouldbehavelikeone.Everydaywehaveto

understandyou.Aloradoesn’tdothis,Aloracleans

toomuch,Aloralikesherspace,Aloraisthisand

that.Youdon’tseemeasyourmotherandIguess

it’sokayformenottoseeyouasmychildbecause

youarenot.Youreallyarenotbiologicallyrelatedto

meinanywayandIwasdoingyouafavour.”

Alora’sthroatbobbedassomethingstuckthereand

sheheldherselfrigid.

“Myownchildrendon’tdisrespectmelikeyouand

it’senough.ForyearsIhavetriedAlora.Kelekile.At

thispointIdon’tevenwanttoknowwhetheryoudid

wellatyourinterview,youcanmoveintoyour

mother’shouse.YoucangoAloraakerethat’sall

youwant.Go!Noonewillbotheryouandbeweird



there.Withyourweirdtendencies,maybeyour

motherdiedbecausesheknewyouwouldturnout

tobethisspitefullittlebrat.WaitseasmuchasI

hatemyformerin-lawstheywarnedme.Takingin

thetrashneverisagoodideaandIshouldhavelet

anorphanagetakeyouinsteadofburdeningmyself

withanungratefullittletwat.Soungratefuland

spiteful.Maybethistime,youwouldbepoorand

maybelikeyourmotherdestroyingotherpeople’s

marriagesandbirthinglittlebastards.”

“yourmotherneverlovedyouenoughtostayand

yourfatherdidn’tloveyou.Aloraifitwasn’tforme

youwouldbenothing.Nothing!Justbecausewe

tolerateyoudoesn’tmeanyouarelovedbecause

youaretheveryobjectthatcouldhavedestroyed

thisfamily.”BytheothersideofthedoorReba’s

eyesfilledwithtearswhileThabiso’seyeswidened

ashelistened.Alorawasn’treplyingorsaying

anything.Aloraforcedherselfnottolettearsfillher

eyes.Shewasstrongerthanthat.Shewasstronger

thanthat.Godshewasstrongerthanthat.Thatwas

alabelshegrewupwithherwholelife.Itwasn’ta



secret,itreallywasn’t.

Susan’snoseflared.Asallthehurtfromthepast

camebackinfullforce,knowingthatshehadcried

forsolongthatshehadbeencheatedonbyher

husbandandtherewasproof.Theproofwas

standinginfrontofherandshehadtoleratedher

forsolong,shewastired.

Aloraclearedherthroat.

“I’msorryandIunderstand.I’llpack.”

AlorasaidquietlybutshewassureSusanheardher.

Susanfoldedherarms.

“Ntloyamang?GoAlora!”Andthedoorclosedon

herface.Alora’shandsshookasshewalkedoutof

theyard.Thegateclosedandsheleanedagainst

thebrickwall.Shesuckedinadeepbreath.She

wasastronggirl.Shewasastronggirl.Thiswas

nothing.Shetriedtounlockherphonebutitfelland

shedidn’twanttocrack.Shewasastronggirl.She

wasastronggirl.Shepickedherphoneandwiped

thescreenandthoughtofcallingAustinbuthewas

probablyhelpinghismotherandhismotherneeded



himmorethananything.Thiswasnothing.She

didn’thaveherpurseonherasshesuckedina

deepbreath.Hercomposurewashangingonbya

thread.Sheneededtogo.Shebalancedagainstthe

wallandblinked.Shewasastronggirlyes,thiswas

nothing.Shedialledthecabsheusedsometimes

andtriedtokeephervoiceeven.

“Hello.Canyoupickmeup?Thanks.”Shehungup.

She’llpay2cellhimafterhedropsherathis

mother’shouse.Sherememberedthatshedidn’t

havethehousekeysonherandherstuffwasat

Austin’shouse.Wouldshebeabletopickthelock?

Herthroatclosedinonherandshelookedupatthe

sky.Shewasastronggirl.Resilientandthiswas

nothing.Everyonehadarighttotheirownopinion

andthatwashers.Atleasttherosecolouredglass

wasoutofthewaynowandshewillbeokay.Can

sheaskedthecabmantopickthelocksoshecan

getinside?

MeanwhileinsidethehouseRebajustwalkedtoher

wasshakingandshecouldimaginehowAlorafelt



beingtoldthat.Shecoveredhermouthwithher

handsasshebrokedowncrying.Inthelounge

Thabisoshookhishead.

“Susanthatwasunnecessary.”

“Itwas.Alorahasbeengettingawaywith

everythingforfartoolong.Sheneededtobeoutin

herplaceandsheisn’tanythingspecial.”Susan

walkedtothekitchenleavingThabisostanding

thereshellshocked.

.

.

.

*

*

*

Another4pminsertguys!
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ThecabpickedAloraupandshestaredoutthe

window.Sherepeatedhermantra.Shewasokau.

Thiswasnothing,shehadonceexpectedthiswhen

shewastenanditonlycame13andahalfyears

later.Shewasokay.She'llrepaySusan.Hell,she'll

begforaloantorepayherandstayaway.She'll

stayaway.InsomecontextAustin'smotherwas

better,shenevershowedloveandhereshehad

beentoleratedandnotloved.Shebreathedout.She

wasastronggirl.Anokaygirl.Shewouldnever

havekids.Ever!Shechuckledindisbeliefbutwhy

wassheshocked?Shelookedatherhands.She

needstowashherhands.Sheneedstodo

somethingtoescapeherthoughts.Sheneedsto

cleanoranything.Shefacedthedriverandtriedto

keephervoiceeven.

"Canyoupicklocks?"Thecabdriverwasshocked

atherquestionbutslowlynodded.

"Good."Shestaredoutthewindow.Shewasokay.



Shewasokay.Shewasokay.Shewasokay.She

repeatedthattillshebelievedit.

Thedrivefeltsolongandshewasalmostoverjoyed

whentheyarrived.

"Canyoupickthelockforme?I'llpayyouextra."

Thecabmanlookedatherstrangely.Shedidn't

behavelikethewomanheusuallypickedup.It

wasn'tbecauseshedidn'thavemakeup,shelooked

thesame.Stillbeautifulanddefinitelynotbecause

shewasn'twearingheelsthathelpedhershort

height.Itwasdefinitelyinherbehavioirandvoice.

Henoddedandshegotoutofthecarholdingher

phoneassheopenedthegate.Hefollowedherto

thedoorandshetookastepbacksihecanpick

whateverwirethatwasaroundtopickthelock.It

tookhimfiveminutesandshemadeamentalnote

tofindbettersecuritybutfornowshewasgrateful.

Sheunlockedherphoneandaskedhimtogiveher

hisnumber.Shepaidhimandgotinsifrthehouse

beforesheclosedthedoor.Herbreathsslowing

downandherheartbreaking.Insilence.Sheheard



thecardriveoffandshetookthatchancetohead

tothebedroom,fightingthetearsshehadbeen

fightingforthepasthour.Shewasright.Noone

couldfullyloveher.Shewasspitefulandweird.Her

mother'daughter.Sheopenedthedoorandshe

knewshe'llbeokay.Itwasnothing.Justbecause

sgecouldn'tcallSusanmotherwasthatit?Orwas

itbecauseofwhatshesaidonthephonecall

yesterday?Sheshookherhead.Itwasokay,Susan

wasn'tobligedtotakecareofher.Shewillrepayher

forhertroubles.Hellsheneverbotheredthemwith

heremotionalbaggageandkeptasafedistance.

ButmaybeSusantrulyhatedher,shedidn'teven

stutter.Sheopenedthewardrobeandclosed

herselfinside.Shescreamedintoherhands.So

loudandnooneheardathing,justlikesheusedto

dowhenshewasyounger.Shescreamedasmore

tearsrolleddownhercheeks.Hotandburning.She

willbeokayafterthis,shehastobe.

***



Atthehospital,Austinwiththehelpofanurseput

Celineinthecar.Shestillhadadripattachedtoher

andtheymadesureshewascomfortable.

"Th-thankyou."Austintriedtobeclosedoffbutit

waslikeAlorawasinhisheadtellinghimtocherish

thelastdayshehadwithhismotherregardlessof

thefactthatsheneverlovedhim.Maybeheshould

cancelthatflight.Whatifhegoesandwhenhe

comesback,hismothermightbegone?The

doctorswerenolongersurehowlongshewas

goingtolast.

"I'lltakeyouhome."CelinenoddedandAustingot

intothedriver'sseat.

"T-tellmemoreab-aboutAlora."Hesmiled.

"Sheisalittlespitfirebutshecantolerateyou."

Celinewheezed.

"Hersenseofhumourrub-rubbedoffonyou."He

smiled.He'llseeheronMonday.

"Iguessso.Don'toverexertyourself."Hesaidand

startedthecar.



***

Anhourlater,whenherfacewashotandpinkand

puffythetearsstoppedandtheheadachestarted.

Hereyesweresoheavyandshewantedtoblock

everythingoutbuthermindaccuratelyreplayedall

thewords.Wordforwordanditfrustratedher

becauseitbroughtmoretearstohereyes.Shehad

longswitchedoffherphonewhenRebaand

Thabisocalled.Thetrashhadwalkedawaywithout

anyfightingandshewillletitbelikethat.Asob

escapedherlipsandshecriedagainforthenext

thirtyminutesinthatdarkclosetbeforeher

exhaustiontookoverandsheclosedhereyes.

Kneestoface.Shewasokay.Shedidn'tevenbother

anyoneortaxwithanyone'semotions.Shewasa

stronggirl.Thosewhereherlastthoughtsbefore

shedosedoff.

***



AtSusan'shouse,Rebabitherlowerlip.Alora

wasn'tansweringherphone.Sherubbedherface.

Shecouldstillfeelthosewordsinherheartand

maybehermotherhadbeenpretending.Shedidn't

knowthefulldetailsofthephonecallbutforthemto

elicitsucharesponse?WhenAlorawashomeshe

wasinherroomorsheeatingwiththemandcalling

Emoryalittlegoblin.Shehasdoneworsethings

andshehadneverbeencalledtrashorabrator

twat.Sheswallowed.

MeanwhileThabisowalkedovertohiscarandgot

inside.Thewomanhemarried.Wasshemorelike

Lina?Theyweresistersforcryingoutloudandhow

wouldEmilyfeelknowingherdaughterwasbeing

calledsuchoverherownsins?Hetriedherphone

againbutshewasn'tanswering.Maybeshewas

finewherevershewasandhewasworryingover

nothing.



Inthehouse,SusanpassedbyAlora'sbedroom.

Shewalkedbackandopenedthedoor.Allheranger.

Sheshouldn'thavebeenkindtothelittlehome

wrecker.Itwasherfault.Ifshehadn'tbeenborn

maubrshecouldhaveknownpeace.Shepickedup

thechairandslammeditagainstthemirror.All

aboutsheisbeingneatandeverythingshouldbein

order.Aloradeservednothing.Theangerfromall

theseyearsrosetothesurfaceasshetrashedthe

room.Sheboughtmostofthesewithhermoney.

Sheboughteverything.Shedidn'tevencallher

motherandwhydidn'tshecryearlieronlikeother

kids?Shewasweirdandshehashadenoughof

toleratingEmily'strash.Enough.Tearsrolleddown

hercheeksasshedestroyedthebedroom,theiPad

brokeatthecornerandAlora'sstuffwasmessily

thrownaroundtheroom.

"Moremiit'syourfaultthatsheishere.Actinglike

sheisspecialandsmarterandhasneeds.Inmy

owndamnhouse!!Ihateyousomuchandyour

daughter!Ihateyou!"Shecriedoutasshestopped

destroyingandsatdownonthefloortocry.



.

.

.

*

*

*
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Susanbreathedout,exhaustedfromthetears.She

neededtogetthatangerroutofherheart.She

wipedherfaceandchuckled.Foryears,years

seeingherandknowingherhusbandcheatedwith

someonewholookedlikeher.Sherubbedhereyes.

She’llbefine.Alorawasachildandchildrenalways

gobackhome.Shewon’tbeangryforever,shejust

neededtogettheangerout.Thatwasthat.She

lookedatthemesseduproomandsighed.She’ll



cleanitandreplaceeverything.

Outside,Thabisogotoutofhiscarastheintercom

rang.Hehadheardthebreakingofmirrorsandjust

satinhiscar.Hepressedthebuttononhiscarkeys

andthegateopened.Thepersonwalkedinandhe

greetedtheperson.

“Goodafternoon.MrMathewssentmetobringMs

Moremi’sitems.”Thabisolookedatthelaptopbag

andhetookitfromhim.SoAlorawasn’twithAustin.

Hewouldhavethoughtshewaswithhim.

“Thankyou.I’llgivethemtoher.”Themanwalked

awayandThabisowalkedtothehousewithAlora’s

laptopbag.Hemadehiswaytoherbedroomand

thestateoftheroommadehimpauseinhistracks.

Susanwasontheflooramidthemess.

“Whathaveyoudone?”Susanlookedathimashe

heldAlora’slaptopbag.

“She’shere?Shecameback?”Sheasked,herheart

beatgoingtonormalandthatsteamblownoff.She

didn’tmeanit.Shewasangryandhenevergot



angrytothatextent.

“No.Austin’sdriverbroughtherstuffback.”Susan

heldherselfagainstthebedandstoodup.She

lookedatthemessandthewayThabisolookedat

her.

“Ididn’tmeanit.Ijustletmyemotionsgetthebetter

ofme.I’llcleanitupandreplacethebrokenstuff.”

Heshookhishead.

“Ican’trecogniseyouanymore.”Susanwipedher

tears.

“Ididn’tmeanthat.Iwasangry.”

“Justbecauseofthatonephonecall?Shecame

backforcryingoutloudtoapologiseandyou

bamboozledherwiththosewords.Shedidn’teven

fightyou.”

“IknowandIdidn’tmeanit.Ididn’tthinkitall

through.”

“YoumeantitSusan,yousaidthatwithyourwhole

chestanddidn’tregretitafteryouclosedthedoor

onher.Ifshewassuchaburden,itwouldhave



beenbetterifyousenthertoanorphanage.She

wastooyoungtoevenrecogniseyouasher

guardian.Youusedeverythingyoudidforher

againsther,howisthatamistakeandsomething

youdidn’tthinkthrough?”

“Thabisosheisalwayswithherboyfriendandwe

areherfamily.Weraisedher.”

“AndyetagainIsay,haveyouaskedyourselfwhy

sheislikethat?DoesMooketsicalloften?Does

Bokamosocalloften?Rebaisalwayslockedupin

herroomandevenwhenshestoppedmodelling

sheneverwantedtomovein.Tillthisdaywedidn’t

knowwhyshetookdrugs.Youdidn’tknowshe

neededabettertherapistifAlorahadn’tmentioned

itandRebaneversaidaword.Haveyouasked

yourselfwhy?Justwhyareyourkidsasyouhave

pointedoutinsomanywordsthattheyaren’tmine,

arealienatingyoufromtheirlives.Afewdaysago

youwerecryingthattheygirlsareexcludingyoubut

nowyouseewhy?Idon’tthinkyourrelationshipor

whateveryouhadwithAlorawillcomebackfrom

this.IcanstillhearwhatyousaidtoherandIa,not



evenAlora.RebaheardyouandIamsureEmory

didbecausesheheadedtoherbedroomsilently

whenshethoughtweweren’tlooking.”Susanwiped

hertears.

“Itwasanger.IloveAloralikemychild.”

“I’mnotevenconvinced.Gethelpbecauseyouare

bleedingonthewrongpersonandIfeellikeI’m

competingwithaghostbutthenagainyourarely

listentomeaswell.”HewalkedoutwithAlora’s

laptop.Whatifshebreaksitto.Susanfelltoher

kneesandcriedyetagain.

***

Austinmadesurehismotherwascomfortableas

shesleptandhewalkedout.Hetookhisphoneto

tryandcallAloratoaskherhowitwent.Heknew

shelovedherfamily,thegirltaughthimtoloveand

hewassuretheywerecelebratingherwinsasthey

should.Theyshouldbeproudbecauseshewas

goingtogoplacesandthatinvestmentwasjustthe



beginning.Hetriedtocallherbutherphonewasn’t

goingthrough.Hetriedagainbutitstillwasn’t

goingthrough.Heplacedhisphonedown.Maybe

shewasbusyandshe’llcallbacklatertonight.He

dialledtheairporttotellthemhewascancellinghis

flight.Hehopedhewasdoingtherightthinghere.

***

RebasatonthemattressandtriedcallingAlora

againbutitwasn’tgoingthrough.Shepushedher

windowsbackandAlorahadlongleftwiththecab

butshedidn’tknowwhere.Shecrashingandbreaks

atAlora’sroomwheresomethingshedidn’teven

wanttotalkabout.Shesuckedinadeepbreath.

ShehopedAlorawasokaybuthernervesdidn’tlet

herassume.ShehadAustin’snumber.Maybeshe’s

withhimandheresheisworriedwhilesheiswith

herboyfriend.SheknowsHadeshasalwaysbeen

hersafeplace.HadesandAlora.ShecalledAustin.

Heansweredonthethirdring.



“HelloRebantle.HadesiswellandIgotanupdate

fromtherehabcentre.”Shesmiledbutitdidn’tlast?

“I’mgladheishangingon.IsAlorathere?”

“No,Idroppedheroffathomeinthemorning.I

thoughtyouguyswerecelebrating.”Rebapaused.

“Celebrating?”

“Herclinchingthedealandaftersheapologisedfor

herrudebehaviour,yoursisterhasnofilterbutshe

lovesherfamily.”Reba’sjawdropped.Aloragotthe

investment?LoraCosmeticswasactuallygoingto

happen?

“Reba,ifshewasthereyouwouldn’tbeaskingmeif

she’swithme.Whereisshe?”

“I-Iherphoneisn’tgoingthrough.”Austincursed

underhisbreath.DidAlorachangehermindabout

apologisingandwalkedawayassoonashedrove

off?Hefacepalmed.Hehadastubbornwomanin

hishands.

“Shewasneverthere?”

“Sh-shewasandsomethinghappenedandshe



wentaway.”Austindidn’tbotheraskingwhat

happened.

“Okay.I’lltrytofindher.”

“Thankyou.TellherthatI’msorry.Iamsosorryfor

everything.”Hefrowned.Washemissing

something?

“Okay.Willdoso.”Hehungupandpickedhiscar

keys.Hewalkedtohismother’sroomfirst.

Shewasasleepandoutlikealightbulb.Hetoldthe

nursethathewillbebackandsheshouldcallhim

incaseshewakesup.

***

Inthedarkcloset,Alorasleptpeacefully.Herbody

exhaustedfromtoday’shappenings.Shewasoutof

itasthefrontdooropened.Meninbalaclavas

walkedinsidethehouse.Thedoorwasunlocked

andtheylookedaroundforanyproofofresidence.



Itwasthenewlyrenovatedhousetheyhavebeen

targeting.Theirvanwasoutsideandthey

whisperedamongthemselves.Mostoftheitemsin

thishousewerenewandtheywouldmakealotof

moneyfromsellingthestuffinside.Todaywastheir

luckydaybecausethedoorlockedpickedandthey

didn’thavetodoathing.Theotheronewithaknife

walkedthroughalltheroomstocheckiftherewas

anyoneinsidebuttherewasnosignoflifeinside

thehouse.Itwasdeadquiet.Iftherewasanysign

oflife,thepersonwouldbesilencedimmediately.It

waseasy.Alltheyhadtodowasmakeitlooklike

theyweremovingout.

“It’sclear,wecanstarttakingthestuff.”Onesaid

andtheothergotthesignalastheyremovedtheir

masksandwhistledandtalkedasifthiswastheir

house.

.

.

.
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Rebasighedexhausted.Shedidn’twanttogetout

oftheroombutwhenshedoeslaterontodaysheis

goingtoapologiseforeverything.Everythingeven

forbreakingavasewhenshewasapre-teen.She

didn’twanttobehurtwithwords,wordshavehurt

herallherlifewhichwaspartofthereasonshewas

here.Arecoveringaddict.HerandHades.She

breathedoutasagentledoorknocksounded.

“Comein.”ThedooropenedandEmorywalkedin

holdinghergiantteddybear.Shesmiled.

“HeyEm.What’sup?”Emorywalkedtothebedand

placedtheteddybearonthefloorbeforeshe

jumpedonthebed.Shewascarefulnottolether

shoestouchthebedsheets.Aloraneverlikedthat



andsheusuallyhadhersitonthebedwithoutthe

shoes.Alwayssaidladieshavetobeclean.Which

broughtherhere.Herchildlikemindfailedto

processwhyhermotherhasangryatAloraand

saidharshwordstoher.Shecouldunderstand

mostofthewordsbutdidn’tknowwhy.

“RebawhywasmamaangryatAlora?”Rebantle’s

eyeswidened.Emoryheardthat?

“Theyhadamisunderstanding.”Emorytiltedher

head.

“ButshewasbeingmeantoAlora.Willmamabe

thatmeantome?”Rebaquicklyshookherhead.

“Never.Shewillneversaythosewordstoyou.”

Rebaknewwhy.Alorawasnothermother’schild

biologically.SheonlysaidthattoAlora.Nomatter

howangryherotherkidsmakeher,shehasnever

hadanoutburstlikethat.Mooketsihadbeenpretty

disrespectfultoignorecultureandmarryZara

withouttheunclesandthewholecharadebutshe

didn’tsaythattohim.Shehadbeencohabitingwith

Hadesandrarelywenthomeunlesshermother



askedhertobutsheneversaidthatanditbrokeher

heart.Aloratookitandshedidn’tevenhearasobor

anything.Justan‘I’msorryandcanIpack?’Withan

evenvoice.Sheneverhadthatstrengthandshe

hadafeelingshelosthersisterforgood.

“Sure?”

“100%sure.Mamalovesusokay?Shewasjust

angry.”

EmorynoddedandRebahuggedher.

“WhereisRora?”

“Youmissbeingcalledagoblin?”Emorygiggled.

“Itsoundsfunnyandshemakesmefeellikethe

villainsfromDisney.Shesaidvillainsarethemost

notunderstoodcharactersandthat’swhyshelikes

them.”Rebakissedhersister’sforehead.Maybe

Alorahasbeenfeelinglikeavillainallalong.She

usedtoaskoverandoveragainifshereallyloved

herasshewas.Sheunderstoodwhynow.Hadshe

perhapssensedsomethinglikethis?Shedidn’t

know.



“Imissher.Shesaidonedayshe’lltakemeto

DisneyWorld.”

“Shedid?When?”RebaaskedandEmorygaspedas

shecoveredhermouth.

“Itwassupposedtobeoursecret.”

Rebachuckledassheheldhersister.

“Outwithit.”

“ShebringsmecookiesandmilkwhenIcan’tsleep

andreadsmebedtimestories.”

“Whydon’tIknowofthis?”

“Becauseitwassupposedtobeasecretandshe

mademeswearit.”Rebachuckled.Alorawasso

dramatic.Whomakesan8yearoldswear?

“She’llbeback.Andmamalovesusokay?Very

much.”

“Okay.IhopeInevermakeherthatangry.I’llbea

goodgirl.”

“Metoosweetie,metoo.”Shekissedheragainas

Emorystartedtellingheraboutthisgirlshedidn’t



likeinclass.

InAlora’sroom,Susanlookedatthemessonce

againandshesighed.Shepushedherweaveback

assheaskedherselfhowshewasgoingtoclean

that,Aloraalwaysknewhowsheplacedstuffand

shepackedherclothes.Herbedwasmadeina

certainwayandshemoppedherfloorstillthey

werespotless.Someofthebookswereruinedand

theiPadwasdestroyed.Shecoveredherface,near

tears.Shewasjustangryandshedidn’tmeanany

ofthosewordsshesaid.Shewashumangotangry.

Alorawasn’tthatoffendedwasshe?Shedidn’t

evencryandshesaidsorryandthatwasokay.She

acceptedthatapology,Alorawascomingbackright?

Thiswastheonlytimeshelostit.Shehasalways

knewAloramighthaveOCD,shejustsaidthatout

ofanger.Tearsburnedhereyes.

“GoodGod!GodknowsIdidn’tmeananyofthat.”If

shedid,shewouldn’thavetakenherininthefirst

place.Shelovesher,peoplegetangryallthetime

andsaythingsoutofanger.Justthattheanger



fromthepastjustovershadowedthecurrentissue.

ShewouldneverintentionallyhurtAlora.ForGod’s

sakeshehasneversaidthattoanyofherchildren

regardlessofwhattheydid,itwasjustanger

speaking.She’llbebackhome.Herstuffishere.

Shelookedatthemess.Eventhoughshehasto

sorteverythingoutandreplacestuff,homeis

alwayswheretheheartis.

***

Austindrovetohermother’shouse.Wasitthatshe

wastherebecauseherphonewasn’tgoingthrough.

Hetooktheturnthatledtothestreetandheparked

hiscarnexttoavanthatwasloadedwithsomeof

thefurniturehehadhelpedputinthehouse.He

frownedandthedoorwasopened.Aloralikedthis

houseandworkedhardonit,shewasn’taround.He

lookedatthemenasoneofthempausedandhe

couldseethepanicintheman’seyes.Thatalarmed

himthatthiswaswrong.Hetookouthisphoneand



dialledthepolice.Justbeingcautious.

“Hi,Iwouldliketoreportarobbery.”Hespokeover

thephoneforoveraminutebeforehehungupand

tookapictureofthelicenseplate.

Oneoftherobbersnoticedandtheylookedateach

other.

“Let’sleave,thisguymightbringtrouble.”

“Whatifwekillhim?”

“Thenwewillbechargedwithmurder?Heisn’t

attackingusandheisnotcomingoutofhiscar.

Let’smakearunforit.”Theyworetheirhoodiesand

casuallyclosedthedoorastheytalkedtoeach

aboutmovingtoMaun.

“Mona,Ican’twaittostartmynewjobatMaunand

rentoutthishouse.”

“Oretleletswiitlhemona.”(bringustswii)theyfirst

bumpedastheygotintheirvanandtheothergotin

thebackcasuallychatting.Austinchuckled.Alora’s

housewasrobbedindaylight.Sheisgoingtoburst



anditwasgoingtobeahugesetback.Thecar

droveoffandhesatinhiscartillthecarwasfar

goneandhewassuretheywouldn’tturnback.He

pickedhishandkerchieffromthecompartmentand

hefinallygotoutofhiscar.Hewalkedovertothe

houseandopenedthedoorwiththehandkerchief.

Manifhehadn’tshoweduphereontime,they

wouldhavewipedherclean.Hetookpicturesjustin

caseeventhoughhewasnotgoingtotouch

anything.Hewalkedtothebedrooms.Thebedwas

thereandhewalkedout.Hewalkedintotheroom

thathadherstudydeskanditwasstillthere.They

probablywantedtostartwiththemorevaluable

stufflikefridgesandthetelevision.Ifshewasn’t

herewherewasshe?Hewalkedintothebedroom

oncemoreandlookedaround.Everythingseemed

tobeinplace,thewardrobeclosedlikethelasttime

theywerehere.Hetriedcallingheragainbutit

wasn’tgoingthrough.Heshouldwalktohiscarand

waitforhertoswitchonherphoneandforthe

policetocomebeforehecouldleave.Hewalkedout

ofthebedroomandthehouse.Hesettledinhiscar

andhecalledhismother’snurse.



“Hello?Isshestillalseep?”

“YesMrMathews.”

“Okay.Keepcheckingonher.Bye.”Hehungupand

coveredhisface.Wherewasshe?HecalledReba

whoansweredimmediately.

“Hi.I’matherhouseandsheisn’there.Sheisn’t

there?”

“No.Shehasn’tcomebackhome.”

“I’llkepttryingherandifshedoesshowupathome,

letmeknow.”

“Okay.Thankyousomuch.”Rebasaidbyeand

hungupwhileAustinlookedaround.Wherecould

shebe?Hewassosureshewasherebutifshewas,

therobberswouldn’thavegottenintothehouse.

Therewasnosignofakeybeingusedaswell.

Alorawasgoingtothrowafitbutwherewasshe?

Inthedarkcloset,Alorawasstilloutwith

insufficientairinsidetheclosedcloset.Shedidn’t

hearanythingthathappenedandinherdreamsshe



sworeshewaspeacefulandfloating.Peace.

.

.

.

*

*

*

[06/02,19:50] :REBORN

119

Austinsawthepolicevanarriveandhegotoutof

hiscar.Thepolicemangotoutandtheygreeted

eachotherbeforehetoldthemwhathesaw.Hehas

beentryingAlora’sphoneforthepasthourandit

hasn’tbeengoingthrough.IfRebasaysshehasn’t

shownup,maybehewillopenamissingperson’s

casebecausehehadnoideawhereshecouldbe.

Thiswashisonlybetbutitturnedoutshewasn’t



here.

“We’llchecktherestofthehouse.Thankyoufor

yourstatement.”Henoddedandslidhishandsin

hispockets.Maybeheshouldwaittillthepoliceleft

sohecanleavewiththem.Thetwopolicemen

walkedinsidethehouse,theytookouttheirgloves

fromtheirpocketsandstartedgoingthrough

everythinginthehouse.Theywillputatapeonce

theyleavesothatpeoplemustknowthatthishouse

wasunderpoliceinvestigation.Twentyminutes

later,oneofthepolicemencalledAustinover.He

walkedtothedoor.

“Thereissomeoneinthehouse.”Hefrowned.How?

“Maybesheishomelessorhasnowheretogo,we

foundherinthecloset.”Nowthatwasnew.He

followedthepoliceofficertothebedroomandthe

closetdoorwasopen.Thereshewas.Someone

theyhadbeenlookingfor.

“Thankyou.Wehavebeenlookingforher.”

ThepoliceofficerlookedatAustin.

“She’stheownerofthehouse,that’showIknewit



wasbeingrobbed.Therobbersmusthavenot

noticedshewasinhere.”

“Herancestorsareworkingovertime.”Oneofthe

policemensaidandAustincrouchedtopickherup.

Hecheckedherpulseanditwasstillthere.Her

phonewasoffonthefloor.Thepolicemanpickedit

andhandedittohim.

“Sheprobablydoesn’tknowshewasrobbed.”

Austinagreed.Herfacewasswollenandallred.

Hereyeswerepuffy.Hecouldseethatanditwas

toowarm.Aheadachemaybe?

“Letmetakehertothehospitalokay?Letmeknow

howitgoeswiththeinvestigation.”Hewalkedout

withher.

“Sweetheart?Lora?”Hecalledherandkissedher

forehead.Shewasburning.Fuck!Hehadanurseat

home,heshouldtakeherhome.Nowwhathe

wantedtoknowwaswhywassheinaclosetfor

cryingoutloud.Shecouldhavesuffocatedinthere.

Shehadsomuchtoliveforandifhehadn’tbeen

here,shecouldhavesuffocatedtodeath.He



couldn’tloseher.

Heopenedthecarandplacedheratthebackseat.

Hedidn’thaveanextrablanketoranything.She

wasreallyout.Heclosedthedoorandgotinthe

driver’sseat.HedialledReba.

“Hello?”

“Ifoundher.”

“ThankGod!Issheokay?TellherI’msosorryfor

everything,canshespeaktome?”

“Ihavenoideawhyyouareapologisingbutsheis

asleep.Onceshewakesup,I’llhandyouthe

phone.”

“Thankyousomuch.Thankyou.Bye.”Hehungup

andstartedthecar.Hebuckledupandjoinedthe

roadwhileswitchingontheairconditioning.

***



Rebabreathedinasighofrelief.Alorawasokay.

Shecangoeatsomethingorelsehertherapistwill

beonhercaseabouthereatinghabits.Shewasn’t

sureshecouldstomachanythingbutshehadtotry.

Shewalkedoutofherbedroomandthehousewas

soquiet.Shesuckedinabreathandheadedtothe

kitchen.Sheopenedthemicrowaveforherfood

andtookouttheplate.Sheturnedjustasher

motherwalkedinsidethekitchen.Shesaidhiand

quicklywalkedout.

“Rebawait…”Rebapausedinhertracks.

“YouknowIloveAloraright?”Rebathoughtabout

heranswer.Heranswertoleavejustasfastwould

betosayyesbuttodayprovedthathermother

didn’tloveAlora.Shewasdoingherafavour.Her

motherhadnevercalledhertrasheventhoughthe

mediahadsaidthattoher,hermothernevercalled

herungratefuleventhoughsheshouldbehappy

thatshehadbeenamodelandgotopportunities

otherchildrennevergot.

“Irealisedyoudon’t.”



“ItookcareofAlora.”

“Yousaidyoudidn’thaveto.MamaIloveyoubut

thosewordshurteventhoughyoudidn’tsaythem

tomebecauseIknowyouwouldneversaythatto

me.Emoryaskedifyouwouldloseyourtemperon

herlikethat.Motheritisokaytoadmitthatyou

havebeensecretlyhatingAlorabecauseshe

remindedyouofdad’stransgressions,hateis

normal.Peoplehateandtheywon’tdie.Youdidn’t

havetosecretlyhateherandmakeherthinkyou

caredjusttosaythat.I’mnotsurewhyyoutookher

in,youwouldn’tbebreakingyourownheartby

lookingat‘asidechick’s‘child.Iamnotfighting

andIamsorryifIeverpushedyouorseemed

ungrateful.IamgratefulforeveryopportunityIgot

andIamsomethingbecauseofyou.”Rebasucked

inabreathandwalkedout.Hermotherdidn’tlose

hertemperonher.SusanrealisedthatRebawas

sayingtheoppositeofwhatshehadtoldAlora.

ThatAlorawasnothingifnotbecauseofherand

thatshewasungrateful.Shelickedherlipsasher

heartbroke.Shewasangry,shedidn’tmeanthat.



Whycouldn’tanyoneunderstandthat?Tearsfilled

hereyesagainandshewalkedoutofthekitchen.

ShepassedRebaonthewayasshewalkedintothe

bedroom.ShepickedherphoneasThabisoslept.

ShedialledAlora’snumberbutitwasn’tgoing

through.Sheoptedtotext.

‘Alorahi.Canwetalk?IamsorryabouteverythingI

said,Iwasoutofline.IloveyouokayRora?Ilove

yousomuchandIamsorry.’

Sheplacedthephonedownandbithernails.

Peoplesaythingsinangerandtheyapologise

shortlyafterwards.Alorawasasgoodasherown

childandshelovedherlikeherown.Sheknewthat

right?Shesighed.Sheshouldcalmdown.

***

AtAustin’shouse,Alorafinallywokeuphourslater

withsomeonehoveringoverher.Herheadwas



heavyandshebarelyopenedherswolleneyes.She

tookamomenttotrytoadjusttohersurroundings.

Sheknewthisroom.

“She’sawake?”Austin’svoicecameup.Thenurse

noddedandexcusedherselftocheckonaresting

Celine.

Austinpushedtheblanketsbackandgotinside

besidesher.

“Hey,whywereyouinacloset?”Shechuckledbut

herthroatwasdry.Hehadremovedherhairtieand

hepushedherbraidsback.

“LoraI’mhere.”Shedidn’twanttocry.Shewasa

stronggirl.Hewasalreadydealingwithhis

mother’ssickness.

“Babytalktome…”heloweredhisvoiceandheld

herface.Shewasseeinghimthroughtheslitsher

swolleneyesallowedhertosee.Tearsfilledher

eyesandsheshookherhead.

“I’mokay.HowisCeline?”

“Don’tchangesubjectsAlora.Kebualewena.”(I’m



talkingtoyou.)thetearsrolledontheirownaccord.

Herubbedthem.

“Lora…”

“I’mmymother’schild.SheruesthedayIwas

conceived.IknowIhaveasharptongueandeven

thoughIwantedtonotapologise,myconscience

andyouofcoursedidn’tletme.Iapologisedfor

howIspokeoverthephoneyesterday…”hervoice

shookandasobtorethroughherlips.Heheldher.

Hewashereforhere,itwasweirdthatjust

yesterdayshewascomfortinghimandnowhewas

comfortingher.Shewasinthearmsoftheman

wholovedher,theonlypersonwhoshehasn’t

screwedupwithherweirdnessandher

ungratefulnessandherspoilttendencies.Shewas

toomuchforthemandsheunderstoodthem.It

must’vebeenhardtopretendtoloveher,everything

saidinangerisalwaystruebecauseyoudon’thave

tothinkmuchaboutsomethingthathasbeen

dwellinginyourheartandSusanwasoneherofa

pretender.Onehellofagoodactressandshedidn’t

blameher.Shewouldhatehertooifshelivedwitha



reminderofherhusband’sinfidelity.

“Andthenwhathappenedbabe?”

“Shesaidalot.”Sheclosedhereyes.Hermind

replayedeverythingwordforword.Shefound

herselfutteringevertingtoAustinwordforword

justthewayithappened.Shedidn’tevenmissa

wordorstutterassherepeatedSusan’swords.

Austinwatchedherrepeatthatasifitwassome

mantrawithtearsrollingdownhercheek.She

stoppedandbarelyopenedhereyes.

“Iwasahypocrite,youdon’thavetomakepeace.I

hatethatIlovedherinmyown‘weirdway’butshe

hatesme.I’llfindawaytobewithouther.Iknew

thismighthappen.ItwasoverwhatIsaidoverthe

phoneyesterday.Iamhypocrite.Iwon’tmake

peace.Iwillnevermakepeace.Iamnotgoingthere.

It’snotmyhouseandIamtrash,Iamnothing

withoutherandIwouldbebreakingotherpeople’s

marriagesandbirthingbastards.Ispokeof

forgivenessyesterday,Itakeitback.Iamnot

forgivinganything.”Hepulledhertohimasshe

cried.



“Iunderstand.”Hekissedherforeheadashepicked

hertoplaceeheronhislap.Herockedherasshe

cried.

“I’llpaybackeverything.GodIswearI’llpayback

themoneysheusedtotakemetoprivateschools

sinceitwasafavour.GodIwillrepayeverycent

andcalculatehowmuchitistopayforschool.I’ll

repayeverycent.”

“Babyyou’restillhurt.Don’tthink.”

“MyhearthurtsAustin.Ithurtsanditfeelslikeit’s

beingstabbedathousandtimesover.Myeyesare

burning.IthinkI’mburningaliveandnobodysees

thefire.”

“I’mhere.I’msorry.”Hesoothed.

“Gobotlhooookooooo!”Sherubbedherchestand

heplacedhishandthereasshecriedsomemore.

Heblinkedbackhistearsashekissedherhead.

“IknowmywordsshoottokillwhenI’mmad,Ihave

alotofregretsaboutthatbutIneversaidsheisa

shittymother,everyonehasfaults.IneverI-“



“Sweetheartbreath,babybreath…”herchestrose

andfellandheheldherasshecriedwhiletalkingin

betweentears.

“Ineverbotheredanyonewithmyemotions,Ididn’t

wanttobotherthembecausetheydidsomuchfor

meandachildwhodidn’tcrywasokayright?”

“Babyshhh….”

“I-I-“

Shedidn’tsaywhyshewasintheclosetbecause

shealmostsuffocatedtodeath.

“MaybeyousecretlyhatemeandeverythingIam…”

“Idon’t.Icanneverhateyou,youannoymeattimes

butIcanneverhateyouokay?You’remylittlefiery

dreamerandeventhoughyourattitudeshouldhave

pushedmeawayitdidn’t.IloveyouAlora.

Everyday.”

Shecriedintohischestasherubbedherbackinan

attempttosootheher.Shemustbereallyhurt

becauseshewasstraightincryingwithnobreaks

inbetween.Howlonghasshebeentryingnotto



breakandnowshewaslettingouteveryemotion.

“I’mhere.We’llfigureitallout.”Herubbedherback

asshewailed.

“Shecou-“

“Lorabreathbaby.BabyIneedyoutobreath.”He

saidandsheblubbered.Hereyeswerebarelyopen.

“Shecould….shecouldhavereprimandedmein

anotherwayinsteadofwhatshesaid.Whatshedid

wasjustdark…”herubbedherback.

“Ican’thateher…”shecriedmoreandheshushed

her.Shewasexhaustingherself.Hervoicewas

fading.

“Gobotlhokoooo!Peloyameeketeyaema….”

“Sweetheartdon’tspeak.I’llcallthedoctor..”her

criesswallowedhernextwordsasshetouchedher

chest.Wasshehavingaheartattack?Wasita

panicattack?Shehopednotbutithurtsobadand

herbreathingwasnolongerit.Hepickedhisphone

andcalledhisdriver.

“Hi.Canyoucomehereassoonaspossible?Thank



you.”Hehungupandwatchedhergaspforherair

amidtears.

.
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Austinsatdownasthedoctorassessedher.She

wasokay.Oncethedoctorwalkedouthesmiled.

“Youscaredmeforasecond.”Shetriedsmiling

withclosedeyelids.

“Istillh-havealotIneedtosay.”

“You’regoingtoraiseyourbloodpressure.Ijust



needyoutosleep.”

“AndfunnythingisthatwastheonlytimeIwas

rudean-“

“Alora…”sheshutupandbreathedout.Sheisover

itnow,it’sinthepastandithasnopowertohurt

herbecauseshecriedoverit.

“I’mtakingyouhomeandyouaregoingtosleep.’

Shedidn’targueandshekeptquiet.Shecouldn’t

seenow.Hereyescouldn’tevenopenandshewas

tired.Shewantedtosleep.She’llbeokay.Sheisa

stronggirl.Shebreathedout.Austinheldhercheek.

“Areyoueyesthatheavy?”Shenoddedandhe

chuckled.

“Watshosa!”(you’rescary)sheshookherhead.

“I’mokay.”

“You’renot.Ifanythingbothersyouspeakup.”

“Idon’tthinkanythingwillbebotheringme..”he

raisedaneyebrowthenrememberedshecan’tsee

him.

“DoyouthinkI’llbeokaybyMonday?”Sheasked



himandhechuckledathowquicklyshewantedto

dismisseverythingthathappened.

“Wecanonlyhope.”Shesighed.Maybeby

tomorrowtheswellingwouldhavegonedown.

She’llforcetherestoftheprocesswithiceallover

herface.Sheruinedhisbirthdayalreadywithher

issues.Shesighed.Theonlytimeshewas

defensiveagainstherandallofherparents’sinsfell

onher.She’lldealwiththecardsshehasbeendealt

with.Lifegoesonandshehascompanytobe

buildingfromthegroundup.

“Inolongerwanttogothere.”

Shesaidasherubbedherhand.

“ItwasaclearindicationthatIamnotwelcomeand

Idon’tbotherpeople.”

“Yourstuff…”

“Shedidn’twantmetotakeit,where’smylaptop?”

“Ihadmydriversenditback.”Shesqueezedhis

handandshechuckled.

“I’llg-“



“No.IbackedmystuffonmyiCloud.I’llseewhatto

do.”

“Aloray-“

“I’mclosingthepast.Thechapterisdeadandgone

now.Icriedoveritandmourneditandlookatmeat

thehospitalwithswolleneyes.I’mokayanddone.”

“Alorayouloveyourfamilyan-“

“Andsomewordscan’tbetakenback.Mythroatis

dry.Kopametsi.”Hehandedheraglassofwater

andwhenshewasdoneshehandeditbacktohim.

“I’mlettinggo.I’mnotgoingbackthere.”

“Whatifsheapologises?”

“ThenIcanforgiveherandthatdoesn’tmeanIlet

herbackintomylife.AustinwhatIsaidoverthe

phonewasn’tenoughtowarrantthosewords.I

sweartoGodandmaybesheisjustifiedandit’s

okay.I’mokayiftheonlymistakeIdidbringsback

alltheseissuesthathurtmeeventhoughIwill

neveradmitthatithurtme.”

“YouhavesiblingsAlora.”



“I’llseethemonoccasionandanywherethat’snot

herhouse.I’malmost24I’llbeokay.Ifthesewords

hadbeensaidtomeattenIwouldhaveleftstill.I

knowitwould’vehavebeenaharshworldforme

butitwouldhavebeenbetterlivingwithpeoplewho

didn’thidetheirhatethanwithsomeonewhohidit

foryearsandwaswaitingforoneslightmistaketo

takeitonyou.pandshowyouhertruecolours.I

feellikeablindpersontlhe!Yourmothernever

pretendedtoloveyousoitwaseasierinawaythan

someonewhopretendedtoloveyouandthenit

turnsouttheyhatedyou.”

“IhatethatIhearyourpoint.”

“Sothatisthat.I’llbeokay.Whatshesaidwasn’t

anythingnew,gatwethereisnothingnewunderthe

sun.IthinkinEcclesiastesitsaysthat.”

“AreyouquotingtheBible?”

Sheshrugged.

“Ishouldn’tbeafraidofdoingitonmyownnow.I’ll

befine.Thefutureisbright.Hasbeenandalways

willbe,regardlessofwhathappens.”Hekissedher



forehead.

“IfyoudodecidetoforgiveI’llbehere.”

“You’realwayshere.Iloveyouokay?”

“Iloveyoumyfierydreamer.”

Hekissedheragainandshepushedhimback.

“We’reinahospital.”Hechuckled.

“Whydidyoucloseyourselfinthecloset?”She

wentquiet.

“ItwaswhereIcouldcrywithoutanyoneusingitas

aweaknessorseeingmehurtormypain.Noone

walksintoclosets.Myconceptiononit’sownis

somethingthathurtsmedayinandoutandIdidn’t

needanyoneseeingmyweaknesses.”

“Forhowlong?”

“Foryears.ForaslongasIcouldrememberafterI

wasridiculedforwhatmymotherdid.”Hekissed

herhand.

“Youalmostsuffocatedinthecloset.”Shesighed.It

hadbeensopeacefulinthere.Shefeltlikeshewas



floatingandshewantedthatfeelingagain.

“I’llbeokay.”

“Yoursisterwantedtotalktoyou..”

“I’llcallhertomorrow.I’lldothattomorrow.Let’sgo

homeyeah?”Hehelpedheroffthebedandpulled

herintohim.

“Areyousureyou’reokay?”

“I’mokay.Ipurgeditout.I’mokay.I’mokay.I’ma

stronggirl.Icanonlybebrokenforashortwhilebut

oncethesunrisesIhavetorisewithitandtakeon

newchallengesyeah?”

“Thereisstillalotyouneedtoknow.”

“IamsureIdon’tlikeitbutgoaheadandannoyme

Austin.”Helaughedandshesmiledastheywalked

outofthehospitalroom.

.

.

.

*



*

*
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Alorapushedherhairbacktryingtoconcentrateon

herfilesbutshewasfeelingsleepy.Itmiddayand

shehadpaperstopushthrough,contractstogo

overbeforehandingthemtothelawyer.She

yawnedandleanedbackonthechair.Shepicked

herphoneanddialledReba.

“HeyReba,howdidyourappointmentwiththe

doctorgo?It’snotcancerousright?”Shewaited.

Rebamentionedthatthedoctorsaidshehad

ovariancystsandtheyweregoingtoobserveitin

thenexttwomonthsorsohowtheyprogressed.To

seeiftheygrew,gaveherproblemsandallthat

medicalvocabularyshedidn’tlike.



“Rebasaysomething.You’rescaringme.”

“Dingding!Nope.ButIwillhavetogothrough

surgerytoremovethecystsbuttheyaren’t

cancerous.Besidesthecystsareononeovarysoit

won’truinallofmychancesofhavingkidswell

minustheinfertilitythatcomeswithaneating

disorderbutthereisstillhope.”

“Youwantkidsthatbad?”

“Ido.Istillhavehope.”

“Ok.Ihopeitworksout,Ireallydobutifitdoesn’t

whichI’msureitwon’tcometothat,youcanborrow

mywomb.”

Rebapaused.

“Waitwhat?”

“Idon’twantkidsandthechildI’llbebirthingwon’t

bedisturbingmeonceit’soutbutIcanbeyour

surrogate.Maybeitwillhappenafteryearsbut

you’llhavethatoptionopenwithme.”

“Areyousure?”

“HundredpercentsurebutasIsaiditmighthappen



afteryearsandthetimeyoudodecidetotryfor

childyoumightfallpregnantonyourfirsttrybut

yeah.I’ldiscussitwithAustinthough.”

“Youwoulddothatforme?”

“Yes.Nowenoughaboutthat,areyouokay?”

“Youareseriouslynotsteppingfoothere?”

“Rebawetalkedaboutthis.Idon’twanttodiscuss

that.Nexttopicplease..”sheyawned.

“I’mboringyou?”

“No.Keaotsela.”(I’msleepy.)

“You’reoverworkingyourself.”

“Ihaveayeartogetthingsdone.Ihavenochoice.”

“I’llseeyoutomorrowbutrest.”

“Bye.”Alorahungupandyawnedintoherhand.

Anothercupofcoffee?

***



RebathoughtaboutwhatVioletsaid.BothAlora

andhermotherneedhelp.Shewasrightaboutthat

butVioletmentionedsomethingthathadReba

thinking.ShesaidAloramust’vealwaysanticipated

suchhenceshewasn’tattachedwhileSusan

wantedAloratobeattachedtoshowthatshe

acceptedthelovewhichwastwodifferentactions

thatwereheadinginthewrongdirection.Shecould

gowiththatbutstillwhathermothersaidwas

uncalledforbutshewasstillhermotherandshe

lovedher.Shedidn’thavetheoptionofleaving

whenSusanpaidhertherapyfeesandeverything,

besidesshehadneverlashedoutonherthatway.

Shesighedasshegotoffthebedandheadedtoher

desk.Shehadanaccountingtestcomingupand

shewantedtoaceit.

***

AloraheadedtoCeline’sroomwithacupofcoffee

inherhand.Celinewasawakeandshesatonthe

chairnexttothebed.



“Hello.”Celinelookedather.Shewaswaitingfor

Aloratosayadarkjokebeforeshestarted

wheezing.Shelikedherjokeseventhoughthey

madehertummyhurt.

AloralookedathercoffeemugthenatCeline.She

hadlostweightinlessthantwomonthsbutshe

wasaliveandwasinamuchbetterspacewith

Austin.Theyhadmemories,shewasjustthe

cameraladyastheymadememoriestogether.

“Wh-whatisit?”

“I’mjustthinking.Anyway,you’realmostan

ancestornow.”CelinewheezedandAlorasipped

hercoffee,thiswasthebreaksheneededbefore

delvingintoworkagain.Tomorrowwasabusyand

longday,shehadtocheckthelabsandthe

constructionworkers.

“Youdon’thavetoreply.Saveyourenergy.”

“A-Alorahowareyou?”Thatquestioncaughtheroff

guard.Howwasshe?Shewasalive,chasingher

dreams,learningtolivelifewithoutherfamilyand

lovingeverymomentshespentwithAustin.She



didn’thavetobesorryfordoingitonherown.She

didn’thavetogohome,timewon’tchangehermind

andshewon’tbehurtbyheranymoreaslongas

sheletshergo.

“I’mnavigatingmytwenties.I’mokayCeline.Now

rest,Ihaveworktodo.”Shestoodwithaplainface

asCelinesmiledatherandAlorawavedherhand,

notsmilingbackassheheldthecoffeemug.

***

ZaraandMooketsiputtheirbagsatthebootas

Zarasmiled.Shewasnervous.Nooneknewshe

wasHades’sisterandRebahadmentionedin

passingthathewascomingbacktomorrow.Well

Zaracalledfirstsoyeah.

“You’retellinghimwhenhecomesback?”

“ThelongerIprolongittheharderitwillbetotell

him.IhaveknownaboutitforawhilenowsoIhave

totellhim.”



“We’lllet’sgetgoing.We’llstopalongthewayfor

food.”

“AndImissyourfamilysometimes.”Mooketsi

chuckled.

“Allofthem?”

“Rebamostly.Sheisolderthanmebutsheisjust

sunshine.Bestsister-in-laweverthatone.Maybe

it’sbecauseshetellsmeaboutmybrother

unknowinglybutyes.”

“Wellwewillbebackatmymother’shouseinApril

forEasterholidaysanddidItellyouaroundMay

AloraisgraduatingfromPrincetonUniversity?”

“Yoh!Sohowdoesitwork?Everyoneisgoingto

America?”

“Thatwastheplanwhenshementionedherresults

secondweekofJanuary.Butwe’lldiscussit

further.”

“Nowweshouldreallygo.”

***



Austinlookedattheframedpictureonhisdesk,her

hairwasinherfaceandshelookedsoirritatedas

hesnappedthepicture.Adoorknocksoundedon

hisdoor.HisPAopenedthedoorandstoodthere.

“AfternoonMrMathews,thereisaladyherewho

wantstoseeyouaboutAlora.”Sheturnedback

thenfacehimafterconfirming.

“Letherin.”Susanwalkedinandsatdownonthe

chairasAustinleanedback.

“Goodafternoon.”Susangreetedhimbackasshe

placedherbagdownthenlookedaroundtheoffice.

Shebreathedinandshewassurethisyoung

gentlemanwouldunderstandherpointofview.

“ThereasonI’mhereisbecauseofAlora.”Austin

nodded.HegotthatpartfromhisPA.

“Alorahasn’tbeenhomeforthepasttwomonths

andI-Iapologisedandshesaidokaybeforeshe

blockedme.”

“Aloramakesupherownmind.Icanneverforce



hertodoanything.”

“Sheneedsfamily.Wearetheonlyfamilyshegrew

upwith,weallmakemistakesandsometimeswe

fightbutthatdoesn’tmeanwedon’tloveherany

less.”Austinkeptsilent.Alorahadrepeatedafew

wordsthathurther,thatgirlwasnotaliarandifshe

waslyinghewouldhaveknown.Shehadnoreason

tolieandcrylikethat.

“Isee.ThereisnothingIcando,itisuptoher.”

Susanbreathedout.

“Can’tyouatleastbreakupwithherthen?Just

temporarilysoshecangobackhome?”Tosayhe

wasshockedwasanunderstatement.

“Iwouldhavetosayno.I’mnotgoingto

intentionallyhurtAlora.Shehasalotonherplate

andshedoesn’tneedstressandpainaddedto

that.”

“Please!Itwon’tbefortoolong.”

“Trytalkingtoher.Wordscannotbetakenbackbut

tryandwhatshedecidesonwillbeonher.”Susan

sighed.Shesaidthewrongthingsatthewrongtime.



Sheevenstartedseeingashrinkamonthago,she

wastrying.Alorahadtomeetherhalfway.

“Okay.Thankyou.”ShestoodupandAustin

straightenedup.Hewatchedherleavehisoffice

thencontinuedwithwork.Susanturnedback.

“Wheredoesshelive?”Sheasked.Hegaveherhis

homeaddressandSusannoddedbeforeshe

walkedout.Heleanedback.

.

.

.
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Alorayawned.Coffeewasnotworkingatall.Her

stomachgrumbledandsheplacedherheadona

file.

“GoodGod.Ican’tcook..”shewantedtocrynow.

Whenwashecominghome?Shewashungryand

sleepyandshecan’tcook.We’rethereanyleftovers

inthefridge?Lastnighthementionedmakingmore

foodthanusualbecauseshehadstartedeating

more.Sheblameditonherworkethic.Longhours

meantmorefoodbutlonghourswereuselesswhen

shewassleepy.Shepickedupherphonetocall

him.Itwaslunchtime.

“Hello.”

“Hi.Onyourwayhome,buybio-plus.”

“Stillfatigued?”

“I’monmythirdcupofcoffeeandit’snothelping.”

“Isee.”

“Seewhat?”

“Nothing.”Sherolledhereyes.

“Wh-forgetit.”



“Kante?”

“Sleep,maybeitwillbebetter.”

“IhavebeensleepingallweekandIhavetoget

thingsdone.Buyanenergydrinkaswellbecause

sleepyornotIhavetopush.”

“Sleep,you’reexhaustingyourselffurther.”

“No.GoodbyeRobert.”Shehungupandshewalked

outofhisstudyforthesecondtimethatday.She

pushedherhairback.Whycan’tshewakeup

feelingrefreshedlikealways.Whatwaswrongwith

her?Shepassedbythepatient’sroomandthe

nursewassittingbyhersidepagingamagazine.

Thenurselookedupandsmiled.Shewasalready

usedtoAlorawhojustwavedbackbutdidn’tsmile

back.Thenursechuckled.Shehasnevermeta

grumpywomanbefore.Itwasweird.

Shewalkedinsidethekitchenandsheopenedthe

fridge.Leftovers.Hewassuchagoodman.She

tookoutthreeTupperwares.Sheopenedthemall

andshewalkedtothecabinetforaplate.She



starteddishingthemacaroniandcheesefirstthen

thechickenwingsandthatsteak.Hewasagood

manthat’sforsure.Sheputtheplateinthe

microwaveandshewashedtheTupperwares.The

microwavedingedandshetookoutherplate.She

walkedtotheloungewithaforkandtheplate.Her

stomachgrumbledmoreandsherolledhereyes.

Sheisabouttoeatforcryingoutloud.

Shehadthefirstforkfulandshewantedwine.

Pastaandwinewentwelltogether.Butshedoesn’t

daydrinkandit’saworkweek.Shehasethics.

She’llseethewineonSaturdaythen.Theintercom

rangandshegroaned.Shewenttothedoorto

pressthebuttonsthenshesatdowntocontinueher

meal.Sheshouldbedoneintwentyminutestops

thenworkagain.Thedoorknockfinallycameand

shewalkedtothedoortoopenit.Hereyeswidened

afractionasshesawSusanstandingthere.Alora

suckedinabreath.Lessonsincommoncourtesy

101asAustinhadputitdaysafterthesecurityguy

incident.

“Hi.CanIhelpyou?”Sheforcedherselftokeepher



voiceeven.Shewasstayingawayfromher,she

shouldbehappythattheungratefullittletwatisnot

inherhomeandsheshouldn’tevenbehere.

“Canwetalk?”Alorarubbedhertemples.Shedidn’t

needthis.Godshedidn’tneedthisrightnow.

Nothingcanundothosewordssaid.Nothing.

“Ihavenothingtosaybut-“shepaused.Everything

shesaidwillbedisrespectfulsoshemightaswell

sayit.

“Butgoahead.”Susanclaspedherhandsasshe

lookedatAlora.Shelookedlikeshegainedakiloor

twothesepastfewmonthsandshewashappy.

Withoutfamily.Aloraopenedthedoorwider,a

courtesyshehadn’tbeenshownwhenshecameto

apologiseandsheallowedhertocomeinside.She

hopedwhatevershecametosaydidn’ttainther

memoriesofthisplace,shedidn’twantthat.Susan

satdownandshesawtheplateonthetable.That’s

anawfulamountoffoodbutshewasn’therefor

that.

“Howareyoudoing?”



“Happy.”SherepliedinonewordandSusansighed.

“Icametoapologise.YoublockedmeandIrealised

thatwhatIsaidwaswrongandoutofline.”

“Okay.”

“I’mtryingAlora.”

“Great.I’malsogettingmylifetogethersowhereis

theissuehere?”

“WhatIsaidwaswrong.”

“Youestablishedthat.Iacceptyourapology.”

Susansmiled.

“Really?You’regoingtocomebackhome?”

“No.I’mnotgoingthere.I’llstayhereorwhereverI

moveto‘ifhebreaksmyheart’becauseIdon’twant

tobecalledtrash,Idon’twanttobirthlittlebastards

nordoIwanttobotheranyonewithmyweird

tendencies.ButI’msorryforthewayIspokeover

thephoneeventhoughyouneveracceptedthat

apologyaswellbutI’msorryokay?Thankyoufor

takingasidechick’schildandmakingher

somethingsoshedoesn’tbirthlittlebastardsand



ruinotherpeople’smarriages.Thankyoufortaking

metoprivateschoolsandIwillrepaythemoney

usedaswellandaddextra.Thankyoufortheroof

overmyheadeventhoughyoucouldhavetakenme

totheorphanageandthankyousomuchfortaking

intrashthatpeoplewarnedyouagainst.Iamsorry

youhadtogothroughthepainsofraisingachild

hermotherneverlovedenoughtostay,thankyou

fortoleratingmeaswell.Isurewasahandfultoget

suchamouthful.Thankyou.”Sheendedthatwith

anevenvoiceandshedidn’tdiverthereyesfrom

Susan’sasshelookeddown.

“Ididn’tmeanthat.”Susanwhispered.Shefinally

lookedupandAlorawaslookingather,thefirein

hereyesgoneandreplacedonlybystone.

“Okay.ButI’llneverforgetthat.Iunderstoodthe

apologyandIacceptitbutIfoundwaytobe

withoutyou.Youmeanteverywordandasmuchas

youwouldhavereprimandedmeinabetterway,

youshowedmehowyouneverlovedmeandthat’s

okay.Itstilldoesn’tchangemyperceptiononlove,

justthatIknowpeoplearegoodpretenders.IhopeI



amnotoversteppingtheline,Iwouldn’twanttobe

callednamesyetagain.”

“Alora…”

“Arewedone?Ihaveworktogetthrough.”Susan

lookedather.Therewasnowayforhertoconvince

hershewassorrywasthere?Shelovedher.She

andoneoutburstandsheletthepastpainoverrule

her.Shedidn’thateAloraatall.Alorawasjusther

andit’snotlikeshewantedhertochangeherself.

Shelovedher.

“Ihopeonedayyoufinditinyourhearttotruly

forgiveme.Icanonlyhope.Andyoulookbeautiful.”

Susansaidasshestoodup,herheartbeingheavier

witheverymovement.

“Toforgivedoesn’tmeanyougobacktowhathurt

you.Itdoesn’tmeanthatyouhavetoletyourselfbe

hurt.Toforgivemeansyoulovefromadistance

becauseit’ssafer.ThankyouandIhopeyouhavea

goodlifeaswell.”SusanwalkedoutandAlora

walkedherout.Susanlookedatheronetime.She

sworeshesawtearsgleaminginAlora’seyesand



shedidn’tblinkthetearsaway.Shereallyhurther

thateverythingshesaidoverruledeverythingthey

hadbeenbuildingforalmostherwholelife.

“AloraIamreallysorry.Ireallyam.”

“Iamsorryithadtocometothisbutitiswhatitis,

goodbye.”SheclosedthedoorandAlorarubbedher

eyes.Shesuckedinadeepbreath.Shewasokay.

Thepastwaspast.

.

.
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Onceagainasthehourstickedby,Rebawasa

wholeballofenergy.Hadeswasfinallycoming

backandshedidn’thavetomisshimlikeshedid.

Justafewmorehours.Unfortunatelyshewasn’t

goingtopickhimupbutshewasgoingtospend

theafternoonwithhim.Shehopedhestillwanted

anddidn’tthinkshewastoxicoranythinglikethat.

Shewasalsogettinghelp,theyweren’tgoingto

enableeachotherintothehabitsthatdestroyed

them.Shesuckedinadeepbreathandloggedout

ofherfakeFacebookaccount.Shedecidedto

reactivateherrealsocialmediaaccount.It’sbeen

morethansixmonthsofhernotusingthataccount.

Ifshewasgoingtobethefaceofabrand,shehad

todoit.Shewasn’tgoingtoletherpastbreakher,it

wasasmallstepbuttheoneintherightdirection.

ShereactivatedthatoneaswellasherInstagram

andTwitteraccounts.Shestarteddeletingpictures

ofherpast,modelingbrokeherandshewantedno

reminderofthat.Shedeletedallthepicturesfrom

hermodelingcareerfromallheraccountsandshe

breathedin.Shewentthroughhercamerarollto

scrollthroughherpicturesthepastfewmonths.



Shesmiled,shewasgoingtobeokay.Theycouldn’t

touchheranymore,theyweren’tgoingtoputtheir

handsalloverher,theirwordswon’tbelikebullets

shottoherchest.Shepickedtheonewhereshe

wastakingawalkwithAloraandhadhertaking

sunsetpicturesofher.Shehadlovedthemand

Alorahadgrumbledasshetookthosepictures.She

pickedthatoneandupdatedherprofilepictureson

allhersocialmediaplatforms.Sheplacedher

phonedown.Shewasgoingtofilterallthenegative

commentsiftheyfloodedherFacebookcomment

section.

***

Austinwalkedinsidethehouseandhefoundher

fastasleeponthecouch.Heremptyplateonthe

tableandheplacedhiscasedownashepickedher

uptotakeherupstairstotheirbedroom.She

murmuredsomethinginhersleepandheshookhis

head.Couldhissuspicionsbecorrect?Wellhehad

beenaskinghimselfthatforthepastweek.Ifso,

shewasgoingtoclawhiseyesoutforsure.For



nowheplacedheronthebedandcoveredherwith

thefleece,incaseshewascold.Heloosedher

foreheadandwalkedout.Hemadehisway

downstairstohismother’sroom.Itwassurprising

howmuchthingshadchangedbetweentheminthe

lasttwomonths.Shewouldsitthereandthey

wouldn’ttalkaboutbusinessandhetriedopening

upalittle.Itwasby‘fate’asAlorasaidthatCeline

wasstillalive.Theywereholdingonbythethread

becauseshemightdepartanymomentfromnow.

Hefoundherawakeandthenursefixingherpillow

withtheplateofsoftporridgeonthebedsidetable.

Hegreetedherandaskedhertoexcusethem.

CelinesmiledabitasAustinremovedhisjacketand

rolleduphissleeves.

“Himother.Howwasyourday?”Shelookedathim.

Itwasthesame.Shewasstillstuckinthisbedand

couldn’tgoanyway.Alorahadpassedbyandwent.

Shewasweakbuthermindwassharpenoughto

noticethechangesinAlorabutshedidn’tsay

anythingincaseitturnedouttobejustyourregular

weightgain.



Austinsatbythecornerandpickedtheplateof

porridge.

“Afterthis,awalkwouldbegood?”Shenoddedas

hestirredtheporridgeandshewasgrateful.She

hadlimitedtimebutthelasttwomonthswere

memorable.Somethingshewillrememberasa

ghostoranancestor.

“Th-thankyou.”Hesmiledashefedherandshe

hadafewspoonfulsbeforeshedecidedshewas

full.Austinsighedandplacedtheplatedown.He

wasgoingtowalkheraroundwiththedripstill

attached.Hedidthatonceaweekandshewas

gratefultoevenseetheoutside.Austingotthe

wheelchairandhemadesureitwasokay.Austin

helpedheroffthebedandplacedheronthe

wheelchair.Hefixedthedrip.

“Comfortable?”

Shenoddedandhepusheditthenpauses.Hiseyes

landingonthepaperstuckonthedoor.Hedidn’t

noticeitwhenhewalkedin.

“What’sthat?”



“Abu-bucketlist.”Hemovedclosertobeableto

readthelist.

‘Celine’sbucketlist

1.Getflowers.

2.Gotoafunamusementpark

3.climbamountain.

4.Grandchild

5.Myonlysonisfinallyhappy.’

Hepausedandstuckonpointnumber4.He

breathedout.

“It-itdoesn’thavetocom-cometrue.IaskedGaoto

wr-writeitforme.”Hefacedher.

“We’llstartwithnumber1andwhenyoufeel

strongerevenifit’sforanhourwecangotoLion’s

park,youcan’ttraveloutsidethecountry.Thenicest

amusemeparksareinAmerica.”Celine’seyes

welledwithtears.Sheextendedherbonyhandto



tryandtouchhisfaceandhesmiledtakingitinhis.

“Nowweshouldgetgoingbeforeitgetslate.”He

pushedheroutoftheroom.

Tenminuteslateroncehewaspushingher

wheelchairalongthestreettheylivedin,she

coughed.

“Ithinkit’sti-“

“Istillwanttobeoutside.I’mokkkay.”Henodded

andcontinuedwiththeirwalk.

“Issh-shepregnant?”Austinlickedhislips.

“Idon’tknowmother.Ican’tsayI’msureandIdon’t

knowhowshewillreact.Shedidn’twantkidsand

shehasn’tchangedhermindaboutthat.”Hewasn’t

evensurewhenithappenedbecausetheyhave

beensafethesepasttwomonthsusingcondoms

andshewasalreadyonthepill.Ofcoursehe

wantedkidsbutifshedidn’twantkidshehadto

respectthat.

“Ifsheis,wouldshea-abort?”Heswallowed.Maybe.



Alorahadn’topenedherhearttohavingkids.He

can’tlieandsayshewouldn’t.Shewouldandshe

candojustthat.

“Shewouldmother.”Celinelookeddownonthe

roadashepushedthewheelchair.Alorawas

wonderfulbutshewould?EvenCelineherself

wasn’tcruellikethattokillafoetus.Theother

heartbreaksheforcedherselftomoveonformwas

whenshegavebirthtoastillbornchild.Hoursof

pushingonlyforthechildtobedeadonbirth.She

breathedout.Thatwasthefinalnailtohermarriage,

thedeadchild.Hermarriagewasalreadydeadbut

thatburieditsixfeetunder.Itboileddowntoher

workingherselftillthelastminuteofherpregnancy

andhowitwasherfaultthatthechilddied.She

shookherhead.

“It’sherchoice.Ourrelationshipdealbreakerisn’t

kids.Itwouldhurtlikeamotherf*ckerbutIgotthick

skinandIwouldeventuallymoveonfromit.”Now

hewasprayingshewasn’tpregnantjustsoshe

doesn’tdecidetoabort.Alothashappenedandshe

mightdecideachildshedidn’twantorplanforwas



anobstacle.Alorawasherownwomanandatthe

endofthedayshemadeherowndecisions.He

knewthatandthatwasaqualityheloveabouther

evenifitmightcomebacktobitehiminthe*ssif

sheispregnantandkillsthechild.Theirwalkwas

silentfromthereon.

.
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Alorawokeuptothesoundoftheshower.She

pushedherselfbackasayawnescapedherlips.

Shewasjusttakinganap,shewasn'tmeantto



sleepaslongasshedid.Herphonewasn'tnextto

thebedside.Shepushedtheblanketsoffand

yawnedasshemadethebedagain.Sheshoukdeat

andcontinuewithwork.Sheheadedtothe

bathroomandstoodbythedoor.Theshowerdoor

wassteamingandshewastemptedtotakeabath.

Sheshouldbutshefoughtagainstthat.

"Hi."

"Heysweetheart,youcanjoinmeifyouwant."

"I'llpass.Didyoubringthebio-plusandenergy

drink?"

"Itslippedmymind."Sheshookherheadand

steppedinsidethebathroomtostopbytheshower

door.

"NothingslipsyourmindRobert.Youdidn'twantto

buyit.Isthatit?Keengneosabue?"(whydidn't

youtellme?)Heclosedoffthewaterandopened

thedoor,thesteamhitherinthefaceandshe

steppedback.

"Alora..."



"Ae!Youcouldhavetoldmeyoudidn'twanttosoI

canbuythoseitemsmyself.ButIfiguredgoresince

youpassbytowneveryday,you'llbuythemonyour

wayhome."Shefoldedherarmsandhuffed.His

nakedbodygleamingwithwaterdropsandfairly

sculptedbyworkingoutingymshouldn'tdistract

her,shesawthisbodyalmosteverynightandit

wasalwaysontopofher,behindherandinsideof

her.

"Ididn'twanttobuythosethen."

"Itwassimpleasthat.Whydidn'tyoubuythem

then?"Shepushedherunrulyhairback,sheshould

straightenitinthemorningbeforeheadingout.

"Youalreadyconsumedtoomuchcaffeineforthe

dayAlora."

"Mycaffeineintakehasneverbeenaproblem."She

raisedaneyebrow.Hegotoutoftheshowerand

shesteppedback.Hechuckledandpickedhis

towel,wrappingitaroundhiswaist.

"I'mnotgoingtobite."

"YouwanttodistractmeandIwon'tletyou."



"I'mdistracting?"Hegrinnedinthategotisticway.

"GetoffyourhighhorseRobert."Sherolledhereyes.

"What'swrongwithmycaffeineintake?"

"Haveyouseenadoctorrecently?"

"I'mfineRobert.Igotmypillsafewweeksago.Why

wouldIneedadoctorwhenI'mnotsick?"He

stalkedcloserandshemovedbacktillherbackhit

thewallandhetrappedherthere.

"Seeadoctorfirstthenwe'llhavenoreasonto

argueaboutyourcaffeineintake."

"Robertyou'renotm-"heliftedherchinbeforeshe

couldsayanything.

"Alora."Sheshutup.

"Beagoodgirlandthisoncedoasyou'retold.I

don'twanttoarguewithyousweetheart.Takea

showerandI'llmakesoemthingforyoutoeat.Don't

overworkyourself.Ifyouwanttosleepjustsleep."

Hedroppedherchinandwalkedoutasshe

releasedthebreathshehadbeenholdingin.



***

SusanknockedonReba'sbedroomdoor.

"Comein."Rebalookedupfromherlaptopasher

motherwalkedin.

"HiReba.Icomeinpeace."Shesaid.Rebalookedat

her,shelookeddefeatedasshesatbythecornerof

herbed.Rebaclosedherlaptoptolisten.

"AmIthatintolerable?"ShesawRebasuckina

breath.Thatwasenoughtoanswerher.

"WhatIsaywon'tbeusedagainstme?"Susan

shookherhead.

"You'renot.Ju-justthatyouoverreactand

sometimessaythewrongthingsthatkindofhurt

andseemdiscouraging."Susannodded.

"Isthatwhyyouareallalienatingyourselvesfrom

me?"Rebahatedtoadmititbutshenodded.Susan

breathedinandout.Okay.Shecantry.

"WhatIsaidreallypushedyoursisteraway?"



"Idon'tknowtheextentofherhurtbutthewords

wereprettyhurtfulnotto.Mamawedidn'tknow

youcansaythattoher,youneversaidanyofthat

tomybrothersandInomatterwhathedid.Iamnot

takingsidesbutyourwordshurt."Susannodded

again.

"Ididn'tmeanthat.Ireallyloveallofyouguys

equally."Rebanodded.Skepticalaboutthatequally.

MooketsigotawaywithalotofstuffandBokamoso

couldneverdoanywronginhermother'seyesbut

okay.

"Youdon'tbelieveme?"

"I'llhaveto."

"I-Igaveherspace.Ireallydidn'tmeantohurther."

"Eemma."

"Mooketsiandhiswifewillbehereinanhour."

"That'sapleasantsurprise."

"Yeah.Youcancontinuewhatyouqeredoing."She

stoodupandwalkedtothedoorandturned.

"Thankyouforyourhonesty."Rebanodded.Should



shetellher?

"Momwait..."

Susanpaused.

"HadesiscomingoutifrehabtomorrowandI'm

goingtoseehim."Susanbreathedinandsheheld

backfromtellingRebashehadbeendoinggood

withoutthatboy.ShehadthoughtHadeswasgood

forRebabuteversincethedrugaddictionsagaand

Hadesalcoholaddiction,shehadthenestablished

hewasabadinfluence.WhywouldRebatakedrugs?

Rebawasahappychildandithadbeenoutofher

charactertotakedrugs.Thatdinnershehadonly

toleratedhimbecauseherhusbandhadaskedher,

otherwisehewouldn'thavebeentheretobeginwith.

"Don'tyouthinkit'stoosoon?Youaredoingsowell

withouthimandhimbeingheremighttakeyou

backtodrugs."Rebasuckedinabreath.Whydid

sheeventry?

"Heisn'tthereasonItakedrugsandIlovehim."

Susanshookherhead.

"You'reanadultbutdoyouthinkonceheissober



hewillstillloveyou?Youguysgrewuptogetherbut

sometimesitisforthebestforyoutomoveon."

"Ilovehim!"

"Maybeitwasadependencyonhimandnotlove.It

istoosoon.Idon'twantyoutorelapse.RebaIcare

aboutyou,Iloveyouandsometimessomepeople

arenotgoodforyou."

Rebadidn'twanttofight.Shejustnoddedand

Susansmiled.

"Byenow."ShewalkedoutandRebapushedher

locsback.Evenafterallthesemonthshermother

thoughtthesamething.Wow!Shetookouther

phonewantingtotextAlorabuthermotherand

Alorawherenotongoodterms.SinceZarawas

comingback,cantheysaytheyaregoingoutfor

lunchsoshecanseeHades?Shewantedtosee

him.

Inthebedroom,Susanwalkedinside.Hermarriage

hadtookadrasticturneversincetheincidentwith

Alora.



"Imanagedtoapologisetoher,shestilldoesn't

wanttocomehome."

"Okay."HerepliedandSusansighed.

"AmIboringyou?"

"It'salwaysthesamethingwithyouSusan.Nothing

differentsothereisnothingIcansay."

"I'mtrying.I'mseeingatherapisttodealwith

everythingthathadhappened.I'mreallytrying.

Rebatoldmewhytheydon'tshareanythingwith

me,I'mtrying."

"Tryingisnotjustinwords,it'sactions."

"ShetoldmeHadesiscomingouttomorrowand

shewantedtoseehim.Imanagedtoconvinceher

nottowithoutfightingandsheagreed.Thatis

effort."

"Sheloveshimandsheagreedbecauseshedidn't

wanttofight.Lethergetheartbrokenandfindnew

loveifshewants.It'snoteasytojustdowhatyou

askedherto."

"Heisnotgoodforher.Rehabilitatedornot."



"Andyou'renotReba.Shecanmakeherown

decisions."

"Atsomepointshelostthatrightwhenshetook

drugs.Ijustwantwhat'sbestformykids.It'snot

thathard."

"Andinwantingbestyoukeeopushingthemaway,

youhavenoproofheisnotgoodforher.Shenever

tolduswhyshediddrugsevensixmonthslater,

sheisalmost26andsheisanadult.Anaddiction

doesn'tdefineherandtakeawayherrightstomake

herowndecisions.Youaresupportingtheminthe

wrongestofwaysandyoucan'tseebeyondthat.

LetmecheckonEmory."HewalkedoutandSusan

heldbacktears.Shewastrying.

.

.

.

*

*

*
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AtSusan’shouse,MooketsiandZaraarrivedand

thehousewassilent.Itusuallywasbutitfelt

different.MooketsishruggeditoffasSusanwalked

tothelounge.

“Finally.Ihavebeenwaitingforyouguys.Dinner

willbereadyintwenty.Youcanfreshenup.”

“Helloandthankyou.”ZarasaidandSusansmiled

asshewalkedbacktothekitchen.Mooketsitook

theirluggagetothebedroomwhileZaraheadedto

Reba’sroom.Sheknockedonthedoor.

“Comein.”

ZarasteppedinandRebagrinned.

“Hiii….”

“Hiyourself.Howareyou?I’vemissedyou.”Reba

stoodupandZarawentinforahugasshehugged



hersister-in-law.

“YoucallsometimesandI’vebeendoinggood.

BetterthanIeverwas.”

“Gladtohearthat.I’mrarelyonmyphone.Callme

oldfashioned.”Rebarolledhereyesplayfully.

“Oldfashioned?You’reliterallyyoungerthanme.”

“GuessI’llbeseeingAloraatdinner!She’salwaysin

herroom.”

“Uhmit’salongstorybutyouwon’tbeseeingher

today.Maybetomorrow.”Zaratiltedherhead.

“Whytomorrow?”

“Sitdown.Ihaveafavourtoaskebile.”Zarasaton

thecarpetandRebasatbytheedgeofthebed.

“We’llHadesiscomingouttomorrow.”

“Iknowthat.Youtoldmeandyouhavebeen

waitingforthisdayeversinceheleft,”

“Exactly.Iamhappythathe’llbeoutofrehaband

canyoutellmomgorewearegoingforalunch

togethersoIcangoseehim?”Zarafrowned.



“IthoughtyourmomlikedHades.Whywould….”

“Shedoesn’tlikehimanymore,wouldyoudothat

forme?”

Zarasawthatastheperfectopportunitytomeether

brother.Shewasn’tsureifshewasgoingtotellhim

immediatelywhensheseeshimbutshewastelling

himtomorrow.Hewilldowhathewantswiththat

informationbutshereallywantedtobepartofhis

lifeandhimbeingpartofhers.Haveabrother-sister

relationship.Itwasn’ttoolateright?

“Ofcourse.I’lluseMooketsi’scarandwe’llgo.”

RebagotoffthebedandhuggedZara.

“You’reanAngelandmybrotherisluckyhegota

lovingandopenheartedwomanlikeyou.Heisthe

luckyone.”

Mooketsiknockedonthedoorandopeneditwhen

therewasnoanswer.

“Hisis,Icanformywife.”

“Iamcatchingupwithher,youspendthedaywith

her.”Hechuckled.HelovedthefactthatZarawas



welcomeinhisparentshouseandhissistersloved

her.Okayhissister.Hewasn’tsureaboutAlora.

Speakingofher,heheardBokamosotellhimwhat

happenedandhowBokamosoheardaboutitwasa

mystery.

“Aloraisstillnothome?”Rebashookherhead.

“Italkedtoherlastweekandshesoundedfine.Just

plainoldAlora.”

“Sheisalwaysfine.”Mooketsichuckledandleftthe

ladies.

“Areyouexcited?”

“Exciteddoesn’tevenbegintodescribeit.Ifeellike

I’mfloating.Youwon’tgetthereferencebutin

anotheruniverse,IhopeHadesandIarestill

togetherminusthebadstuffthathappened.”

“Ialwayssayyourloveisuniqueandrare.People

don’tlovelikethatthesedays.”

“Don’tthey?”

“Theydon’t.”Rebajustsmiled,sotomorrowwas

sorted.ShejusthadtotagZaraalonganditwillall



befine.

***

AtAustin’shouse,Alorashothimglaresasshe

watchedhimcookbythestove.Shepressedher

phoneforafewsecondsandthenlookedathim.

“You’regettingpinkbytheminute.”Shesuckedina

breath.Shewasnotspeakingtohim.Heshoulddo

herafavouranddieafterhefinishescooking.He

laughedashepickedthedicedvegetablesand

threwtheminthepan.Alorarolledhereyesandshe

redirectedherattentiontoherphone.Shescrolled

herFacebooknewsfeedbeforeshewenttoher

notifications.Rebaposted?Sheclickedonitand

shesawthepicture.Shesmiledassheheart

reactedonit,droppedacommentthensharedthe

picturewiththecaption‘ She’spoweredbythe

sunandallit’syellow.’Shesmiledthenplacedher

phonedown.ShefacedRobertandshefoldedher

arms.



“You’restillnottakingcaffeine.”

Shewasnotgoingtogivehimthesatisfactionof

replying.Shepickedherphoneagainandshesaw

thatRebahadrepliedhercommentandcommented

onthesharedpictureaswell.ThefactthatReba

hadbeenboldenoughtocomebacktosocialmedia?

Shewasproud.Soproudofher.Shefinallyplaced

herphonedownthenfacedRobertashetookout

thepasta.Shedidn’twantpasta.Shereallydidn’t.

Sheswallowedherprideandopenedhermouth.

“Idon’twantthat.”Hepausedandraisedan

eyebrow.Shewasfinallytalkingtohim.

“Whatdoyouwant?”

“Phaleche.”(pap)shepushedherhairback.

“Ihaven’thaditinsolongandImissit.”Heput

backthepasta.

“I’llmakeitforyouthen.”

“Thanks.We’llpretendIdidn’tspeaktoyou.”

Helaughedandtookoutthecontainerthat

containedthemaizemeal.Hespoiledhertoomuch



thatwasclearandhedidn’thaveaproblemwith

that.

.

.

.

*

*

*

Morning,let’sgetamoveon.I’mbackhomeand

youknowtheusual,thiscitygirlhadtocleanand

dohousechores sowehavefourmoreinserts

togo.
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Thefollowingmorning,Alorawokeupfirstandshe

turnedtolookathim.Hewasgoingtowakeupin



anhour,shethoughtasshetouchedhisunshaven

jaw.Shelikedhowithadgrazedherthighslast

nightwhenhewentdownonher.Sheblushedas

shepulledherhandbackandgotoutofbed.She

hadtotothefactory,seetheconstructionworkers

andeverythinginbetween.Shedidn’thavetimeto

goandseeadoctor.Shewasfine.Whatifshe

madebreakfast?Wellafterpickingouthisandher

clothesforthedaythatis.Greatidea.She’llgoogle.

Withthatsinglethoughtinmindandtherest

pushedback,shegotoutofbedandpaddedoverto

thewardrobewhereshepickedtheclothesonthe

hangers.Yesterdayhewaswearingabluesuit,

blackwouldbemoresuitablefortoday,shepicked

ashirtandsheturnedouttopiconeofherblack

dressesandawhiteblazer.Done.Shewalkedover

tobedandlightlykissedhischeekbeforepicking

herphone.Sheheadedtothebathroomforafew

minutestofreshenupthenwalkedouttotryand

attemptbreakfast.

Inthekitchen,sheplacedherphoneonthecounter,



therecipeonthescreenandshetookoutthe

measuringjugsandspoons.Shewasgoingto

makethisasaccuratelyaspossible.Ifnot,itmight

turnouttobeadisaster.Sheshookherhead.She

wasn’tafailure,neverwasandneverwillbe.She

brewedcoffeebythecoffeemachineandthe

wonderfulscentsofcoffeewaftedallaroundher.

Sweetcaffeine,howwouldshefunctionwithoutit?

Shesatonthechairandreadtherecipethreetimes

over.Sheunderstoodthis,shecandothis.Shedid

herabsolutebesttofollowthepancakerecipeto

theT.Oncethebatterwasdone,shepickedouta

non-stickpananddrizzledsomeoliveoilwaitingfor

ittoheatup.Minuteslater,sheflippedthepancake.

Itlookedgoodandshehopedittastedjustasgood.

Shecanmakefoodnow.Shewasn’tentirely

useless.Shebeamedwithpride.Tenminuteslater

shewasdone.Sheplatedthepancakesbeforeshe

washedallutensilsusedandmadesurethekitchen

wasclean.Shepickedamugandpouredcoffee,

sheplacedthemugjustafewinchesfromhernose,

shecouldbeabaristaifshewanted.Atthatexact

moment,Austinwalkedin,hesawthepancakes



thenlookedatherwithcoffeeinherhand.She

doesn’tlisten.

“Morning.”Hemadehiswaytohertokissherand

hewrappedbothhandsaroundthecoffee.

“Letthisgo.Thankyoufortryingtomakebreakfast

thoughIdon’tentirelytrustthatittastesasgoodas

itlooks.”

“Ohyeoflittlefaith!Letgoofmymug.”

“Lorawediscussedyourcaffeineintake.”

“Youtoldmeofmycaffeineintakewhichhasnever

beenaproblem.”

“Lora,nocoffee.”

Sheglaredathimandheloweredhisheadtokiss

her,Aloraknewitwasadistractionbutshecouldn’t

helpit.Shekissedhimbackandherholdweakened

onthemug.Hetookitfromherhandsandbroke

thekiss.

“You’redifficult.”

“Ihateyou.”Shefoldedherarmsandhechuckled.

Hepouredthecoffeeinthesinkandpulledherto



him.

“Youlovememoncoeur.”Sherolledhereyes.

“DieRobert.”Hekissedhertillsherespondedand

shewrappedherhandsaroundhisneck.Hepicked

herupandplacedheroverthecounterwithout

breakingthekiss.Herhandstraveledoverhisbare

chestandshemoanedalittleashesqueezedher

breasts.Abitsore,herperiodwascoming.He

brokethekissandlookedatherunrulyhairandher

slightlyarousedface.

“We’regoingtothedoctor.”Sheturnedherface.

Shewasfinebuttoprovehimwrongshe’llgothen.

She’lljustgo.

“I’mfine.I’mhealthyandfine.Thereisnothing

wrongwithme.Letmedown.”Hekeptherthere

anddidn’tmoveaninch.Shewasgettingpinkby

thesecond.

“Robert!”

“Breath.”

“Don’ttellmetobreathwhenyouareforcingmeto



gothedoctor,youdenymecoffee.It’scoffeefor

cryingoutloud,coffee.Asimplemugofcoffee.”He

touchedherfaceanditwasheatingup.

“Bathong!Oangryjang.”(you’resoangry.)

‘“F*ckyou!”

“Wehavetenminutestodothat.Doyouwantiton

thekitchenfloororcounter?”Hereyesgrewwider

andshelaughedwhilelightlyhittinghischest.

“Watena.”(youannoyme)

“Iloveyou.”Hecountered.

“Jet’aime.”Shesaidwithalittlesmile.Hepecked

herlipsandpickedherup.

“We’llhavebreakfastafterahotshower.”Shejust

agreedwiththat.

***

AtSusan’splaceMooketsiwasbaskinginthe

morningsunashespoketoBokamoso.



“Idon’tknow.Wasitthatbadthatshe’snothome?

WeallknownothingreallyhurtsAlora.Yesshegets

angryeasilybutit’soversmallthingslikepeople

messingthearrangementofherroom,dirtandall

that.”

“Everypersonhastheirlimits.”

“SoAloratoldyouwhathappened?”

“Igottoheareveryone’sviewpoint.Alora,mom,

fatherandReba.”Mooketsichuckled.Noneofthose

peoplebotheredtotellhim.Heheardfrom

Bokamoso.

“Aloramightbeoverreacting.”

“Sheisn’tbutshejustneedstime.That’sall.Ihave

togo.HaveagooddayMox.Sayhitothefamilyfor

me.Bye.”HehungupandMooketsilookedatthe

screen.He’llaskhismotherlateronwhathappened.

HewalkedtothehouseandheheardZaraand

Rebachattingupastorminthekitchen.Hesmiled.

Theywereprobablycookingandinawayitwas

weirdthathiswifewasmuchclosertothesisterhe

grewupwithhiswholelife.Ironicreallyifyouthink



aboutit.Everyonewasclosetoeveryoneexcept

him.HethoughtofcallingAlora.Hedialledher

numberashewalkedtothebedroom.She

answeredonthefourthring.

“GoodmorningMox.HowcanIhelp?”

“MorningRora,howareyou?”

“I’maliveandbusy.Whatisit?”Shesatdownwitha

towelwrappedaroundherasshewatchedAustin

getdressed.

“I’mintownandIwashopingwemeet.Forlunch?”

“Definitely.You’realoneor?”

“IcamewithZara.”Aloranodded.Zaragotalong

withRebamore.Shewasjustanobserverofthings.

“Alright.Lunchitis,around2?”

“Twoisfine.”

“It’sadate.Seeyouattwoandhaveagoodday,

minealreadystaredonahorriblenote.”Austin

lookedatherandsheglaredback.

“It’sseveninthemorningAlora.”



“Itstartedhorriblythirtyminutesagosoyes.Bye

now.ShouldIsay‘loveyouloads’orwedoitinthe

adultwayandmutuallyknowweloveeachother?”

Helaughed.Shewas….apieceofwork.Shewasa

yearyoungersobasicallytheywereliketwinsbut

nottwins.

“Iloveyousis.”Heheardachortleandhiseyes

widened.

“Loveyouloadsbrother.Bye.”Shehungupandhe

lookedatthescreen.Thisafternoonitwas.

.

.

.

*

*

*
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Inthecar,Austinhadthatfeelinginthepitofhis

stomachthathissuspicionswerecorrect.Shehad

reluctantlyagreedtogotothedoctorandhehadto

dropheroffatthelabsbeforehewenttopick

Hadesupfromtherehabcentre.Sheleanedback

assheclosedhereyesandyawned.

“SeehowtiredIamwithoutcoffee?”Shesaidsoftly.

“You’llbeokay.”

“IneedmycaffeineRobert.”Hechuckledand

kissedhercheekashenavigatedthetraffic.Her

handsrestedonherthighsassheyawnedagain.

“We’llbethereinlessthanthirtyminutes.”She

noddedstillwitheyesclosed.Thecarwassilentas

hestoleglancesathersleepingface.Withhersilent

andhalfasleepshelookedsoft.Hewasn’tgoingto

tellherthatbuthelovedeveryfacetofhershe

showedhim.Heknewthatifhesomehowlost

himselfsomeday,allhehadtodowasfindherand

hewillhavehimselfback.Hekissedhercheekand

sheplacedahandonhischeek.



“Driveplease,weneedtogetthisdoctorthingoutof

theway.CoffeeRobert.”Hemovedbackandfaced

theroadasshereleasedasoftsigh.

“I-I’mdoingthisright?”

“Whatright?”

“Thisbusinessthing?Ifinallyhaveunlimitedfunds

andIhaveayeartobloweveryone’smind?”

“You’reexceptionalatwhatyoudo.Youareheading

thethelabstoseeiftheyfollowedwhatyougave

them.”Shechuckled.

“Thosecosmetologyandchemistrylabscamein

handy.”Shesaidwithasmileinhervoiceasshe

yawned.

“Theydid.You’redoinggreat.”

“Thankyou.”Shesaidandshestretchedherarms

andfacedtheotherway,droppingherhead.Her

hairwasslickedbackandtheydidn’tleaveunlessit

wasthewayshewantedittobe.Heshouldbe

thankingher,shetaughthimhowtolove,thefirst

persontolovehimwhenhedidn’tknowhowto.She



waskindinherownway.

“Ilikedyourpancakes.”Shelaughedsoftly.

“Don’thumourme.Don’tspeaktome.I’mtired

becauseofyou.”Hesmiledandhekeptondriving.

Twentyminuteslater,heparkedhiscarandshe

liftedherheadthenfacedhim.

“Canwemakethisfast?”Heunbuckledherseatbelt

forherandhewatchedhernotsoflatstomach.She

neverhadaflatstomachtobeginwiththough.He

chuckledassheeyedhimwithherperfectlydone

makeupandredlips.Sheopenedthecardoor.

“Okaysweetheart.”Hegotoutofthecarandpicked

herhandbag.Heistakinganythingthatmightbe

usedasaweaponagainsthimincasethingsgo

south.Shegotout,herheelshittingthepavement

andshewaitedforhimashelockedthecarand

walkedtowhereshewas.

“Myhandbag.”

“I’llcarryit.”Sheshruggedasheplacedahandon



thesmallofherbackandtheymadetheirway

insidethehospital.

“Goodmorning.IsDrTheresaDavisin?”

“MorningMrMathews.Yes.”

“Thankyou.”HepushedAloraforwardwhowas

rubbinghereyes.

“Youdidn’tmakeanappointment…”

“I’mnotlikeyousweetheart.”

“Liar.Liar.”ShesaidasheheadedtoTessa’soffice.

Heknockedonthedoor.

“Comein.”Heopenedthedoorandsteppedinside

withAlora.Tessalookedupfromherfiles.Shehad

beenoddlysurprisedwhenMrMathewscalled,she

wasn’thisdoctorbutnowhesawtheladybyhis

side.TheMathewsheirhasagirlfriend?Thatwas

news.Everyonethoughthewasasexual,eventhe

mediahadlabelledhimassuch.

“MorningDrDavis.”HepulledthechairoutforAlora

whosatdownandheheldherbaginanother.He

finallysatdown.



“Hi.”Alorasaidandshedidn’thavepatiencetojust

endthere.

“Dr,ifwecanmakethisfast,thismanforcedmeto

comehereandswearsthereissomethingwrong

withmewhenthereisnoneandheisdenyingme

coffee.SoI’mhopingyouprovehistheorieswrong

andI’mclearedofwhateverinvisiblesicknesshe

madeupinhisheadandIcanhavemycoffee.”She

saidinonebreathandTessachuckled.Shewasso

seriousandherfacewasreallygrave.Shewas

beautiful,whatthefuck?

“HiMs?”

“Moremi.AloraMoremi.”Tessahadtointernally

digestthesurname.Couldsheberelatedto

Rebantle?Probablyormaybetheyjustsharedthe

samesurname.

“WellMsMoremi,let’sprovethismanwrongthen.”

“Thankyou.”SheglaredatAustinandhejust

placedherbagonhislap.Keepingallherweapons

awayfromher.

“Okay.Describethelastfewweeksoranythingthat



promptedthisvisit.”Tessawaited.

“Mycaffeineintake.Justthat.”Austinshookhis

head.Howdidhevoiceouthissuspicionswithout

hergoingballisticonceshecatcheson?

“Oh.That’sanoddcasebutwe’llgothroughroutine

checkupsthen.”Aloranodded.

Thirtyminuteslater,Tessasatbyherdeskwith

AustinwhileAloratookthepregnancytestthatwas

partofroutine.Shehadwantedtoarguethatit

wasn’treallynecessary.

“Isitreallycaffeine?”Sheaskedwithalowered

voice.

“No.I’mthinkingpregnancyandhowI’llbeburied

sixfeetunder.”Tessachuckledasshewrotedown

onthefileshejustopenedforAlora.

“We’llseeintenminutes.”Alorawalkedoutwiththe

pregnancystickinthecontainerandherfacebored

atthemundanetask.Sheknewherself.Tessagot

thepregnancytestandwatchedAlorasinkontothe



chairandherglaringatherboyfriend.

“Nowwewait.”Shenoddedandfoldedhereyes.

Shehadalottosaybutshekeptitinsideandglared

atAustinwhosmiledather.Minuteselapsedand

Tessapickedthepregnancystick.Shekepta

straightfaceandshelookedatthecouple.

“WellcanIsaywhatIsee?”

“Andwecangetthischeckupoveranddonewith..”

woulditbeoveranddonewith?Tessaasked

herself.

“LetmeplaceitheresoIcanexplainittoyou.”She

grabbedatissueandplaceditonthedesk.Austin

keptacalmexteriorastheybothlookedatthestick.

“Itshowstwolines.Asinglelinemeansit’sa

negativepregnancytestandtwolinesmeansit’sa

positivepregnancytest.”Alora’sworldstopped

movingandsheplacedherfingersonhertempleas

sheclosedhereyes.No!No!No!Thiscan’tbe

happeningtoher.Thisisn’tsupposedtohappento

her.

“Pregnancytestscanlieaswell.Itcanbeafalse



positiveand-“whateverthedoctorsaidwasn’t

audibletoAlorawhowastoofargoneinherhead

assheshookitmultipletimes.Pregnant.Positive.

Littleterrorsrunningaround.Pushingahuman

being.Questioningherselfaboutraisinghuman

beings.Littlemonsterswhoaregoingtoruin

everythingshearranged.Noise.Tearsstunginher

eyes.

.

.

.

*

*

*
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Atthedoctor’soffice,Tessastoppedtalking



midwayrealisingthatAlorawasn’tevenlistening.

Austinaskedforamomentasheplacedherbag

downandTessagotup.Sheleftherofficetogive

themspace.

“Swee-“

“Just-ohmyGod!”Herhandswereshaking.

“Goddidn’tmakeyoupregnantAlora.”Sheliftedher

headatthesoundofhiscockyvoice.Hejust

didn’t…helookedathermascarawhichwas

startingtorunbecauseofthetears.Hebreathed

out.Shelookedlikeshewasjustaboutreadytokill

him.Hetookherhandandsheremovedit.

“Ineedtothinkandwena,RobertAustinfucking

Mathewsdon’tspeaktome.Don’ttouchme.Don’t

evenbreath.”Shesaidwithatremulousvoiceand

henodded.Shefannedherfacebutthetears

couldn’tstopandhewantedtoknowwhatwasin

herhead.Shestooduponherfeetandwalkedto

hissidetopickherhandbagandshewalkedinto

thesmallbathroomintheoffice.Wasshegoingto

killhim?Hehasneverbeenanxiousinhislifeashe



waswhenshewasinthatsmallbathroomforover

tenminutes.Hestoodonhisfeetwantingtogether

butthedooropenedandshewalkedout.Herface

clearofanymakeup.Shemust’veusedthewipesin

herhandbag.Eventhefalselashesweregone.It

washerclearfaceandshedidn’tlooklikeshewas

inanymoodtotalk.Shesuckedinabreathand

closedhereyes.Shewasokay,shejustneededto

think.Tessachosethatexactmomenttowalkin

andAloralookedather.Tessacouldfeelthe

tensionontheroom.Someonewasintrouble

alrightandshelookedatAlora.Sheremovedthe

makeup?Yoh!Shelookedyearsyoungerwithoutit

andshewassobeautifulaswell.

“MsMoremi.”

“DrDavis.YousaidI’mpre-“shecouldn’tevensayit.

Tessajustnodded.

“Wecandoublecheckwithanultrasound.”She

noddedwithoutlookingatAustin.Theyallstoodup

andtheyfollowedTessa.Austinwalkedclosetoher

andshequickenedherpace.Hewantedtoface



palm.TheygotintotheroomandTessalookedat

them.

“Letmegetanewhospitalgownforyoutochange

intowhileIgogetatechnician.”Shewalkedtothe

othersideofthebedandtookoutahospitalgown.

“Youhavetobecompletelynakedunderneathit.”

Tessaadded.Sheplaceditonthebedandshe

walkedout.Alorabreathedinassheplacedherbag

onthebed,removedherblazerandunzippedthe

dress.Shewasthankfulithadasideziporelse

she’llbeforcedtospeaktohim.Shegotridofthe

heelsandhadtoforceherselfnottothinkaboutthe

floors.Sheremovedthedress,foldeditnicely

followedbythebraandherpanties.WhatAustin

wasseeingwasn’tanythingnewsowhyshouldshe

hideherbody?Sheremovedtheplasticwrapperon

thegownandsheworeit,problemwasthatithad

tobetiedatthebackandshebitherlowerlip.

Austindidn’thavetobeaskedashestoodbehind

hershortheighttotieitupforherandheusedthat

chancetoholdherstiffbody.Heheldherfrom

behindassheremainedlikethat.



“Baby…talktome.”Shedidn’tsayanything.

Hebreathedagainstherneck.

“I’malwayshere.Youcanshoutatme,hitme,have

mycarsinceyoualreadyhavemyheartandsoul

buttalktome.”Shedidn’treplyhimandhekissed

herhead.

“Iloveyouokay?”Stillnoresponse.Therewasa

doorknockandsheusedthatopportunitytoescape

hisholdandshepickedthefoldedupclothesto

placethembythebedsidetable.Shepickedher

shoesfromthefloorasthedooropened.Tessa

walkedinwiththetechnician.Thetechnician

pushedherglassesupandshegreetedeveryone.

AloranoddedandAustinsaidhibackassheand

Tessastartedsettingeverythingup.Austinstood

byAlora’ssideandthemomentTessasaidshe

shouldclimbonthebed,hepickedheruptoplace

herthere.

“Placeyourlegsonthestirrups,wearegoingtodo

atransvaginalultarsound.Itmakesiteasierto

detectpregnancyespeciallyifit’sinearlystages.”



Aloraclosedhereyes.Theprobewassanitisedand

thenlubricated.

“Thiswon’thurtbutyouwillfeelsome

uncomfortablepressure,itwon’ttaketoolongand

wecanobservemorethingsusingthistypeofscan,

youcanlookatthescreen.Austinsatdownand

tookherhandashewatchedhersuckinabreath

withtearsinhereyes.Dammit!Hekissedher

foreheadandmurmuredtoherinFrenchasthe

technicianinsertedtheprobe.

“jesuisdésoléd'accordmonamour?“(I’msorry

okaymylove?)hesoothedherassheopenedher

eyes.

“Nowifwelookatthescreen..”theybothlookedat

thescreenashesqueezedherhand,theycould

hearasoundandTessasmiled.

“That’stheheartbeatandhereonthescreenisyour

growingfoetus.”Shesaidandtheybothlistenedto

Tessatalk,theheartbeatwasasteadybeatthat

didn’tfillthewholeroomandTessaexplainedthat

shewasintheearlystagesofpregnancyandthis



ultrasoundwassafeforboththemotherandbaby.

“Furthermore,itlookslikesheisjustabouttoenter

herninthweekofpregnancy.We’llregisterand

you’llhavetoreportbackherenextweek,thefirst

trimesterisalwaysdelicate.”Sheaskedmore

questionsaboutAlora’ssymptomsthesepastfew

weeksandsheansweredthedoctorashonestlyas

shecould.AustincouldhearitinAlora’svoicethat

shewantedtocry.Tenminuteslater,theultrasound

wasdoneandshehadtochangetoseeTessain

heroffice.Theywerealoneintheroomandhe

pulledhertohim.

“Lora…”sheshookherheadandhejustheldher.

“Talktome…”

“I’mscared…”thenthewaterworksstarted.She

criedintohisshirtandhepickedherupashesat

down,herheadonhischestasshecried.Runny

noseandall.

.

.



.

*

*

*
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Hekissedherforeheadwhileconsolingher.She

stoppedcryingandhejustrubbedherback.

“Better?”Shenoddedandslowlyuntangledherself

fromhim.Shewipedhertearsandgotuponher

feetwithapinkpuffyface.

Hewatchedherremovethehospitalgownand

slowlygetdressed.Alorablinked.Fuck!Itwasn’t

supposedtohappenlikethis,atleastnotnow.She

breathedoutasshebentdowntowearherheels.

Threeminuteslater,hetookherheadandheldher

backastheywalkedoutoftheroom.Aloratriedto



keephercomposure.Sheshouldn’teventhinknow.

Shehadworkaheadofherandalunchdatewith

herbrother.Thenshehadtoseehersisterwhowill

mostprobablybebusywithherboyfriendwhowas

finallyoutofrehabtoday.Shedidn’thavethetime

ofdaytothinkaboutwhatshewasjusttold,atleast

notuntil7pmtoday.Theywalkedinsidetheoffice

andTessasmiled.Shelookedlikeshehadbeen

crying,herfacegaveitaway.She’llacceptitandlife

willmoveon.Hopefully.

***

ThedrivetothelabswasasilentonewithAlora

whohadhereyesclosed.Thinkingofotherthings

andnotthepregnancy.Ifsheknew,shewouldhave

tookhercompanycaranddroveherselfafterhe

droppedheroff.Hestoppedbythegateandlooked

ather.

“Tomisavailabletoday,callhimtopickyouupokay

sweetheart?”Shenoddedashekissedhercheek



andsheundidherseatbeltandgotoutofthecar.

Hesighed.Hewatchedherpresstheintercom

waitingforthegatetoopenforher.He’llseeherat

homeright?Hewantedtohearmoreofwhatwas

onhermind.Shesteppedinsideandhedroveoff.

***

Attherehabcentre,Hadeslistenedtothe

counsellorwhowentoverwhatemphasisedtheir

threemonthsoftherapyandsobriety.Hejust

wantedtolive,hecouldn’tstayinthisbubble

foreverandhecouldn’twaittoseehisfavouritegirl.

Thatwasthehighlightofhislife,evenwhenhis

skiesweredarkshewashissunshine.Hisonlylight

sohecouldn’twaittoseeher,hugherandjust

spendtherestofhislifewithher.Thinkingofher

madehimsmile.

“Thatisitandgoodluckonyourjourney.Thecentre

isalwaysthereforeverythingandanythingyou

mightneed.”Henodded.Thecounsellorsmiledas



heshookHades’handandhewalkedout.Hades

lookedatthebaghehadpacked.Austinshouldbe

hereanymomentfromnow.Tenminuteslater,

therewasadoorknockandhestoodup.Thedoor

openedandhegavehimasmile.

“Finally.Beenwaitinglove.”Austinchuckled.

“Iwasn’tgoingtoabandonyoudarling.Done?”

“Sure.”Hepickedhisbagastheywalkedoutofthe

roomandAustinaskedquestionswhichhe

answered.HadesaskedaboutRebaandAustin

gavehimupdateswhichhehadgottendirectlyfrom

AloraandyesterdayAloradidconfirmthatReba

wouldbeonherwaytoseeHadessothatwas

sorted.

HadesstoppedonthewayandlookedatAustin.He

didn’thavetodoallthatsincehegotthegirl.

“Whatisit?”

“Youknowyoudon’thavetogooutofyourwayfor

me.Yougotthegirlandall.”Austinslippedhis

handsinhispantspockets.



“Youhaveapoint.Ihavenomoralobligation

whatsoevertobeassistingyouwitheverythingbutI

wantto.It’snotaboutLora.”Hadesnoddedslowly.

Ashehadoncethought,Rebahadbeentheonly

persontocareforhimlikethat.Hisfather

dismissedhisproblemandAustinwastheonewho

wentthroughthestepsofhavinghimadmittedinto

rehab.

“Don’tcallherLora.Idon’twanttosuddenlythink

shehasaheart.”Austinchuckled.

“She’llkillyouifshehearsthat.”

“LuckilyIdon’thavetoseeher….”Austinkepton

walkingasHadesfollowed.

“Actually,youdohavetoseeher.”Hadesraisedan

eyebrow.Heknewhecouldlivealonebuthewas

scaredofrelapsingandthecounsellordidsayit

wasn’tagoodideatobealone.Lonelinessinsome

formwillmakehimoverthinkandhemightbreak

hissobriety.SofarhehadAntabusepillswithhim

totakeeverydayandhewassuretheytoldAustin

aboutitalthoughhedidn’tquestionhim.Itwaskind



ofsurprisingthataguyyoungerthanhimcouldbe

wiserthanhim.

“Elaborate….”

“SheliveswithmeandIhavemotherinthehouse

aswell…”

“That’safullhousebutokay.”

“You’recomfortablewiththat?”Hadesshouldbe

askinghimthat.Austinunlockedhecarandhe

openedthebacktothrowinthebagasAustingotin

thedriver’sseat.Hegotinsidethecar.

“Ithinkso.Thankyou.Foreverything.”Austin

smiledashestartedthecar.

***

AtSusan’shouse,Rebastyledherlocsandshe

smiledasshelookedatthemirror.Shewaswaiting

onZarasotheycango.Thedoorburstopenand

Zarawalkedin.



“Hi,wehaveaproblem.”

“Okay.Thatdoesn’tsoundgood.”

“MoxsaysheismeetingAloraandheistakingthe

car,hecandropusoffatlunchandhe’llpickusup

afterhislunchdatewithAloraorbetteryetwecan

jointhem.”Rebafacepalmed.Shelovedher

siblingsbutno.No!ShewantedtoseeHades,the

loveofherlifeandbeinhisembrace.Alorahasher

man,Zarahasherhusbandandshewantedtosee

Hades.Simpleasthat.

“Okay.Let’sdropit.Mamaotlaomanahela.I’m

goingtoseeHades.(momwilljustgetangryatme)

“Areyousure?”

“Yeah!Hundredpercentsure.Hadesisnotthe

villaineventhoughshemakeshimouttobeone.

Aloraisnotthevillain,I’mnotthevillain.Nooneis

thevillainhere,everyoneneedspsychologicalhelp.

Simpleasthat.”WiththatRebabreathedinandout.

Shehadagoodfeelingaboutthis.Forthefirsttime

inherlife,shefeltlikeshewasheadedsomewhere

andthatsomewherewasagoodplace.Ahappy



place.

“I’llexplainonceIcomebackbutthankyouso

muchfortheeffort.”ShehuggedZarabeforeshe

pickedherbagandwalkedout.Zarahuggedherself.

Shewasaskingherselfwhenshewasgoingtotell

Hades.TomorrowwasaSaturdaysomaybethen

she’lltellhimabouttheirbloodrelation.NowReba

wasexcitedtoseehimandsheshouldn’truinthat.

Shesuckedinabreath,shebettergojoinher

husbandforluncwithhissister.Maybethatwould

beachancetogetclosetoherothersisterinlaw.

Theywereroughlythesameagesoitshouldbefun.

Shelaughedatherself.Whowasshekidding,Alora

wasnotfun.Inanyway.RIPher.

.

.

.

*

*

*
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HadesmadeAustinstoponthewaybyatattoo

parlour.Austinraisedaneyebrow,intriguedwhy

Hadeswouldwantatattoo.

“Don’tevenask,ifpossiblegetoneyourself.”He

saidandAustingaveaburgeoninggrin.

“Isthisalet’smatchandgetthesamekindof

tattoosdarling?”

“Ofcourselove.AndannoyAloraintheprocess.”

“Youalwayswanttoannoymygirlfriend,Iwon’tbe

liabletoanybloodshe’dthathappens.”

“Trustme,Iknowbetter.”Helaughedasheundid

hisseatbelt.

“Iwon’tbelong.”Hesaid.AustinnoddedasHades

gotoutofthecarandAustindialledAlora.Her

phonejustrangunansweredtillitstoppedgoing



throughonthethirdtry.Sheprobablyswitcheditoff.

HeheadedtohisiMessagestosendheravoice

note.Hesentitandheleanedback.Hethensenta

linkaswelltoasong,heknewshewasgoingto

listenevenifshemightnotreply.Hewasrighthere,

shewaswellwithinherrightstobescaredabout

thepregnancyandheunderstoodthat.Shewas

alsoanobsessivecompulsive,hermindwasgoing

toobsessoverthenegativesoftheirpregnancyand

itwasgoingtomessupwithherpsychleadingto

hercompulsionsflaring.Fuck!Hecalledhisdriver.

“MrMathews..”

“Tom.HasAloracalled?”

“Notyetsir.”

“Letmeknowwhenshecalls.”

“Ofcoursesir.”Hehungupandtriedcallingher

again.Herphonewasoff.

Meanwhileinsidethetattooparlour,Hadessat

downonthechair.Hehadthoughtaboutthisandit



wasgoingtobehisfirsttattoo.Ithadameaning

andsomehow,makingitpastthreemonthssober

wasanachievementonhispart.

“Iwouldlikeatattoo.”Hisbrittlevoicesaidandthe

manwhohadashitdozenoftattoosadorninghis

armsnodded.

“Whatdesign?”Hadesjustsaidthesemicolonon

hiswrist,itwasenoughforthetattooartistto

understand.Theweren’tgoingtotakemuchtime

sincethedesignwassimpleandfast.Hades

stretchedhisarmastheartistsatonthechairnext

totheoneHadeswassittingon.Hadeswatched

himtakeouthismachines,cleanandsteriliseit

beforeheswitchedthemachineontwentyminutes

lateraftermakingsureitwasreallyclean.Hewas

surethepainwasn’tenoughtosurpassthe

emotionalpainhehadbeenforhiswholelife.

***

RebatriedtocallAlora.Herphonewasn’tgoing



throughandshewonderedwhy.Shestoodinfront

ofAustin’shouse.Whatifshewasearly?Shewas

sureshemightbeormaybeHadeswaswaitingfor

herandhadhisarmsopenforher.Shedidn’twant

tobotherAustin.Heprobablyisbusyandbesides

shewashereforHades.Shepressedonthe

intercomandwaited.Herheartleaptinherchestas

thegateslidopenandshesteppedinsidetheyard.

Wellwow!Shejusthadthedirectionstothehouse

andshehadneverbeenhere.Shewalkedtothe

doorandknocked.Awomaninanurseuniform

openedthedoor.Rebasmiled.

“Hi,I’mhereforHades..”thenursefrowned.

“Hades?”

“Yes.UhmAustinwassupposedbringhim.”

“Oh.Ihavenoidea.YoumayhaveaseatandI’llcall

MrMathewstoconfirm.WhoshouldIsayislooking

forHades?”

“Rebantle.”Shesteppedinsidethehouseandsat

onthecouch.Shelookedaround.Itwas

immaculate.Shepickedherphoneandwent



throughthepicturesshehadwithHades.She

shouldcontainherexcitement.Thenursecame

backandgaveherasmile.

“Hesaysyoucanwait.Theyareontheirway.”Reba

nodded.Thiswashappening.Shelaughedintoher

hands.

***

AustinsawHadesmakehiswaytothecarandhe

gotinside.

“Done?”

“Yes.Hesaysitshouldhealinafewdaysandthank

youonceagain.”

“Weshouldgethomeassoonaspossible.”Austin

saidashestartedthecar.Hadesbuckledupand

closedhiseyes.ThewholeridetoAustin’shouse

wasquietandhewasstilltryingtokeephis

thoughtsclear.Thegateslidopenandhedrove

insidetheyard.



“I’llhavetoleaveyouhere.Mymotherisdownstairs

withhernurse,theroomyouusedisstillthesame

one.Welcomeback.”Theyshoulderbumpedand

Hadesletoutabitterlaugh.Theworldhadclearly

movedonandhehopeditwasgoingtogetbetter

fromhere.

“Bye.”

“Sure.”Hadespickedhisbagfromthebagandhe

gotoutofthecar.Heclosedthecardoorand

watchedthecarreverseoutoftheyard.Hesaluted

andAustinsalutedbackasthegateclosedoncethe

carwasout.Hewalkedtothehouse.Heshould

chargehisphoneoncehegetsinsideandcallReba.

Rebawasthefirstpersonheiscallingandshewas

thefirstpersonhewasplanningonseeing

tomorrow.Heopenedthedoorandhedidn’teven

makeitthreestepsinsidethehousewhenhissharp

gazestoppedonRebawholookedup.Hereyes

widenedthenfilledwithtearsassheslowlystood

upandhedroppedhisbag.Rebadidn’tholdback

assherantohim andflungherselfathim.Likeold

timeshepickedherupandshewrappedherlegs



aroundhistorsoashesupportedherbodyby

placinghisarmsbelowherflatbutt.

“Hiiiiiii….”Shebreathedagainsthisearandhe

inhaledherscent.Hisbestgirlwasinhisarms.The

tearsweresocloseasheheldhertightlyandshe

smiledintohisneck.

“Hilove.”HebreathedandReba’sheartcombusted.

Shelovedhim.Itwaslikeoldtimes.Rebaand

Hades.HadesandReba.Onlythistimetheywere

betterandstronger.Sober.

.

.

.

*

*

*
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Hadesfinallyletherdownonherfeetbuthepicked

herupandspunheraroundasshegiggled.

Secondslaterhegenuinelyputherdown.

“Hellobaby.”Shesaidagain.Shekissedhischeek

beforeshewentforhislips.Hekissedherbackand

shewrappedherhandsaroundhisneckasheheld

herwaist.Shewasbubblingwithloveforthisman.

Thisman.Thisoneinparticular.Theylockedeyes

forsecondsanditfeltlikeeternityasshesmiled

andhegaveherthatknowingsmileofhis,all

handsomeandcynical.Shechuckledandlooked

theotherway.Hadescouldseethatshelooked

lively.Itwasabeautifulsighttobehold.

Shefacedhimandgrinned.

“ThereissomuchIwanttoupdateyouon…”the

smilebrokeonhislips.TrustRebatofillhiminon

everythingthathasbeengoingonandhewassure

shewasn’tgoingtoleaveanydetailout.Heletgoof



herwaistandtookherhandasheledhertothe

sofas.Hisbagwasstillbythedoorandsherolled

hereyes.Sheletgoofhishandandpickedthebag.

“Youforgotthis.”Shesaidandhesmiled.Shedid

payattentiontodetailstoo.

“I’mallearslove.”

“Okay.Alothashappened.AlotImeanalot.It’s

likeyouskippedfivechaptersofabookwabona

andnoweverythingisconfusing.I’mheretoclear

theconfusion.”

“Ofcourseyouwilllove.You’resunshine,itclears

thecloudsafterastorm.”Shegrinnedmoreashe

heldherhandwhileheledhertotheroomheused

inAustin’shouse.

“That’scute,Iwonderwhyyouloveme.”

“Becauseyou’remadeforme.”Shestoppedtalking

thenresumed.

“True.True.Therehasn’tbeenamomentwhenI

didn’tloveyou.”

“Together.”



“Allthetime.WherewasI?Uhokaythetea.”

Helaughedasheopenedthedooranditwasas

exactlyasheleftit.Itseemedlikenooneenteredit

sinceheleft.

Rebaplacedthebagonthefloorandsatonthebed.

Itwassocomfortable.Shouldshestartwiththe

dramaathome?Orwhatthedoctorsaidabouther

body?Whichone?Andtherewasmoreshehadto

say,fromhertherapysessionstohersocialmedia

toheragreeingtobepartofAlora’sbrand.Shewas

stillgoingtotalkandshedidn’tevenwanttogo

home.

Hesatnexttoherandpulledhertohim.

“You’remybestfriend.”Shesaidandhekissedher

head.

“You’reminetoo.Wechangedsubjects?”

“Noooo!!It’salot.Bepreparedtobeshockedand

all.KanakogoMoremithingshappen.Letmestart

theupdatefromwhenyouleft,ourlastvisitwas

shortandtherewasnoroomtodiscusspeople.”



“Okay.WhenIleft…”

“Ehe!KanafromthereyouknowMoxhasawife.

Zara.”

“Irememberher..”

“Momaccepteditjustfine,theyarefriendsIthink.

Okaytheygetalongjustfine.ThenAlorakeyooshe

hasaboyfriend,yourfriendAustin.”

“Iknow.Didshegetoverherfearofintimacy?”

Rebachuckled.

“Ohoo?”(you’restillthere?)

HadeswaslostasRebaplacedahandonhischest.

Shelovedthathewasreallyattentivetohergossip

andallthepipinghotteashespilledevenwhenthey

wereaddicts,hehasalwaysbeenattentivetoher.

Likeeverywordshesaidwasgoldeneventhough

shespurtedoutnonsensemostofthetime.

“Shegotoverthat.ThankstoAustin.”Hades

laughed.

“Yourlittledemonsister?Theonewhogavestiff

hugsandsanitisedeverythingthatcameinto



contactwithher?Gotoverit?Likeevenifshecould

toleratehugsbutmorethanthat?”

“You’llbesurprised.Theyevenlivetogether.Buthe

lovesherjustlikethat.Eveniftheynevertouchin

publicandeverytimeheholdshersheseemsaloof.

TheygeteachotherIguess.Fuckingnerds.”Hades

laughed.

“Cursingdoesn’tsuityou.”Shegiggled.

“Ehe,shegotoverthat.ThenImanagedtochange

therapists.Ihaveanewone.DrVioletCarson.Ilove

her,sheissowarmandshelistenstome.She

doesn’tthinkI’mcrazyandsheknowsit’snotmy

faultIwasalwayssexuallyassaulted.Shesaid

someoneclosetoherhasCSAtraumaandalthough

itwillnevergoaway,I’mstrongerthanthat.”He

kissedherforehead.

“You’remorethanthatReba.You’remorethan

everythingthattriedtobreakyou.”Shelookedupat

himandpeckedhislips.

“Shebelievesinme.ShesaysI’mstrong,itmight

notbethekindofstrengthotherpeoplehavebut



shebelievesinme,likeapixie.”Hersmilewasso

contagiousandhecouldn’thelpbutsmileathisgirl.

Fuckhelovedhertothemoonandneverback.She

couldpossesshisentirebeingandhewouldn’t

haveaproblemwiththat.Hewasconsumedbyher,

eversincetheyfirstmetthatdayandtheybecame

friends.

“Somovingon,shehadmeseeadoctor.Amedical

doctor.HernameisTessa.Sheisalsoniceaswell,

sheismydoctornow.WellTessatoldmeIhad

ovariancysts.”Hissmilediminished.Shetouched

hischeekandshookherhead.

“Okaybesidestheanorexia,shesaidIhavetohave

surgery.Ithinkit’snextweektohavethemremoved.

Theyhavebeenobservingthembutthatwillbeit.

Thecystsareoneovarysomyotheroneissafe.I

havebeentryingtogainhealthyweightandI’m

awayfromscalesandhavebeenavoidingmypast

modelpictureswhereIobsessedoverweight.I

knowIlookscrawnybutit’sokay.”

“Howdidyoufeelaboutthecysts.Explainthatto

meandeverything.”Shesuckedinabreathasshe



gavehimtheshortversionofwhateverTessatold

him.Howtheanorexiacouldaffectherfertility.Well

ofcourse,shedidn’ttellhimshewantedkidsin

future.They’llseehowitgoesintwotothreeyears

fromnow.Helockedhislipsashelistened.

Mentallydigestingwhathisgirlfriendwassaying.

“Thatisthat.Uhmthereisalot.Idon’tsleepwalka

lotandDrVsaidsheisprobablygoingtoputmeon

anti-depressantsnextweek,Ihavebeenshowing

progressbutIhavetotakethepillswithconstant

monitoring,thedrugaddictionthingthingbutsofar

sogood.”

“I’monAntabuse.”Shenodded.Pillshetakessohe

cancontroltheurgetodrink.Sheknewhowmuch

hedrunkandondaysshewasn’tonahigh,she

usedtomakehimshotstotakeawaythehangover

whenhewokeupafterhedrankhimselfintoa

stupor.Theywerereallyeachother’sbestfriend.

Shesmiled.

“Ihavemoretosaybutlet’senjoythissilencefor

tenminutesbeforewecontinue.Holdmetightand

neverletmego.”



Heheldherandheclosedhiseyes.Heshouldstay

sober.Forthisgirlhere.

***

MooketsiandZarasatbytheoutsidechairsofthe

restaurant.Zaraheldhishandastheywaitedfor

Aloratoshowup.Mooketsilookedathiswatch.

Aloraisneverlate.Shewasusuallyontimefor

everythingsothiswasunusualofhertonotshow

upontime.Theywaitedforfivemoreminutesand

that’swhentheysawhermakeherwaytothe

restaurant.MeanwhileAlorahadsatinthecarwith

herboyfriend’sdriverasshefannedherface

waitingforittolookclosetonormal.Nopink

cheeksfromcrying.Noredblotchesfromher

excessivehandwashingaftershewasdonefrom

thesiteandthelabs.Shehadbeennormalas

possible.Wellherregularself.Shehadgottenthe

reportsandnowshehadtheweekendtoworkonit

butthefatiguewasheavyonher.Shepromisedher



brothershewouldmeethimandshedidn’tlike

breakingpromises.Shewaseverythingbutshe

couldn’tbreakpromisesforthelifeofher.Asshe

walkedtowardtherestaurantherhandssmoothed

overherstomach.Justbrieflybeforeshedropped

themandshelookedaroundtillshesawhim.Well

hewasn’talone.Thatwasokay.Sheguessed.She

walkedovertotheirtableandshetookouther

wipesfromthebagandwipedherseatbeforeshe

satdown,sheplacedthebagonthetableandshe

wasconflictedonwheretothrowtheusedwipe.

Mooketsisuckedinabreath.Thiswasgoingtotake

time.Alorasaidhiandexcusedherself.Shewalked

awayandZarasighed.

“Isshealwayslikethis?Thechairwasjustfine.”

“I’malreadyusedtoit.”Zaraleanedback.Thechair

wasabsolutelyfine.Ifitwasanythingitmightbea

speckofdust.TheywaitedforAlorawhocame

backminuteslaterwithherhandsslightlypink.

Mooketsiquietlyobservedher.Shedidn’tseemlike

herself.

“Hiagain.Myapologiesforbeinglate.”Shesaid



quicklyandlookedatthem.

“We’llit’sokay.Howareyou?”Thathowareyou

caughtheroffguard.Howwasshe?Shewasstill

shockedthatsheiscarryingafuckinghumanbeing

insideofherandtherewasnothingshecoulddo

aboutitbecauseshewasnotamurdererandall

shehadwasselfdoubtinherabilitiesand

everythingshehaslearntwhilegrowingup.That

shehadthebiggestdealandshewasn’teven

establishedbutshehadababyontheway.One

thatwouldbehereinsevento8monthsfromhere.

Shedidn’tknowhowshewas.

“I’mokaydearbrother.”Thatwashercareful

response.

“Areyousure?Isitbecauseyoumisshomeand

youjustpretendtobeokay?”Shedidn’tneedthis.

Sheplacedthemenudown.

“Iamokay.MoxIamfine!Aokayokay?Kesharpo!”

“RoraI’mnotfighting.”Hesaidcalmly.Zaralooked

atAloraandMooketsi.Why’sassheflippingover

nothing?Shecouldn’tevenunderstand.



“Iknow.”Shesaidslowly.Sheneedstogetagripon

heremotions.Sherubbedhereyesandlookedat

themenu.

“Shouldweorder?”

“Ofcourse.”Mooketsisaidandtheyallplacedtheir

orders.Mooketsifromthereengagedinlight

conversationwithAlorawhoseemeddistractedby

herownthoughtsbutansweredandwashalf

present.

“Alora,nowthatyou’redonewithschoolhaveyou

thoughtaboutfindingajob?”Alorapaused.

“Notreally.”Zaranodded.Wasshegoingtoliveoff

herboyfriend?EveryoneknewAustinwasrichand

notjusttheregularkindofrich.

“Butwhatwillyoudoinginthemeantime?”

“Trytobuildabusiness.”

“Butisn’ta9-5jobabetterwaytogetaheadstart?”

“Formostpeopleitis.Formeit’snot.Idon’twantto

beundertheauthorityofsomeoneelse,I’dratherbe

thealphaandleaderofmyownestablishment



whichfollowsmyrulesandterms.Everyonehas

differentideasaboutwhattheywanttodo.”

“Acceptablebutthefunding?”

“IthinkthatisaproblemIshouldworryaboutZara.”

Aloraclosedthatsubjectoffjustasthewaiter

broughttheirfood.Shetookasipoftheorange

juiceandshookherhead.Shecalledthewaiterto

placeanorderforadifferentkindofjuice.Maybe

applejuicewillbebetter.Shelookedatherplate

andshedidn’twanttosmilebutshebarelyate

anythingallday.

“Whenareyougoingtotalktomom?”

“Mooketsi.Nottoday.Wespokeandwereacheda

conclusion.”

“ButAloradon’tyouthinkyoublewitoutof

proportion.”

“Hmm..Thinkwhatyouthink.Idon’twanttoexplain

thatIdidn’tlikebeingcalledtrashandeventhoughI

nevershowedit,Ididn’tlikeitandno,don’ttellme

I’moverreacting.Haveyoubeencalledan

ungratefultwat?Ortrash?”Mooketsikeptquiet.



“Haveyoubeentoldyoumightbirthlittlebastards?”

ZarawastakenbyhowcalmAloraseemed.

Knowingherownweakselfshewouldhavebeenin

tears.

“Exactly.Don’tdictatehowI’msupposedtohandle

that.Iforgaveyourmotherassheexplainedthat

sheisnotmineandIunderstoodthefavourshedid

formeandprivilegeshegaveme.Canwenothave

thisdiscussionnow?Becauseifwearehereto

discussthatIwillgladlywalkawayfromthislunch

dateandIcameheretospendtimewithmybrother.

Let’snotruinthat.”Shepickedherforkandmoved

itaroundtheplate.

“Iunderstandthat.Butsomedaywewillhaveto

discussit.”

“Hopefullysomedayisyearsaway.”Shesaidand

Mooketsitookasipofhisjuice.Theyallstarted

eatingastheymovedontosafertopicslikeher

graduationdayandlighttopicsthatdidn’tinvolve

highemotions.Oncethelunchwasover,Alora

pickedherbagandshestoodonherfeet.She

squeezedMooketsi’sshoulderwhoignoredthat



andstooduptohugher.

“We’lltalkyeah?”

“Anytime.Justcall.Loveyoutoo,don’tsqueezethe

lifeoutofme.”

“Orwhat?”Shechuckledandhewassurprisedyet

again.Shewaschuckling?

“Imightreallypunchyouforspillingwateronmy

novelwhenIwas16.”

“Ithoughwewereoverthat.”Hesaid,shehadbeen

soangryandherfacewasallpinkasshehuffed

andpuffedwithamurderousgaze.Hehadbeen

quiteamusedasshesaidoutallthewaysshecan

killhimforthat.

“Don’ttryme….”Helaughedandrubbedherbackas

sherubbedhisforafewsecondsbeforeherhand

dropped.

“Youcanletgonow.”Heletgoofher.

“IloveyouRora.”Shesmiledbrieflybeforeherface

fellandhesmiledmore.Shesmiled.

“ByeZara.”Shesaid.



“ShouldIhugyou?”ZaraaskedandAloralookedat

herolderbrothertosaveher.Shehadenoughhugs

tolastheraweek.

“Goaheadbabe.”ZarasmiledasshehuggedAlora.

AlorashotMooketsiadeathglareasZarahugged

herandshepattedZara’sback.Awkward.

“Zaraletgoofmenow.Letgo.Letgo.”Shesaid

andZaralaughedassheletgo.

“Thankyouandenjoyyourdayguys.”Shesaidas

sheopenedherbagtotakeherpurse.

“Thelunchisonme..”

“Sure?Icansti-“

“Justgo.”

“Bye.”Thenshewalkedaway.

AssoonasshewasoutofsightZaralookedather

husband.

“Sheispeculiarandinteresting.Definitelynotbad.”

“Shedoesn’topenupeasily.You’llgetusedtoher

themoreyouspendtimewithher.Whenareyou



tellinghim?”Zarapickedherjuice.

“Maybetomorrow.HejustarrivedandIwouldn’t

wanttostealhistimewithReba.Thatwouldbe

selfishofme.Definitelytomorrow.Ihopehe

acceptsme.”Shesaidmoretoherself.

.

.

.

*

*

*
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Aloraclosedhereyesassoonaftershebuckledup.

Shedidn’twanttogoanywherebuthome.Tom

lookedathisboss’sgirlfriendatthebackand



smiledtohimself.Hestartedthecarassheslept.

***

AtAustin’shouse,Rebalaughedintohischestas

hechuckled.Shesmiled.Shehadmissedherbest

friend.

“Italktoomuch?”Sheaskedandheshookhishead.

Hedidn’tmindlisteningtohervoice.Knowingshe

wasjustopenaroundhimwasablessingonit’s

own.

“Itdoesn’tbotheryou?”

“WhywouldIbebebothered?”

“Goodquestion.Whenaretheownersofthehose

comingback?”Hadesshrugged,hehadnoidea

whenAustinwascomingbackbutmostlikelyafter

fivesinceheusedtocomebackhomethattime.He

wasn’tsurewhattimeitwas,timewentundeniably

fasteverytimehewaswithReba.Shegotoffthe

bedandshestretchedherbodybeforesheshothim



asmile.Hegotuponhisfeetandshetookhishand.

“Andletmecheckifthereisfood.”

“Yessir.”Withthattheywalkedoutoftheroomand

madetheirwaydownstairsjustasthefrontdoor

opened.TheybothlookedandinwalkedAlora.She

shotthemglares.

“Thedeviltestsmeeachandeveryday.”Hades

gaveahalfsmile.

“Youwokeuponthewrongsideofthebed,myday

isnotgoingtoberuinedbyyou.”Sherolledher

eyes.

“Nowthatyou’rehere,myto-dolistwillalwayshave

yournameonitsoIcanjustruinyourdayand

annoyyou.”Rebalaughed.Itfeltlikeoldtimes

again.HersisterandHadesthrowingshadeateach

other.Equallyandwitheverythingthatwasintheir

arsenalandnoneofthemoffended.

“Butyou’regood?”Aloraasked.Hervoiceabit

concerned.

“I’mgood.Thankyou.”Shenodded.



“Well,ifyou’regoodRebaisgoodandifmysisteris

goodthenI’mgood.”Thatwasallshesaidasshe

walkedupthestairsandRebalookedather

boyfriend.

“Foodwasontheagenda?”

“Yes.”Rebaknewwhateverfoodtheyweregoingto

find,Aloradidn’tmakeit.Hersistercouldn’tcookto

saveherownbehind.

MeanwhileinthebedroomAloraremovedher

shoesandheldtheminherhandasshewalkedto

thewardrobe.Shepickedoutclothesandputthe

shoeswheretheybelong.Sheunzippedherdress

andeverythingexceptherpantiesasshewalked

overtothelaundrybaskettothrowinherdressand

blazer.Abath,thenshecheckuponCelinethenshe

eats.Godshewashungryagain.Shehatedthis

now.Shewalkedtothebathroomandshestarted

showering.Todayhadbeenalongday.Ababy?A

baby?Tearsfilledhereyesagainandsheletthem

rollasthewaterwashedthemaway.Herhands



movedtoherstomach.Ababy?Littleterrorists.

That’swhattheywere.BecauseEmoryhadbeen

oneandithadannoyedherbutthelittlegoblinwas

behavedanditsurprisedher.WhydidEmorylike

her?Butsheguesseditwasalapseofjudgement

onEmory’spart.Shedroppedherhandsand

resumedhershowersession.Twentyminuteslater,

shesteppedoutanddriedherselfbeforeshegot

dressedandworehersilkgownoverherpyjamas.

Shetookoutherphoneandshefinallyopened

Austin’smessages.Shelistenedtothevoicenote

hesentandshesmiled.Shealsofollowedthelink

tothesong.Sherepliedwithan‘ok’andsheputher

phonedown.Shealsotookouttheirscan.She

lookedatthepicture.Shewasdefeated.Shewas

withachild?Shepickedthephotoframethathada

pictureofherandRobert.Sheremovedthatpicture

andputthescanthere.Aconstantreminderofthe

consequencesoftheirdecisionsandactions.She

touchedherstomach.

“Youlittlegoblinbetterbehave.Behavebecause

Godknowsmommyhasnoideahowtohandleyour



suddenintrusioninherlife.Whateveryoudoor

become,Ihopeyousurpassme.”Shebreathedin

andwalkedout.TimetoseeCeline.

***

Austinreadherresponseonhiswayhome.Hestill

didn’tknowwhatwasonhermindandshesaidok?

Helookedattheflowersinhispassengerseat.He’ll

seehismother,havetheirdailytalksandthiswillbe

tickedoffherbucketlist.Heopenedthegateand

droveinsidetheyard,thegaragedooropenedashe

drovein,thegateslidingclosedaswellasthe

garagedoor.Hestoppedtheengine,gotoutwith

theflowersinhand,phoneandbriefcase.Hecould

hearchatterashewalkedinsidethehouse.Hades

andReba.Hejustheadedstraighttohismother’s

roomandfoundAlorathere.

“Hiladies.”Hesaidasheplacedhisbriefcasedown

andhismothersmiled.Hegotherflowers?Orwere

theyforAlora.



“Ibroughtyouflowers.”Hetoldhismotherandshe

smiled.Alorasmiled.

“I’llleaveyoutwoinpeace.”Shegotupandwalked

out.Austinsatdown.

“Y-youlooklikeyouhavealotony-yo-yourmind.”

“Howareyoufeeling?”Shewasworsebytheday

anditwasamiracleshesurvivedthislong,she

didn’tknowwhyshewasevenholdingon.

“Worse.”Heknewthat.Hedidn’tknowwhyhe

thoughtherresponsemightbedifferent.Heplaced

theflowersdown.He’llputtheminavaseand

maybeeverytwodayshemightgetherflowers.

“She’spregnant.”Celine’seyeslitup.Sheknewshe

wasn’tgoingtolivelongenoughtoseethebabybut

knowingtherewasonewasenough.

Fromthere,Austinupdatedherabouthisday,she

usuallylistenedandtalkedless.Topreserve

whatevershardsofenergyshepossessedthatday.

HeofferedtofeedherbutAloradidthatandhe

smiledashismotherclosedhereyes.Shewastired

nowandneededsomerest.Hekissedherforehead.



Hetookhisbriefcaseandwalkedoutoftheroom.

Hetookthestairstotheirbedroomandhefound

her.

“Lora….”Shefacedhim.Shewassostubbornand

hewantedtobeinherheadforafewseconds

becauseshehadbeenignoringhimallday.

“Haveyoucooledoff?”Shestaredattheceiling.

“I’mreallypregnant?It’shardtobelieveandthefact

thatIpiecedittogetherthatyoususpectedit.”He

satnexttoherandshefoldedherarms.

“Butheorsheisalreadyhereakere?Wehaveto

moveandseehowtofigureitallout.Idon’tknow

howI’mgoingtodoit.Thefatigueisalready

messingupwithmyworkandIcan’ttakecaffeine

now..”shewasacceptingit?Shewasn’taborting?

Shouldhebeexcited?Wellthiswasonlybaby

numberoneoutoffivebutshouldhebeexcited?It

wassafetobehappyhewasexpectingwithhis

girlfriend…

Alorarolledhereyes.

“Goaheadandrubitonmyfacethatyou’refinally



havingkidsandIhadswornI’mnotgoingtocarry

yourdnabutlookatmenow.”Hegrinned.She

pushedhimbackandhelaughedashepickedher

up.

“I’mrighthereforeverything,I’llhelpyouwith

whateverandyoucandelegatesomeofyourtasks

tome,tomakeiteasierforyou.”Shenodded.

“ButwhatifI’mabadmother?”

“Lorawecanonlyhopeforthebest,don’toverthink

this.”Shemovedherlegsupanddownasshe

lookedathim.

“Doyouwantittobeaboyoragirl?”

“Aslongasit’sababyI’mhappy.”

“WellIhopethisbabymakesyourethinkhavingfive

kids..”helaughedandkissedhercheek.

“Lorawe’regoingtohaveanempire.”Sherolledher

eyesathim.

“Me?I’mnotbirthinganyofyourminionsafterthis

oneRobert.Don’tgetaheadofyourself.”He

chuckled.



“ThankyouandIloveyousweetheart.”

“Iloveyoutoo.”Sheplacedherheadonhis

shoulder.

“I’mhungry.”Hekissedhercheek.

“Whatdoyouwanttoeat?”

“Beefstewlephaleche.”

“Okay.Letmetakeashowerandwe’llheadtothe

kitchen.”Hekissedheragain.

“Thankyou.”

“Joinmeforashower?”

Shejustshoweredlessthananhouragobutwhy

not.

“Okay.”Shegotoffhimandstartedundressingas

hegotridofhisblazerandstartedunbuttoninghis

shirt.Didthispregnancymeanhewasgoingto

easeuponher?Sexuallyshemeant.She’llaskhim.

***



AtSusan’shouse,shecheckedRebantle’sroombut

shewasn’tthere.ShesawZarawhowasonher

phonewhenshewalkedoutoftheroomsheshared

withMooketsi.

“HeyZara,haveyouseenReba?”Rebawasstillnot

back?Rebahadsaidhermotherdidn’twantherto

seeHades.

“Uhmprobablyschool?Ihavenoideatota.”She

walkedawayandSusansighed.Rebahadno

lessonsonFriday.Itcouldonlymeanonething.

Theonlythingshehadtoldhertonotdotonot

deterherownhealing.Whywouldn’tthesekids

listentoher?ShewastheirmotherforGod’ssake

andsheknewbest.Shewalkedtoherbedroomand

pickedherphonetocallReba.Thephonerangbut

sheansweredonthesecondring.

“Rebantle,whydon’tyoulisten?Thatboyisnot

goodforyou.Nowyou’regallivantingwithhimand

verysoonyou’llbeondrugsagainanditwillbe

anotherstory.RebantleMoremiwee?”



“Mama,IloveHadesanddon’tshout.Iwillbehome,

IjustneededtospendtimewithHades.”Reba

repliedsoftly.

“Inmyhouse,youdon’tdoasyouplease.Youlisten

andifIsayyoudon’tseesomeonethenyoudon’t.”

Therewassilenceattheendoftheline.

“Rebantle?”

“Areyoureallyaskingmetobreakupwithhim?”

“Yes.”Susanbreathedout.

.

.

.

*

*

*
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Rebasuckedinabreath.Hadeslookedatherand

shesmiled.Everyonejusthastobelieveinher.She

placedthephoneonherlap.Shewasdoingthe

rightthing.Sheputitonherear.

"Mom,calmdown.Takeadeepbreath.Don'tpush

allofusaway.Iwillbehometomorrowmorning

andwewilldiscusseverythingwithnoheightened

feelings.Youmeanwellinthewrongwaymama

andIhearyou.Iunderstand,breath.Don'tsay

anythingyou'llregret.Iloveyoumamaandspend

timewithEmandMooketsi.Bye."Shehungupand

laughed.Sheactuallysaidthat?Shewassoproud

forstandingupforherself.

"You'respendingthenight?"

"Seemsso."Shegiggledastheysharedakissand

AloraandAustinwalkedinsidethekitchen.

"Pornography.Cutitoutguys!"Rebalaughed.



"We'reolderthanbothofyou."Sheshruggedthen

lookedatAustin.

"We'recooking."Alorasaidwithahuffedchestasif

sheknewshitaboutcooking.

"DearGod,Ihopeshedoesn'tpoisonme."

"Imightjustdothat.EverydayIfindnewwaystokill

people."

"Veryfunny."itwasinfactnotfunnyasHadesgave

heraboredlookandsheflickedhimoffwithher

wrist.

"Youguyscanchooseamovieorsomething..."

"Iforgothowitislikelivingwithyou."Rebaadded

andAloragaspeddramatically.

"You'reonhisside?Ourpactwassistersbefore

boys."Austinkissedherneckandshepushedhim

back.

"Ae.Wenawadisturber."(No.You'redisturbingme.)

"Butyou'recooking?"Rebaaskedwithaserious

tone.Aloralookedathersister.Sheseemed

horrifiedbytheprospectofhercooking.



"Yes."

"OhGod!"Alorarolledhereyes.Rebashookher

head.Thiswasgoingtobealonglongnight.She

couldfeelit.

***

AtSusan'shouse,shestaredatthephonejustas

Thabisowalkedinfromwork.

"RebasaysshesheiswithHades.AfterItol-"

"Sudon'tstart.Lovedon'tstart.Ihavehadenough

ofyoutryingtomicromanageeveryoneinthehouse.

Rebaisanadult.Yesshemademistakesandsheis

gettinghelp.Aloraisanadultandyesshecan

speakoutofturnbutsheisoutofyourhairnowlike

youwanted.Theboysarebothmarriedandwe

haveEmory.Susantherewasatimeyoucried

aboutbeingleftout,letthekidslivetheirlives.Love

thembutdon'tdictatethemwithanironfistand

giveultimatums.Iamtiredofyouactinglikea



victimwhenyouorchestratedthemessthatensued.

Sugethelp,yourtherapistcurrentlymightbedoing

ashittyjobofmakingseeyouseethatyoumightbe

ruiningthebestthinginyourlives.Thistimeyou

couldbeexcitedaboutbeingagrandmaanytime

soonknowingyourkidsareresponsibleadultsand

readyforthat.Youshouldbehappytheyfound

partnersthatlovethemforwhotheyare."Susan

heldbacktearsasshebrokedown.Thabisopulled

hiswifetohimandhuggedher.

"Loveyoucandobetter,you'rebetterthanwhatyou

aredoingnow.WhathappenedtotheSusanIfellin

lovewith?Theonewhosupportedherkids?What

happened?"Shecriedmore.

"It'snevertoolate.Findanewtherapist,letgoof

yourpast.Don'tletpasthurts.Don'tletthingsthat

happened23yearsagoruinthelifewebuiltwiththe

kids.Don'tletthosepastdemonswin.Hecheated

andheisdead,don'tblameanyonebuthim.Alora

didn'tasktobeborn,Rebahasreasonsthatmaybe

greaterthanusandthatexplainwhysheresortedto

drugsregardlessofthestellarupbringingshehad.



AlorahasbeenshowingsignsofOCDforthe

longest,Bokamosoisalwaysawayandhedidn't

passbyforthatlongforChristmas.Mooketsiishis

ownpersonanddoeswhathewants,eachofthese

kidsaredifferentandyoucanchangeanddobetter.

Thereisstilltime,Emoryhasbeenavoidingyou

sinceyouroutburstanddoyouwantyourown

daughtertofearyou?"Sheshookherhead.

"Iknowyoudon't.I'llattendthosetherapysessions

withyou,breathandthinkbeforeyouspeak.We

don'twantyoutobelonelyyearsfromnowwhenall

ofourkidshavecutyouoff.It'snotfulfillingatold

age."Shenoddedasherubbedherback.

"I'lldobetter."Shesaidinbetweentears.

"Promise."

"Good.Don'tsaythatandnotbecommittedto

doingbetter.Dobetterforyoufirstthenthekids,

putyourselffirst,loveyourselfandforgiveyourself

okay?"Shenoddedasheembracedher.Howdid

shegethere?Howhadhenotlefther?Thabiso

breathedoutandkissedthetopofherhead.For



betterorforworse.Thiswastheirworse.

***

Alorachoppedthevegetablesashesatonthestool.

Shewantedtoeatandsheshouldhelphim.The

dishesaswell.Austinimaginedherwithaswelling

stomachorderinghimaroundanditbroughtasmile

tohisface.Hehadeverythinghecouldwishfor.But

thatwasnotwhatscaredhim,thescarythingabout

havingeverythingwaslosingeverything.That

scareshim.Losingeverything.Losingherandtheir

child.Hehopeditdidn'tcometothat.Hewasn'tin

anywayreligiousbutheprayedandhopedthat

whateverdeitypeopleplacedtheirhopeson,would

notlethimloseeverything.Aloralookedupathim.

"What?"

"Nothing."Shestoppedchoppingthepeppers.

"Ihaveaknifeinmyhand."

"Alorabathong!"Hadessaidfromthelounge.



"Nownow,don'tfightlikekids.Especiallywhen

Lorahasaknifeinherhand."

Alorarolledhereyesasshecontinuedchopping.

"Totayoushouldbegratefulyoumanagedtomake

meyourgirlfriend.It'sanachievementonit'sown."

"AndIknockedyouup."Hesaidsmuglyandshe

placedtheknifedown.

"Otsamaelagontena."(you'resoclosetomaking

meangry.)

IntheloungeRebapaused.Waitwhat?Whatdid

Austinjust

say?Ortherewassomethingwrongwithher

hearing?ShetappedHades'chest.

"Didyouhearthat?"

"Hearwhat?"

Shewhisperedinhisear.Hegaveherconfused

look.

"Areyousure?"Shenodded.



"Butwe'llwaittillshesayssomething.Whichmovie

shouldwepick?"

"AnythingIguess?"Shesnuggledintohimwhilein

thekitchenAlorafinishedchoppingup.

"Done."Shewalkedtothefridgeandgotthecarton

ofapplejuice.Shewashedaglassbeforeshefilled

itupwithjuice.Chuggeddownthejuice,hadarefill

andchuggeditdownagain.

"It'slikeareward."Shesaidasshethrewtheempty

cartoninthebin.Austincouldn'thelpbutsmile.

"Okaypopquiz."Hegotthecutupvegetablesas

shequizzedhimandheansweredher.Hegotevery

oneofthequestionscorrect.

"Uhmagameofchessafterthis?”

“You’resuchasoreloser.”

“Shutup!”Helaughedandshesmiled.

.

.
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AtAustin’shouse,thenightwentprogressively

fasterthanhowRebawouldhavewanted.Shewas

quietlyobservinghersisterwhowascasually

threateningdeathasshesnuggledintoAustinwhile

eatingsomething.Itwaspainfullyadorabletoher

weakhearttolookatthem.Shedidn’tknowifAlora

knewthatbutthewayAustincasuallyheldherhair

backforwhenshesaidsheblewitawayfromher

face.Itwasthewayhelookedather.Alora’slips

movedandhejustnoddedagreeingwithwhatshe

saidandsherolledhereyesbeforeshefacedhim

andaslowsmiletouchedhislips.Shewentoffin

Frenchandhereplied.Rebasighed.Theywerecute



anditdidn’ttakeablindmantoseethatthesetwo

wereinlove.Regardlessofhersister’spersonality.

Whatsheheardwasn’trepeatedsoshegaveupon

that.

“IthinkI’llbeputtingAloratobed.Switchoffthe

lightswhenyou’redoneguys.”AustinsaidasAlora

rolledhereyesandlethimcarryheroutofthe

lounge.

“Sonowthatyou’redone,willyougobacktowork?”

Rebaasked

Hadesbreathedout,hedidn’tknowhowhewas

goingtofacehisfather.Hewaspartthereasonhe

wasanalcoholicbutheeventuallyhadto.

“Ihaveto.Atsomepoint.Howhasthemediabeen

onyou?“sheshrugged.Itwasalwaysgoingtobe

theresheguessed.

“I’msurviving.I’msurviving.”Hadeshuggedheras

sheaskedhimmorequestionsaboutthefutureand

helaughedcasually.Theycouldenvisionalife

beyondthirtynow?Itwasmindbogglingthatthey

neversawthat,atsomepointtheythoughttheir



addictionsweregoingtokillthemandifoneof

themwastodiefirst,theotheronewouldfollow

becauseitwasRebaandHades.NotjustRebaor

notjustHades,itwasRebaandHades.Together.

Hekissedthetopofherheadandshesmiled.

FinallyswitchingchannelstowatchaMarvelmovie.

“DrStrange?”Sheasked.

“AndhowcouldIsaynotoamarvelmovie?”He

couldn’t.Itwastheircomfortmoviesandshows

andfunnythingtheykneweverythingtherewasto

knowaboutthemarveluniverse.Themoviestarted

andshesmiled.Forsureinanotheruniversethey

weretogetherminustheaddictions.

Meanwhileinthebedroom,Alorawatchedher

boyfriendgetridofhisclothesandhemadehis

waytobedwithonlyhisboxerbriefs.

“Austin?”

“Yesdarling?”

“So…nowthatwehavealittlegoblinontheway…”



“AbabyAlora.RepeataftermeandsayBABY!”She

rolledhereyesfortheumpteenthtimethatdayand

clearedherthroat.

“Alittlegoblinonthewaywillthe…thisis

embarrassing.”Herfaceflushed.Shepulledthe

comforterclosertoherchinasthebeddipped

becauseofhisweight.Shelookedathim.

“Willyoueaseuponme?”Sheknewheunderstood

herbuthecanbean*ssandwouldwantclarity.

“Doyouwantmetodothat?”Hewasgivingher

options?Sheknewhelovedbeingincontroland

wasverydominantinthebedroomsonowthatshe

wasbeinggivenanoption….

“Yes.No.Idon’tknow.”Shebreathedout.

“Let’sdothis,I’lltrytobepregnantfriendlytoyou

okay?”

“I’mnotaninvalid.”

“Lora,I’mtryingtocompromisehereandyou’lltell

mewhatyoulikeokay?”Shenodded.

“Willyouletmetouchyou?”Hechuckledandpulled



hertohim.

“You’repushingitsweetheart.”Shesighed.Itwas

worthatry.

“I’mstillgettinghandcuffed?”

“Don’tactlikeyoudon’tlikeit.”Shedid.

“Sleep.”

“Don’tforcesleeponme.”

“You’retheonealwaysfatigued.Sleep.”Hekissed

hercheekandthenherlips.Hegotoffthebedtogo

switchoffthelights.Inthedarknessashemadehis

waytobedshestartedspeakingagain.

“WillIbeagoodmom?Willthelittlegoblinlove

me?”

“Darling,ourchildwillloveyouandI’mhere.You’re

notgoingthroughthisparentingjourneyalone.”She

noddedasshebreathedout.

“Butinyourownopinion,willourbabyloveme?”

“Yes.Don’toverthink,takethisonedayatatime.”

Shebreathedout.



“IthinkImightactuallyhatemyselfifourchild

inheritsmyOCD.”Shesaidquietlyashegotinbed.

Hejustheldherandkissedherhead.

“It’sterribleandit’smorethanjustcleaning.It

usuallymessesmeupabadandsometimesIhave

itundercontrolifIcankeeptotheritualand

scheduleandsometimesitruinsmywholeday.I

don’twanttotakepillsforitbecauseImightbe

dependentonthemtokeepsane.Austinthisisjust

scary.”

“Iknowsweetheart.”Shebreathedoutasheheld

hertightinthequietofthenightashermindstarted

workingovertime.

***

Thefollowingmorning,Alorawasthefirstoneto

wakeupandshelookedatAustinwhowasasleep.

Shewashavingthebesttimefallinginlovewith

him.Shegotoutofbedandheadedtothebathroom.

Twentyminuteslater,shewasdoneandwalking



outofthebedroom.Shemadeherwaydownstairs

tocheckonCeline.Shewasprobablyasleep.She

knockedonthedoorandopenedit.Shelookedat

her,fullyasleep.Sheshouldn’ttiretheoldwoman.

Sheheadedtothekitchen.Apancakebreakfastfor

everyone.Thatwasthethingshedidrightand

maybesheshouldscrambleeggs?Thatwasan

idea.Herheartfellasshelookedatthecoffeeinthe

cabinet.Shebreathedout.Shedidn’tcoffee.She

repeatedthatoverandoveragain.Shedidn’tneed

coffee.Shedidn’tneedcaffeine.

***

AtSusan’splaceshehadwokeupfirstandwasin

thekitchenmakingbreakfastforeveryone.She

breathedout.Shewasgoingtodobetter.Emory

madeherwaytothekitchenyawningandrubbing

hereyes.

“GoodmorningEm.”Thelittlegirlsmiled.

“Morningmom.”



“Doyouwanttohelpmewithbreakfast?”Susan

saidgentlyandEmorysmiledandnodded.She

yawnedabitasshewalkedcloser.Susanbreathed

outandengagedheryoungestintoananimated

conversationastheymadebreakfast.Wellminus

hershortheight,thebreakfastwasasuccessand

shewassurethepeopleasleepinthehousewere

goingtoloveit.Shealreadyhadlunchideasand

maybetheyfoundbond.Shewasgoingtodobetter.

Itwasanewdayanditmeantnewbeginnings.

***

Aloraclappedherhandsallaloneinthekitchen.

Shemadebreakfast.Foreveryone,wellbeingthe

genius,responsibleandverysophisticatedperson

shewas,itwassuchanachievement.Hersilentwin

wasdisruptedbyRobertandshestoppedsmiling.

“Ithoughtyoudiedinyoursleep.”

“Yourhyperbolesarealwaysamusingsweetheart.”

Hewalkedclosertohugherandshemovedback.



“Don’ttouchme.Stayback.”Hejustpickedherup

andshescreamedandendeduplaughingintohis

neck.

“Howareyouthismorning?”

“Icooked.”

“Icanseethat.Howareyou?”

“AliveandIcooked.”Sherepeatedagain.He

chuckled.

“Youwantmetosaygoodgirl?I’mnotgoingtogive

youthatsatisfactionLora.”

“DieRobert!”Heplacedheronthecounterand

placedhishandsoneithersideofher.Hesoftened

hisvoiceashespokeinbetweenkissingherneck.

“You’reokay?Nofatigue?Ormorningsickness?”

Sheshookherhead.

“Notyet.”

“Okaymoncoeur.”Sheshiveredashisvoicewent

husky.Theyweren’tinthebedroomandhe

shouldn’tbedoingthat.Whatifthenursewalksin

orRebaorHades?Hesuckedonherneckandshe



pushedhisheadback.Hewantedtoleaveahickey

onherneckandshedidn’twantthat.

“Ithinkwe’regoingtohaveaverylongpregnancy.”

Shesmiled.

“Good.I’minnorushtomeetthisintruder.”He

laughed.Shewasalwaysdramatic.

.

.

.

*

*

*
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Austinhelpedherwithsettingupthetableinthe

diningroomasshecamewiththeplates.Theysetit

upforfivepeople.IncaseCeline’snursewantedto

eat.NowAlorawasinternallypanicking.Whatif

theyspitoutthepancakes?Okayshewouldhold

knivesagainsttheirthroatssotheycanswallow.It

wasnobigdeal.RebaandHadeswalkedinafter

hearingthesoundsthatcamefromthediningroom.

“Goodmorning.”

“It’snotagoodmorningReba.Foramorningtobe

good,somethinggoodhastoactuallyhappened

andinthelastthreehoursnothinggoodhas

happened.Robertisn’tdead,Hades’horrendous

faceisstillvisiblesono,it’snotagoodmorning.”

“Someoneissharpeninghertalons.”Hades

remarked.

“Extrasharptoo,foryourinformation.”BothReba

andAustinshooktheirheads.Alorawalkedbackto

thekitchenwithAustinonherheel.Rebatooka

seatnexttoHades.Afterbreakfastshewas

headingbackhome.Shehopedhermothercalmed



downandthey’llallbeabletotalk.

InthekitchenAlorapickedthejugfullofjuice.

“You’reextranicetoday.”

“Watchit.”Shewalkedoutandlefthimthereashe

smiled.It’salwaysbeenherhasn’tit?Hecouldn’t

imaginehisworldnowwithouther,ithadbeenso

mundanebeforeshewasinitandshewasjust

existinginhisrightnow.Inthebestpossibleway

andhewashappy.Itwasfulloftechnicolournow.

Becauseofher,helearnttolovemorethanhimself.

Helovedher,hehadpeoplehecaredaboutnow.

RebaandHades.Becauseshewasinhislife.He

wasnowcloserwithhismothernow.Muchmore

closerbecauseofherintervention.Hewalkedback

tothediningroomandeveryonesittingdownandit

feltrightastherewasbanteraroundthetable,Alora

rollinghereyesatsomethingHadessaidand

Austinagreedwith.Rebainterruptingwithher

sunshinepersonalityandAloraassuringhersister

thatshesharedthesamesentiments.Anditwasa



reliefthatbreakfastdidn’tendinbloodshed.

EveryoneatthetablewasalreadyusedtoAloraand

theythankedtheirluckystarsthattheicequeen

didn’tpickaknifeandall.

“I’lldropyouoffathome.”Aloravolunteered.She

justneededtogetcleanagainandshe’lldropReba

off.Austinontheotherhand,hadplannedatrip

withhismothertoLion’spark.Hewasgoingtotick

offherbucketlistonebyone.Makethememories

count.

“Okaythat’sthat.Excuseme.”Aloragotupand

headedtothekitchenwithsomeoftheplateswhile

conversationensuedinthediningroom.Sheleaned

againstthecounter.Shetouchedherstomach.

She’lllivewiththisone.

***

Anhourlater,AlorastartedhercarasRebabuckled

up.Rebabreathedin.



“YouarehappyandIlovethatforyou.”

“You’rethehappyonesinceHadesisback.”

Rebasmiled.

“Onestepatatime.Wearetakingitonedayata

timeandI’lllive.”

Aloradroveoutofthegarage.

“Butdoyouevergettheurgetogobacktodrugs

again?”Aloraasked.Shedidn’tevenapproachthe

matterwithcautionandthatearnedherachuckle

fromReba.

“Iwon’tlieandsayIneverthinkofthem.

SometimessomedaysaresohardandIwantto

escapemyownthoughtsandbodyandwishIwas

high.OnsomedazewhereIseethingsthatdon’t

exist,IdothinkofthembutthenIrememberthat

I’vecomesofarandI’mstrongerthanthat.”Alora

gaveherasmallsmile.Rebasmiledwider.Shewas

smiling.

“Ifyouneedtotalk,althoughyoudoalotofthatat

therapy,I’mhere.”Shesaidasshedroveoutofthe



yardandRebanodded.Hersisterdidn’tknowitbut

shesavedherintheend.

***

AtSusan’shomestead,therewaslaughteratthe

tableandsomuchlightheartednessastheyfeasted

onthebreakfast.Deepdown,Susancouldfeelthe

impactofanemptyhouse.Twoofherkidsweren’t

here.Rebawasn’tandAlora?Shewasn’tevensure

shewascomingback.Sheshookherhead,she’ll

thinkaboutthatlater.Rightnowthepeopleatthe

tablerequiredherfullattention.Sheheardthe

intercomandshestoodup.Shewalkedtothedoor.

Shepressedthebuttonsforthegatetoopenand

shewaitedbythedoor.Adoorknockfolloweda

minutelaterandsheopened.

ShesmiledwhenshesawRebantle.Shewasgoing

totryherbest.

“Himom.”Rebasaid.Shehadbeenexpectingsome

sortofshowdownorhostilityespeciallyafterwhat



shesaidyesterdaybeforeshehungup.Yesshe

stoodupforherselfbutthiswashermotherthey

weretalkingabout…

“Areyouokay?”Sheaskedcautiously.

“Yes.Weareeatingbreakfast,wanttojoinus?”

Rebaagreedeventhoughshewasfull.Sheheaded

tothediningroomandtheatmospherewaslight.

Thatcaughtheroffguard.Shepulledoutachair

andsatdownasZaranarratedsomething.Shewas

goingtoneedafewminutestocatchup.She

listenedasshesippedonthejuice.Shesmiledbut

wasstillcautiouswonderingwhatwasupwithher

mother.Oncebreakfastwasover,Zaraofferedto

dothedishesandEmorywantedtohelpaswell.

MooketsiandThabisoclearedthetableleavingher

withhermother.

“Youwantedtotalk?”Shenoddedslowly.

“Okay.Noworlater?Howw-“Susansuckedina

deepbreath.Shewastrying.

“HowisHades?”Reba’seyeswidened.Whatthe

hellwasgoingonhere?



“He-he’swell.Heissoberandokay.”Susannodded

slowly.

“I’mfreetoday.Thewholedayifyouwanttotalk…”

Rebanodded.Didsheperhapsskipthreechapters?

.

.

.

*

*

*
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ContentWarning

AtSusan’shouse,Rebawasstillwaitingforher

mothertodosomething.TellherhowHadeswas



badforherrecoveryandallofthatbutitnever

came.Therewasadoorknockonherbedroomand

Zarawalkedin.

“Hey,howwasthesleepover?”

“Itwasgood.Hadesisgood.”Zarasuckedina

breath.ShewantedtomeetHadesandshedidn’t

wanttoinvolvetheirfatherinitbecauseitwasnot

goingtoendwellwiththatmaninvolved.Anditwas

goingtoseemoutofcharacterforhertoaskfor

Hades’numberfromRebabecauseshewasgoing

toaskwhy.Sheshouldtellherwhysoshecouldat

leastspeaktoherolderbrotherandseeifheis

willingtoformasiblingrelationship.Shehopedhe

wantedone.

“Thiswon’ttakemuchofyourtime..”Rebanodded

asZarasatnexttoher.

“Well,I’veknownthisformostofmylifeand-“she

suckedinabreath.Rebajustlistened.

“RememberthatdinnerwhereIwasfirst

introduced?”

“Yep.”



“I’veknownabouthisexistenceandseenpictures

buthaveneverreallymetwithhimfacetoface.”

“I’mnotfollowingZara.”Rebasatupright.Shewas

reallylost.

“Hades.”Reba’sforeheadscrunched.

“I-IHadesismyhalfbrother.”Rebantleshookher

head.Hadesdidn’thaveanysiblingssheknewof.

Hellshegrewupwithhimandhewasanonlychild.

“Itcomesasashock,heismybrother.I-Ijustneed

totellhimthat.”

“Waitletmegetthisright…Hadesisyourbrother?”

Shenodded.

“Youknewaboutit?”Zaranoddedagain.

“Andhedoesn’tknow?”Sheshookherhead.She

wantedtotellhim.

“Iwantedtospeaktohim.Totellhim,Itseems

uselesstowanttotellhimnowbutIjustwanthim

toknow.Whathedoesfromthereisuptohim.”

“Thisis-wow.UhmIdon’tknowbutIhavea

question…”Zaracouldtakeagoodguessatwhat



thequestionwouldbe.

“We’reyoufriendlytometogetclosetoHades?”It

wascomplex.ShewantedtoknowRebaasher

sisterinlawaswellassomeonewhoknewherhalf-

brother.

“YouaremysisterinlawsoIwantedtoknowyou

becauseofthatandaswellasthefactthatyouare

closetoHades.”Rebadigestedthat.Atleastshe

didn’tlieandtrytoplacateherthatshewantedto

knowherbecauseshewasjusther.Thehonesty

wasappreciatedeventhoughitkindofhurt.

“Iguessyouhadyourreasons…wellIcancallhim

tomeetyou.”Zara’sfacelitup.ShehuggedReba.

“Thankyousomuch.”RebanoddedasZarastood

uponherfeetandwalkedout.

Rebawatchedherleave.Shehadneverseenthe

resemblancebutnowthemoreshethoughtaboutit,

shecouldseethesimilarcheekbonestructureor

washermindtryingtolookforsimilaritiesthat

weren’tthere.ShetextedHades,alunchdatewould

do.Shesentthetextandthrewherphoneonthe



bed.Theissueathandrightnowwashermother.

Wasshegenuine?

Therewasadoorknockandshepushedherlocs

back.

“Comein.”Hermotherwalkedinandshebraved

herselffortheverbalsparring.Wellhermotherwas

goingtodothetalkingwhileshewouldtrytoavoid

afightandquicklyapologisetohaveitoverand

donewith.Susansuckedinabreath.Shecanlet

herchildrenmaketheirowndecisionsandall.

“UhmIwasjustabouttogofindyou,”Rebasaid.

Susannodded.Itwaskindofnotnicetonotbethe

onetellingthemwhattodo.

“IhopeIdon’toffendyoumom.”Rebastartedout.

Susanforcedasmile,shewasgoingtotry.

“Youcansaywhatyouwanttosay,”thenReba

suckedinabreath.Hertherapistwouldbesoproud

ofherrightnow.OtherthanAlora,Hadesandthe

therapistnooneknewwhyshetookdrugs.



“Hadesisn’tthereasonItookdrugs.”Susanwanted

tohearthis.Shealwayssaidthisbutwhatother

possibleexplanationwasthere?Shewasstronger

now.Shetoldherself.Theycouldn’ttouchhernow.

“UhmwheredoIstart?”Sheclosedhereyes.She

hadswornnottellasoul,Aloradidn’tknowthegory

detailsandshehadjustsummeditallupinto

sexualassaultwhenitwasmorethanthat.Her

heartracedassherecalledeverybadthingthat

happened.Afterthisshewasnevertellingthestory

again,unlessitwasreallynecessarybutshehad

skippedthatstagewithhertherapist.

“WellmodellingwasfineinBotswana.”Shewas

goingtoskipoverthetimesheexperimentedwith

drugshereatthatpartybeforesheturned18.

“UhmthenFrancehappened…”shewastooyoung

forthat.Tearsfilledhereyes.Itwasamiracleshe

couldhavesexwithherboyfriendorwasitbecause

shehadpushedthoughtsandfeelingsandthe

memoriesasidewiththedrugs?

“Whenwegotthere,shootsandallright?”Susan



nodded.Shewastheremostofthetime.

“Uhmduringrehearsalstheracistslursstarted…”

tearsfilledhereyes.

“Forthefirsttimeinmylife,Iwasbulliedformy

skincolour.”Hervoiceshook.Allshehadmeever

knownwaspraiseforherskinandshehadbeen

hurtthatshewasbeingbashedforherskin.

“Thatwastheleastofitthough.”Sheadded.

“Thenthesexualassaultsstarted.”Susan’sheart

stoppedbeating.Whatdidshemeanbysexual

assault?That’sasabroadtermandRebahadnever

saidanything.Rebalickedherlips.

“Theunwantedtouchesfromtheothermalemodels,

thephotographers.ItwassmallandsomethingI

pushedaside.”Shemaintainedanevenvoicebutit

washardtotryandnarrateeachandeveryincident.

Eachandeveryincidentshefeltuselessandthey

hadlaughedinherfaceandtoldhershewasgood

forthatortheyhavealwayswantedtotoucha

blackc*nt.

“TherearesomanyinstancesandIwantedtoblock



meoutsobad.Iwantedtoforgetthosememories.

DidItellyouthatthisonetime,attheafterpartymy

drinkwasspikedandIdon’tevendrink.Theyspiked

myjuiceandinthemorningIwokeupaloneinthe

venue,nakedandfeelingusedbutnotknowing

whathappenedorwhohaddraggedmewhere?

HowamIsupposedtoseemyselfassomeone

worthy?Howdoyoureportinacountrywherethey

wouldbelievethelocalsoveryou?Orsayyou’re

lyingforattentionandtheyfurtherdegradeyouwith

words?”Susan’stearsrolleddownhercheeks.God

shehadnoidea.Shehadnoidea.

“Foryearssomeofthesexualstuffgotworseand

peopledidn’thideit,theracismworseandtheother

femalemodelsmockingmyweightandtellingme

I’mtoofattomodel?Thatcausedawholeeating

disorderthatisaffectingmenow….Itwashell.

Modellingwashellonearthforme.Itkilledmeand

destroyedeverypieceofmeandHadeshadnothing

todowithit.Heisn’tthereasonItookdrugs,to

somedegreehewasmysanityandhelovedme

regardlessofhowdirtyIfelt,Iwasashamedofmy



ownself.Ididn’tevenrecognisemyselfanymore

andIamfightingsohardtobethemebeforeallof

thathappenedbutIcan’tgobackintimeandtell

thosepeoplewhoforcefullyputtheirhandsand

imprintedthemselvesonmetonotto.Iwasscared.

I-“shecoveredhermouthassheburstintotears.

Susanwascryingassheheldherdaughter.She

didn’tknowhowshenevernoticedachangein

Reba.Shehadstillbeenthatbrightchildshehad

known,nothingwasreallydifferentandshecouldn’t

havenoticedit.Shehadfailedherasaparent.She

shouldn’thaveencouragedhertotaketheir

contractinParis.Shedidn’tknow…

“Ididn’tknow.”ShesaidasshecomfortedReba.

Rebamovedherheadbackandshookitwhiletrying

towipehertears.Herheartbrokeasitreplayedthat

incidentintheelevatorwheretheyhadstoppedit

midwayandforcefullyremovedherclothesand

forcedtheirfingersintoher.Hertearschokedher

andshehitherflatchest,herheartwasbreaking

andthefeelingswereoverwhelmingher.Shedidn’t

wantofeellikethis.Itwastoomuchtoremember.



Herlipsquiveredandshesobbed.Susanheldher

asshecriedintoherarms.

.

.
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Susanrubbedherbackasshecriedalongwithher

daughter.Howcouldshenotsensethather

daughterwasnotokay?Sheshould’vetriedtoread

inbetweenthesmilesandhersunshinepersonality

thattherewasachange.Sheshouldhavetried

harder.Atthisverymomentshefeltlikeafailure.

Shefailedallhechildren.Rebabrokethehugand



rubbedhereyes.Shewasastronggirl.Theyjust

neededtobelieveinher.Shesmiledandpushedher

locsback.

“I’msosorry.Iknowit-“Rebashookherhead.Her

motherdidn’tknowandshedidn’thavetoapologise

forwhatotherpeopledid.Shecouldn’tcontrolthem.

Shedidtakedrugsbutshewascleannowand

tryingtodealwithhertraumathebestwayshe

could.

Susanwasstillflabbergastedbywhatsheheard

anditbrokeherheartintoamillionlittlepieces.She

wonderedhowitfeltandasmuchasdrugswere

bad,shecouldunderherdaughter’schoices.Tears

filledhereyes.Shecouldunderstandwhyshe

decidedtotakedrugsregardlessofthefactthat

theymightmakeheranaddict.

“I’mhereforanything.”Susanhuggedheragainand

Rebanodded.Sheneededthat.Godknewshehas

beenyearningforthat,sheblinkedbackthetears

thatwantedtofallagain.Ifshestartedcryingagain

shewasn’tgoingtostop.



“I’msosorryyouwentthroughthat.Sosorryfornot

readingbetweenthelines.”Hermothersoothedand

shenodded.Godsheneededtohearthat.

***

AtAustin’shouse,AlorawatchedAustinputCeline

inthecar.Shewasnotgoingtointrudeontheirlittle

outing.

“Youcantakepictures..”sheshookherhead.They

weregoingwithhernursejusttomakesureshe

wasokayandnotoverexertingherself.

“Youtwogoandhavefun.I’lljusttrytogetthrough

work.”Hehuggedherandshehuggedhimbackfor

abriefsecondbeforeshepushedhimback.

“Go.”Hekissedhercheekandshewatchedthe

nursegetinsidethecaralongwithAustin.Thecar

reversedandthegateclosedsecondslaterafterthe

carwasout.Shewalkedtothehouseandtouched

herstomachagain.Shebettergetstartedwithwork.



Shetookthestairsanddisappeareddownthe

hallwaysassheheadedtothestudy.Meanwhilein

thebedroom,Hadesgotreadyforthelunchdate.

AnythingtospendtimewithReba.Hewilldealwith

hisfatheronMonday,hejustneededthislast

weekendwithouthimbuzzinginhisearandtearing

himdownwithwords.

***

Almostanhourlater,Zarafacedherhusband.

“Wishmeluck.”

“Zeeyoudon’thavetodothisifyoudon’twantto.

Hadescanbeabastardifhewants.Heisnotthat

niceandattimesIwonderhowRebalovesthat

guy.”

“Heisyourbrother-in-lawbabe.”

“Justspeakingmytruth.I’lldriveyouguystherebut

don’twantyoutohaveexpectations.Hemight



rejectyouandyou’ll-“

“Don’tbesonegative.Whoknows,maybehehas

wantedasibling.Itmightbetoughtoadjusttothat

buteventuallyhe’llletmein.”Zarahopedso

anyway.

“Okay.Ihearyou.Let’sdothisbabygirl.”She

grinnedasshetiedherhair.

Inthebedroom,Rebamadesurehereyeswere

okay.IfLorawashere,sheshouldhavehelpedher

withmakeup.Maybetherewashopethather

motherwasgoingtogetbetter.Shesmiledatthe

mirror.

“RebantleMoremiI’mproudofyounow.”She

smiledatherreflection.Herbrokenpieceswon’tbe

backtonormalbuttheycancreatesomethingnew.

Amosaic.Amosaicisalwaysbeautifulbecauseit’s

madefrombrokenpieces.Shewasamosaic.She’ll

updateVioletonMonday.Withthatshepickedher

bagandwalkedoutoftheroom.Shesawher

motherwholookedlikeshewasbeatingherself



overherrecentrevelation.

“Mom….it’sinthepast.”Shesaidassheclosedher

bedroomdoorandZarawalkedoutwithMox.

“Butstill…”

“Mom,ithappenedandI’msurvivingaren’tI?Just

believeinme,likeapixie.I’mstrongandsomedays

aretoughbutI’mtoughernow.”Shegrinnedand

huggedhermotherbeforekissingherforehead.

“Ihavetogonow.We’llbebacklaterbutIloveyou

andit’snotyourfault.It’snotevenmine.”Zaraand

Mooketsiwerelost.Whatweretheytalkingabout?

“Guysareyouready?”SheaskedthemandZara

gaveherathumbsup.

“Neverbeenthisexcited.”

“FakeittillyoumakeitIguess.”Zara’ssmile

dropped.

“Doesitshow?”

“Yep.”TheysaidbyetoSusanwhowavedatthem

andwalkedintothebedroom.Herhusbandhad

listenedattentivelyandshecouldseethehurtinhis



eyes.Shewasgoingtodobetter.Thabisojust

pattedonthebedandshesatdownnexttohim.He

huggedherandshereleasedasadsigh.

***

AtAustin’shouse,Hadescheckedthestudyandhe

foundherwithherfacedown.

“I’llbeback.”

“NooneisgoingtomissyouHades.Outyougo.”

Shedidn’tliftherheadandheleanedback.

“Alora.”Sheliftedherheadannoyed.

“Hmm…”

“Thankyou.”Shesquintedhereyes.What’sashe

upto?

“Forwhat?”

“IkindofsuspectedyouhadAustinhelpme,thank

you.”Austinwasthatmalefriendheneverhad

growingupsincehehadnosiblings.Alora’seyes



softenedafraction.

“Inourweakestmomentsweallneedsomeoneto

bethere.Itmightnotseemlikemuchbutitdoes

help.Iwoulddoitoverandoveragain.”Helooked

downathisshoesandsmiled.Sheclosedthefile

shewasbusywith.

“Itmeansalottome.”Hesaidagainlickinghislips

asheliftedhisheadtolookather.Shehada

beautifulhearteventhoughoutwardlysheacted

likeabitch.Hesmiledandsherolledhereyes.

“Welcome,nowleave.”Hechuckledandwalkedout.

Aloracontinuedreadingtheotherfilesheandtogo

through.

***

Hadesfinallyarrivedatthelunchspot.Helooked

around.Hehasn’tbeeninpublicformonthsandhe

hadtoforcehimselftocomeherebecausehis

girlfriendaskedforalunchmeeting.Hewouldhave



preferredsomewhereprivatebutthenagainif

you’reknownthereisnoprivacyisthere?He

spottedherbutstoppedinhistracksseeingher

withthatgirlfromthelastdinnerhehadwithher

family.Whatwasgoingon?Hecontinuedwalking

tillhegottothetable.Rebasmiledathimashe

kissedherlipsthenbrokeitbeforesittingdown.

“Hilove.Uhmokay,I’llmakethisquickand

disappear.HadesthisisZara,ZarathisisHades…”

Hadesnodded.Notfollowing.

“Zarahassomethingtotellyouandit’snotmy

placetobehere.Iloveyoubaby.”Shestoodupand

kissedhischeekbeforeshewalkedoutleavingher

cluelessboyfriendwithZara.

“Hi.I’mZ-“herheartpoundedwitheachbreathand

shecouldseehisconfusionandboredomandwas

hopinghewasn’tgoingtoshutherdown

immediately.

“Cuttothechase.”Therewastheswiftverbalcutoff.

Swiftandkindofbitter.Herskintingledasher

visionwentwoozy.Sheopenedhermouthbuther



tonguefeltheavybeforeshecouldevencontinue

speaking.

“I-Ihavesomethingtotellyou.”Herwordsmashed

andHadeswasobviouslyalreadyboredofher.Why

couldn’tshegettotherealreasonshewashereso

hewouldleaveandspendtimewithhisgirlfriend?

Henodded.

“I-uhmI-ohGod!”Shefannedherfaceandherheart

drummedinherchest.Hewasintimidatingin

personandactuallyspeakingtohim.Hewasher

bigbrotherandshewasscaredalready.Maybethis

hadbeenabadidea.

“I-I’myoursister.”Sheblurted.Hadesstopped

moving.Hethinnedhiseyestolookatherbeforehe

laughedbitterly.

“Thisissomekindofsickjokeright?”Zara’sheart

plummetedinherchest.Shewasajoke?Tears

burnedinhereyes.Shewasajoke?Thishadbeena

badidea.

Hadeswaswaitingforhertoagreeandgettothe

realpointinsteadhesawtearsinhereyes.Shit!



Fuck!Itwasn’t?

“You’reserious?”Didshelooklikeshewouldlie

aboutthat?Shenoddedandblinkedbackthesalty

waterwellinginhereyes.Sheshouldleavenow.

Shepushedherchairback.

“Wait,whatdoyoumeanyou’remysister?”He

asked.Becausehowthefuckdidhehaveasibling

whenheknewhewasanonlychild?

“Wesha-“Zararubbedhereyes.

“Weshareafather.”Hadesremainedquiet.

“FredHudson,he’smybiologicalfather.Hisname

isonmybirthcertificateifyouwatproof.”Shesaid.

Hesenthermoneyeverymonthbecausethat’s

whathedid,hethrewmoneyathisproblemsandhe

hopeditwasenough.

“I’msorry.Ishouldn’thaveburdenedyouwiththat,I

justwantedyoutoknow.”Zarafinallysaidandshe

gotup,grabbingherbagandrubbinghereyes.An

astonishedHadeswastryingtoprocessthat.It

hasn’tevenbeen24hourssincehe’sbeenbackand

this?



.

.

.

*

*

*

AMONTHLATER

Mysincerestapologiesmyoxygentanks.I’vebeen

stuckforhours.Fivecupsofcoffeelaterandnow

wehavethis.I’lltrytoseeifwecansqueezein

anotherone.Trybeingthedoingword.Loveand

lightmyloves.
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Alorapausedasshelookedatherinvestorsafter



herthreemonthupdateontheprogress.

“Sofarsogood.”Greysaidasheeyedherandshe

noddedwaitingfortheresttogivetheirviews.She

wasexhaustedfromworkingonthisallweek.

Finallyinamonth’stimeshewillhavethesample

ofmostoftheproducts.Thebuilderweredoing

good.Shenowhadtoworkonbuildingher

company.Thehiringprocessandadvertisement.

PRandalltheworks.Threemonthsinandthelittle

gremlinwasbehavinginherstomach.

“IamjustwaitingforthefinalproductandLora

Cosmeticshittingtheshelves.”Maduoaddedas

shefilledherglasswithwater.

“Sotherearen’tanymorequestions?”

“NoAlora.Weareverysatisfiedwithyourwork

ethicandourmoneyisbeingusedwiselysothat’s

it.”Shenoddedandplacedherhandsonthetable.

“Thankyouandthemeetingisoverthen.I’llsend

emailsforthenextmeetingandwe’lltakeitfrom

there.”Theyagreedandmurmuredamongst

themselves.Sheflashedaquicksmilebeforeshe



pickedherlaptopbaganddisconnectedherlaptop.

Shewalkedoutaftershepackedherstuff.She

wantedtogohomeandsleep.Austinofferedto

helphersoshecanrestwhenneeded.Itdidhelp

sometimestohaveasmartmanbyhersidewho

kneweverythingthereistoknowinthebusiness

world.Theelevatoropenedandshesteppedinside.

Shelookedupasshepressedthebuttonsforitto

godown.Theyhaddiscussedlettingpeopleknow

aboutthepregnancy.Wellherfamilyinparticular

becausehismotherknewanditbroughtasmileto

herfacewhenCelineaskedherhowshewasevery

morningwhenshewastheonesupposedtoaskher

howshewas.Shehasbeengettingweakerbythe

dayandthedoctorhadsaid,itwasamiraclethat

shewassurvivingtillnow.Alorahadabadfeeling

thatshemightdiesoonbecauseshesleptmore

anditwasscarybecauseRobertwouldwakeinthe

middleofthenighttocheckonherheartbeat.Of

courseshewouldwakeupandstandbyhimbut

sometimesithurtthatshecouldn’treversetimeand

hopethatCelinehadn’treachedthelaststageof

cancerbutfatehadotherplanssheguessed.



Theelevatorpinged,doorsslidopenandAloraina

blacksuitsteppedoutexudingtheconfidenceonly

fewcouldmusterwithheelsskyhighandmakeup

beingherarmour.Shenoddedasshepassedthe

receptionistandsteppedoutofthebuilding.She

headedtotheparkinglot.Assoonasshegotinside

hercar,sheremovedherheels,adjustedherseat

forwardandblewtheweavefromherfaceasshe

startedthecar,laptopbaginthepassengerseat.

ShouldshecheckonRobert?Shewastiredbutahi

won’tkillherwillit?ToRobert’sofficethen.

***

AtAustin’soffice,helookedatthedesign.Itwas

missingsomething.Hecouldn’tpinpointwhatbit

somethingwasmissingandofcourseshehad

beenwearingMathewInc.originaldesignsfor

months.Heneededthisonetobeperfectbecauseit

hadtobeanditwasmissingacertainelementtoit.

Hepickedhispencilandhelockedhislipsashis



officetelephonestartedringing.Hepickeditup.

“Hello?”

“MsMoremiisheretoseeyou.Shelookslikesheis

readytokillme.”Thereceptionistaddedwitha

whisper.

“Shecanproceed.Thankyou.”Hecutthecall.He

putthepencildownandthepaperwasshovedinto

hisdeskdrawer.He’llworryabouthisspecific

designsometimelateraftersheleaves.Hehadonly

threemonthsfromnowtoputthistogetherbutthis

designwasmorestressfulthantherest.Wasit

becausethisonewasspecialthantheothers?

Minuteslater,therewasadoorknockandshe

openedthedoor.

“HiRobert.Idecidedtopassbyandseeyournotso

attractivefacebeforeheadinghome.”

“JustsayyoumissedmeandIamveryattractive

darling.”

“Noyou’renot.”Sheclosedthedoorandshe

headedstraighttothecouch.Sheremovedher

heelsandsheplacedherlegsonthecouchaswell.



Shefrowned.Shewasn’tcomfortable.Hewatched

hertrytositcomfortablytillshedecidedtositcross

legged.

“Better.Theinvestorsarehappy.”Henodded.

“I’mnotheretodisturbalthoughthatisonmyto-do

listaswell.”

“I’llalwaysmaketimeforyoudarling.Youwantto

talkandI’mlistening.”Shewenttoontoexplainthe

planforthisweekandnextweek.

“Iobviouslyneedamarketingteam.Thatespecially

becausehowcanweintroduceLoraCosmetics

withoutthepowerofsocialmediaandagoodPR

team.”

“True.”Shebitherlowerlip.

“Mydressdoesn’tfit.”Shechangedtopicsjustlike

that.

“Whichonesweetheart?”Shehadsomanydresses

andhedidn’tbothermemorisingallofthem,she

didn’twearsomeofthedresses.

“Graduationdressandit’snextmonth.Itnolonger



fits.”

“Findanotheronesweetheart.”Sherolledhereyes

andfoldedherarms.

“You’resupposedtoassuremeRobert,whyo

ntatlhelela?”(whyareyounottakingmeseriously?)

“Darlingthat’stheonlyoptionavailable.”Sheknew

that.Butshelovedit.Sheisprobablygoingtostart

showingnextmonthandherchosendressdidn’tfit.

Whatatimetobealive.

“Doyouloveme?”

“YouownmyheartandsoulAlora.”

“Wouldyoutattoomynameonyourback?”He

pickedhispen.

“AloraIalreadytattooedyourbirthdateonmychest.

Whereisthisgoingsweetheart?”Shegrinned.Ah.

Thattattoo.Hereallydidn’thavetobutthathad

beensweetofhimandshedidn’tknowhowmuch

lovethismanrequiredbecausehehadhersin

tonnesandtonnes.Likeshealwayssaid,fate

alignedthem.Theyweredestinedforeachother.



Hewascalm,likethesea.

“Wouldyouduelforme?”

“Youaresofuckingweird.”Shelaughedandhe

smiled.

“Iloveyou.”Shesaidandsheplacedherhandson

herthighs.

“YouroffspringisbehavingsoIbettergohome

now.”Heshookhisheadwithanearsplittinggrin

onhisface.Hegotupfromhisdeskjustasshegot

readytostandup.

“Notsofast.”

“You’restarting..”

“Startingwhat?”Hehelpedheruponherfeetand

shethoughthewasgoingtohelpherwithher

shoesbutthebastardjustpickedheruptoplace

heronhisdesk.

“Robert…”hervoicetrailedasheremovedherblazer.

Sheknewwhathewasdoingandshewantedthat

too.Shecan’ttellhimthatbecauseshewasgoing

toinflatehisego.Seeinghimsmugirritatedthehell



outofher.Heplacedtheblazeronhischair

carefully.Good.Heshouldn’twrinkleit.Hecarefully

unbuttonedherpantsandshecouldbreathenicely

now.

“Youreallydowantme11inchesdeepinsideof

you..”

“Robert,arewedoingthisornot?”Helaughedashe

kissedherlipsandshekissedhisback.

“C-canyou..”hebrokethekisstolistentoher.She

flushed.

“Speak.”

“Canyoutakemeroughly?”Hekissedherneck

beforehisteethgratedherearandsheshuddered.

“Withpleasuresweetheart.”Hehadbeenmuch

morelenientonherbecauseshewasalwaystired

andthedoctormentionedsomethingabout

miscarriageshappeningduringthefirsttrimester.

Withthatheloweredhishandstopulldownher

pantsjustasherhandswentdowntohisbelt

buckle.



.

.

.

*

*

*
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Hiseyesfellonherbreastsasheclaspedherbra.

Hekissedherneckbeforewhispering.

“Iloveyou.”

“Icanseethat.”Helaughedashepickedupher

shirtandhelditbehindhersoshecanslideher

armsintothesleeves.Shedidjustthatashepicked

herpantswhileshebuttonedup.Herhairwasall

messedupbutthey’lldealwiththataftersheisfully



dressed.Hehandedherherpantsandhewatched

herdoalittlejumpforthemtomoveoverherbutt.

Shebreathedout.Shecouldn’twaittoheadhome,

takeabathbecausethismanreallyhadhisway

withherandshehadtowalknormallyoutofthis

place.

“Whattimewillyoubehome?”

“Alittlebitlate.”

“HowlateRobert?Bespecific.”

“Don’twaitupforme.”Shenoddedasshetuckedin

hershirtandhecameupbehindher,wrappinghis

armsaroundherstomach.

“GladtoknowourbabyisbehavingandIloveyou.”

“Iloveyou.Letgoofme.”Hechuckled.

“Youshouldwashoffyourmakeup.”

“Ilookhorribledon’tI?”

“Veryhorrible.You’reterrifying.”

“You’reaterriblehumanbeingRobert.”Shelooked

atherlipstickstainonhisshirt.Howwasshegoing



togetitoutofhisshirtduringlaundryday?Helet

goofherasshescurriedtothebathroominhis

office.Shelookedatthemirror.Sheshouldwash

herfacenow.Hewalkedinsidethebathroom

holdingwipes.Shewasgladtoknowhewas

adoptingherhabits.Sheshouldn’thaveleftherbag

inthecar,shewillhavetoremoveeventhelashes.

GoshRoberthadonejob,tostayawayfromher

facenowshe’sstruggling.Sheheldbacktearsas

shebroughtherhanduptohernosetotrynottocry.

“Lorayou’recrying?”Shewasn’t.Shewasn’t.He

sighed.

“Whatisit?”Heaskedasheheldherwaist.

“I’mnotcrying.You’reseeingthings.”

Heletherthinkthatandnoddedbeforekissingthe

topofherhead.

“Okaysweetheart.”Shenoddedandhejuststood

behindherasshewashedherfacecleanofthe

makeup.Whenshewasdone,hehandedherthe

wipesandshegavehimagratefulnod.He

squeezedhercheeks,shewasgettingchubbynow.



“Eketeolegwinya.”(youlooklikeafatcake)

Sheglaredathimashegavehersmuggrinwhilst

stillsqueezinghercheeks.Sheslappedhishands

away.

“Wellthislegwinyawon’tbesharingthebedwith

youanytimesoon.Waitsewakgora.”Sherolledher

eyesandhelaughed.Sheendeduplaughing.

“Butseriouslynow,kelegwinya?”(DoIlooklikeafat

cake?)

“I’mafraidsodarling.Butyou’readeliciousfatcake

don’tworryaboutit.”Herfaceheatedinannoyance.

Thismanwasannoying.

“GodknowsIdespiseyou.Justdie.”

“Youdon’t.”Hesmoothedbackherweaveandhe

squeezedhercheeksagain.

“Butonaseriousnote,jokesaside.You’reacutefat

cakedarling.”Shefistedherhands.

“I’mgoingtothrowhandsandsomeoneisdying

andthatpersonisn’tme.”Helaughedwatchingher

getpinkinthefaceandhekissedherforehead.It



wasoeasytorileherup,alwaysfiery.

“DoIlookpresentable?”Sheaskedandhe

assessedher.

“Yourclothesaren’twrinkledbutyourhairsays

anotherthingentirely.”Shegroaned.Hesmoothed

itdownwhilsttoweringoverher.Hesmiledand

loweredhisheadtokissher.Shemovedherface.

“I’mnotafatcake.”Helaughedandshejoinedhim

ashegothiskissthatalmostledtoanotherround

ofsex.

***

Rebawalkedoutofthelecturetheatreasshetook

outherphone.Shehadtoheadouttoanother

lessonintenminutes.Didshementionthatshe

hatedUniversity?Testtwoswerearoundthecorner

andshewasstudyingandstudyingbutnothing

clicked.Whycan’ttheytrusttheylearntthecontent

andjustgivethemtheirdegrees?Shesighedasshe



sentHadesaquickmessagebeforepocketingher

phone.

***

Hadesdidn’tknowwhetherheshouldconfronthis

fatherabouttheZaraissue.Duringthecourseof

themonth,theydidspeak.Occasionallythatwas

andheheardhersideofthestoryandhewantedto

hearhisfather’ssideofthestory.Whyhenever

mentionedher,didhehatehimthatmuchtoeven

notallowcontactbetweensiblings?Heknewhis

motherwaswell,verymuchnon-existentinhislife.

Thewomanabandonedhimwhenhewasakid,she

leakedtheaddictionstothemediaandchangedthe

courseofhisandReba’slife.MostespeciallyReba

becausepeoplebashedherthemostandshehad

beensouncomfortableshowingherfaceoutin

public.HeslidhisphoneoutandreadReba’s

messagewithasmile.Hedecidedhewillaskhis

fathertomorrow.Hehadsummonedhimtohis



housefordinner.Adinnerhewasnotgoingto

enjoyeitherwaybuthehadnochoice.Hewas

usingthebastard’slastname.

***

Susansmiledasshewentthroughthephotoalbum

ofthekids,therapywasbetterandtruetohis

promiseThabisohadbeenattendingtherapywith

her.Itwaseyeopeninghearinghowhefeltabout

heractionstheselastfewmonths,sheknewhewas

rightandnowthatshewasdealingwiththeghost

fromthe23yearsago,thingsweregoingtoget

better.Theyhadto.Sheacceptedsheruinedthe

relationshipshehadwithherdaughteranditwould

takesomesortofmiracleforhertofullyforgiveher

andcomebackhome.Rebawasbeingmuchopen

toherandsheacceptedherdaughter’schoicein

men.ShewantedHadesandshehadnochoicebut

toaccepther.Hehadlovedherwhenshehadfelt

likeshedidn’tdeservetobeloved,somethingshe



didn’tgiveherdaughterwhenshewasgoing

throughtheworst.Herheartstillachesatthat

thought.Sheclosedthephotoalbum.Shedidn’t

forgetthatAlorawasgraduatingnextmonthaswell,

ithurttobeontheoutsidelookinginandthefact

thatnoneofherchildrenupdatedheraboutAlora

hurtmore.Shewasstartingtobeastrangerandit

wasn’tagoodfeeling.

.
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*

*
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AtAustin’sofficeshortlyafterAloraleft,his



telephonerang.

“Hello?”

“Youhaveanunexpectedvisitor..”

“Who?”

“MyHudson.”Hefrowned.Hades?

“Lethimpass.”Hehungupandleanedbackonhis

deskashetookouthissketchandpencil.Helifted

upthesketch,tryingtoenvisionthefinalproduct.

Sighingtherewasadoorknockandheputthe

sketchbackinhisdrawer.

“Comein.”Thedooropenedandhewassurprised

toseeFredHudson.Ofcoursehisfacewasdevoid

ofanyemotionasheeyesthemanwhotookaseat.

“Whatisitthatyouwant?”Austinraisedaneyebrow.

Whatdidhewant?

“Myson.Heisnothingwithouthistrustfundandhe

can’tgiveyouanything,whatdoyouwantfrom

him?”

“Gooddaytoyouandwell,that’saninteresting

take.”



“JustanswerthedamnquestionMathews?Doyou

wanthimforyourselforareyoutryingto

manipulatehim?”Austindidn’tshudderasFred

triedtogethisreaction.Hewastoocalmforhis

liking.

“Howdidyougettothatconclusion?”Hisvoicewas

level.Calmanditdidn’twaver.

“Iamlookingoutformyson,maybeyouwanthim

foryourselfsinceyouare-ormaybestillgay.”

Austinleanedback.Hedidn’twantHades,hecared

forhimthewayafrienddoesandhissexualityhad

tobedraggedintoit.Questionwashowdidhefind

out?

“Hmm.SoIposeasathreat?ThatI’mthereforyour

soninawayyoucouldn’tandinsteadoftalkingto

yourson,youcametome.Thatisveryidiotic.”

“Howdareyou?”

“IcalloutidiocywhenIseeit.Youshouldbe

mendingyourrelationshipwithyourson.Itreally

isn’tmyconcernthatyouarefailinghimandhe

couldn’tgetanounceofconcernfromhisfather.If



thatisall,wouldyoupleaseleavemyoffice.Thank

you.”Fredbubbledinternallyashestooduponhis

feet.HewalkedoutandAustincursedunderhis

breath.Dammit.Howdidhefindout?Andhewasn’t

gay,hedidn’tcompartmentalisehissexuality.He

didn’tseegenderandthatwastheproblemwith

peopleknowing,theywon’tseeitfromhispointof

view.

***

AlorasatdownbyCeline’sbedasCelineweakly

turnedtofaceher.

“Hi,howareyoufeeling?”Celinegaveaweaksmile

andAlorablinkedbacktears.Shewasn’tthis

emotionalperson.Sheblamedthepregnancy.

“Thankyou.”Celinecroakedoutbeforeshe

coughed.Celinecouldfeelthatherdayswerenear.

Shemadememorieswithhersonandhewasin

goodhands.Hewasfinallystartingafamily,a

familythatlovedhim.Awomanthatmatchedand



lovedhimwithnoinhibitions.Shecoughedsome

moreandAlorastoodonherfeettofixherpillow

andhelphersitupright,shegaveheragrateful

smile.Everythinghappenedforareason,sheloved

herlifeandshehadregretsbutnowshehadtolet

go.Shewassotired.Soweak.Ashellofwhoshe

hadbeen.

“H-howisthebaby?”Alorasmiled.

“Behaving.We’regood.Doyouneedanything?”

Celineshookherheadasshefoughttokeepher

eyesopen.

“Pleaselovehimforme.”Alorablinkedbacktears.

“Iwillalwaysdo.”SherepliedsoftlyasCeline

noddedweaklyandcoughed.Shehadsomuchto

saybutthatwasallshecouldmusteruptosay.

AloramadesureshewascomfortableasCeline

closedhereyes.Shereleasedasadsighasshe

coveredherup.Shesmiledasshelookedatthe

bucketlist.Shegavealowchuckleblinkingback

thetearsasshewalkedoutoftheroom.Alorawent

totheirsharedroomtocatchuponherownsleep.



Whatshedidn’tknowwasthattenminutesafter

sheleft,Celinestruggledwithbreathingandthe

nursehadtriedcontrolittothepointofcalling

Austinhomebecauseshedidn’twanttoworryAlora.

***

Austinrushedhomeandhehatedthetrafficonthe

wayhome,hisheartracedfranticallyasheprayed

toaGodhedidn’tevenbelievein.Theminutehe

parkedhiscarinsidetheyard,hejumpedrightout

asherushedintothehouse.Histiewasalmost

chokinghimashefoughtwithitheadingtohis

mother’sbedroom.Hefoundherthereasthenurse

gavehimahopelesslook.Hiseyeswelledoveras

Celine’seyesgavehimanadoringlookamidstthe

pain.Herbodywasfightingtogobutatleastshe

wasseeinghersonforthelasttime,heheldher

frailandthinhandsinhisashesniffed.

“Mother…”shecoughed,herchestclosinginonher.

Shecouldphysicallyfeelherorgansshuttingdown



asshegavehimaweaksmile.

“I-Iloveyou.”ShesaidandthisfuckedAustinup.

Thenursewalkedoutandthetearsrolleddownhis

cheeks.Twentyfiveyearslatershewassayingthat

andhedidn’tknowifthisrestoredhisheartorwas

justthebeginningofamajorheartbreakbecause

nowtheydidn’thavetime,hedidn’twanttosay

goodbyebecausethisonemeantforever.

“Mom…”Celine’seyesglitteredwithtears,thiswas

goodbye.Shewassureofit.Hewillbeokay.Hewill

befine.

“I-IloveyouandI’msoproudofyou.”Shesaidwith

abreakingvoice.Hislipstrembledashecrouched

down,heknewthisdaywascomingbutitfeltlikea

knifehadbeenpiercedintohisheartanditwas

beingstabbedcontinuously.Hewantedsomeoneto

unchainthereactions.

“Y-you…it’stooearly.”Hewasfoolinghimselfand

hehadneverbeenamantofoolhimselfbuthe

couldhopeforamiracle.Hewasn’treligiousbuthe

couldhopeforamiracle.Celinesqueezedhishand.



Everythingshewantedtosayhadbeensaidthese

pastthreemonthswithhersonandhiswonderful

girlfriend.Shehadhopedhewasgoingtomakean

honestwomanoutofherandmarryAlorasomeday

butshewastiredoffighting.Hebroughtherhands

tohisfaceandkissedthem,histearstouchedher

handandshegavehimasmile.

“GoodbyeAustin.”Shesaidinawhisperandshe

closedhereyes.Austinwatchedthemonitorbeep

quietentillitwasjustastraightline.Sheflatlined

andthatwastheendofCelineMathewslifeon

planetearth.

.

.
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*

*

Myapologiesmyoxygentanks.Thisweekmy

creativetankhadbeenconsiderablylowbutI’lltry



topushandseewhereweendtoday.Thankyoufor

yourpatience.
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Austinlaidinthesilence,waitingtohearthesirens

oftheambulanceeventhoughhenevercalledone

ashewatchedhismother’sstillbody.Histears

blindinghiseyes,hedidn’twanttoloseitandhe

wasn’tsureifhewasgettingthroughthis.Howdid

onegetthroughthis?Howdidonefindhopeinthe

hopeless?Hecouldfeelhisheartbreakingandit

hurtinhischest.Itwasonfireandhebithislower

lipasheplacedhisheadonhisknees,ittookhim

tenminutestoacceptthatashelookedattheheart

monitor,hopingherheartratewasgoingtopickup

somehowanditwouldbeascarebutitneverdid.It

wasflatandshehadhereyesclosed.Hedidn’t

knowwherehegotthestrengthtogetupbuthedid.

Hedidn’tknowwhyhewashurtingoverherdeath



whenheknewitwascoming.Herubbedhiseyes

andbreathedintohishands,tryingnottobreak

down.Hetookherlifelesshandandbithislowerlip

hardtillhetastedblood.Heopenedhislips,

releasinghislowerlipfromit’sagonybutnowords

cameout.Justasobthatchokedhimandhe

loweredhishead.

“GoodbyeCelineMathews.”Hewhisperedand

kissedherlifelesshandbeforehefinallyletgoand

turnedhisbodyonhismother’scorpse.Herubbed

hiseyesandwitheverystephewastakingtowards

thedoor,apieceofhimselfremainedwithhis

mother.Hefinallygotoutoftheroomandthenurse

camerushing.

“Callanambulance.”Hesaidstoicallybeforehe

proceededtowalk.Whenhereachedthestaircase,

hetooktwostepsatatimemakinghiswaytothe

roomhesharedwithAlora.Heopenedthedoorand

shewasfastasleep.Shewasprecious.Shewas

carryinglifewhileanotherlifewasjustlost.Itwas

crazyhowthekarmiccycleworked.Hesatbythe

edgeofthebedandpushedherhairback,she



lookedsosoft.Shewouldnevertakethatasa

compliment,hesmiledholdingbacktears.She

movedandhelookedather,tryingtosmile.Ifhe

didn’t,hewasgoingtocryandhedidn’twantto

stressthispregnantfatcake.Aloraturnedonher

side,sheturnedyetagainsensingapresence.She

lazilyopenedhereyesfiveminuteslater.She

rubbedthemasshelookedatRobertwhowas

studyingherwithanintensegazeandtearyeyes.

Tearyeyes?Sherubbedhereyesagainandtriedto

situpright.Hewashome?Didn’thesayhewouldbe

homelate?Sheyawned.

“Hi,whyareyouhome?”Shepulledtheblanketsto

herchesteventhoughshewasfarfrombeing

naked.

“She’sgone.”Wasallhesaidandtheweightofhis

wordssilencedtheroom.Sheunderstoodwhathe

meant.Shelookedathimashefoughtthetears

andchuckled.Hewashumandammit,hewas

allowedtocryandgrievehismother.Sheraisedher

handtoholdhisjaw.Itwasn’tthetimetoconvince

himthathismotherhadlivedandithadbeentime



becausesomethinginherheartnudged.Whatif

Susandiedanymomentfromnow?Wouldshestill

beangryather?Shepulledhimtoherandplaced

hisheadonhislap.Shedidn’tspeakasshemoved

herhandssoftlyonhischeek,sheheardasob

beforehestartedcryinglikeabanshee.Shejust

comfortedhimwhilesheblinkedherowntearsback.

Ithurtanditmightnotgoawaybutoncethesun

rises,theywillhavetogoonwithlife,hegotherand

heknew.Shegothimandsheknew.

ThenursecoveredCelineup.Sheshedafewtears

beforeshecalledtheambulance.Thiswasoneof

thehardestthingsaboutherjob.Shebreathedout,

shehadbondedwithherpatientandshehadbeen

ajoytoworkwith.Ontoanotherhomecall,she

smiledsadlyasshewalkedoutoftheroom.A

gloomhoveringinthehouse.Thatwashowdeath

usuallylookedlikeandthetoughpartwashowto

moveonafterthefuneral.



***

Hadescamebackanhourlaterandashewalkedin

insidetheyard,hesawtheambulanceandinhis

heartheinstantlyknew.Helickedhislipsashe

watchedablackplasticloadabodyintothebackas

AlorastoodnexttoAustin.Holdinghimandforthe

firsttime,hesawthebrokensideofAustin,the

vulnerablesideofhimashewatchedthedoorsof

theambulancecloseandAlora’spinkfacegave

awaythefactthatshehadbeenintears.Hereyes

did.HelookedatAustinwho’sstarewasbleakand

dead.Calmbutinastonyway.Alorawastheone

whotriedtosmile,probablyonbehalfofAustin

becausesherarelysmiled.Hewalkedoverto

wheretheywerestandingandhetouchedAustin’s

shoulder.

“I’msorry.”AustinnoddedandHadeswalkedaway

asthetwostoodtherewiththeparamedics.Austin

suckedinadeepbreath.

“Inanotherlife,shewould’vehavelivedlonger.”She



whispered.ThegirlwhohatedPDAheldhimtighter,

astightasshecould.

“SheisprobablywithEmilyrightnowandlooking

downatus,okay?Itdoesn’tgetbetter,itneverdoes

mylovebutwelivewithhalfheartsknowingthat

youmightnotgetthatmissingpiecebackbutyou

canmakethemostofthetimeyouhavewiththe

otherpeopleclosesttoyou.”Shestoodonhertip

toesandkissedhischeek.She’llbeherewithhim

ashegrieveshismother.Hecancountonher.

Austinlookeddownatherwithasadsmileand

thenfacedtheparamedicsastheytalked.

.

.

.

*

*

*
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Bytheevening,Celinehadbeenpronounced

deceasedandarrangementsforherfuneralwere

underway.Itwasgoingtobeashortceremonyand

fairlybrief.Austindidn’twantanythingbig,justa

memorialserviceatMathewsIncandafuneral

attendedbyclosefamily.Shewatchedhimbury

himselfinthefuneralarrangements,probablytotry

andnotthinkaboutthefactthatshewasn’tthere.

Theminuteheplacedthephonedown,shefolded

herarms.

“AustinI’mnotlettingyoudothistoyourself.”She

saidasshetriedtotakethephonefromhim.

“ThesoonerIgetthisoveranddonwith,thebetter.”

“Notattheexpenseofyoursanity.”Shetookthe

phonefromhishandandsheswitcheditoff.He

watchedherashesatonthebed,something

caughtinhisthroatandhiseyesstartedtearingup.

Lorawalkedtothebathroomandshesuckedina



breath,shewasgoingtobethereforhiminevery

waypossibleeventhoughshewasdoingthebare

minimum.Shewashedthebathtubbeforeshefilled

itupwithhotwaterandshepouredinafewdrops

ofchamomileessentialoil.Shesteppedoutand

foundhimwithhisheadlow.

“Hey..”heliftedhisheadasshewalkedcloserto

holdhishandandgethimtostandup.Shestarted

unbuttoninghisshirt.

“Lo-“

“I’lltakecareofyouokay?”Hesighedasshethen

movedontohispants.Sheundidthoselikeapro.

“Okay,youcanstepoutofthepants.”Shewas

intentlyfocusedonhimashedidsoandshepulled

downtheboxers.

“Andthosetoo.”Herhawkeyegazestillonhim.He

didn’thavetheenergytofightwithher.

“Okay.Good.Good.”Shetriednottothinkofsex,

theyhadseriousmatterstodealwithhereother

thanthat.Sheledhimtothebathroom.



“Stepinthewaterandrelax.Closeyoureyesand

relax,itsmellsnicedoesn’tit?”Shesmiledabitas

hegotinside.Itwashotbutokay.Ohsohethought

andhejumpeduptheminutehisbare*sstouched

thewater.Whatthehell?Alorastifledagiggle.

“Loraitburns.Whydowomentorturethemselves

withboilingwater?”

“Iwon’tapologiseforyourgenderbeingtheweaker

oneandunabletotoleratesuchtemperatures.A

grownmanlikeyou?”Hechuckledandshegrinned

assheopenedthetaptodropthewater

temperaturedownanotch.

“Better?”Sheaskedasshewaitedforhimtositin

thebathtub.Hedidsocautiously.Itseemedfine

sincehewascomfortable.

“I’llbebackinafewminutes.Relaxandenjoythe

aromaticfragrancesinthebathroom.”Shekissed

hisforeheadandranout.Aloraraceddownthe

stairsandpausedinthelounge.Hadeswas

cooking?Sheslowlywalkedtothekitchenandshe

heardhersister’svoice.Shewalkedinsideandthe



twowerecooking.Rebaturnedherheadfirstand

stoppedwhatshewasdoingtohughersister.

“Howareyoutwoholdingup?”Aloralookedupat

her.

“Okay.Ithink.”Rebagaveherasympatheticsmile.

Shewasbeingthereforhersisterevenifitwasin

thesmallestofways.

“Areyousure?”Aloracursedthehormonestohell

andbackbecauseshewasholdingbacktearswhen

Rebaaskedthat.

Sheshookherhead.

“H-heisn’tandit’shimI’mworriedabout.”She

whisperedasRebarubbedhersister’sback.

Hadeswatchedthemsilentlybeforeheturnedback

tothepot,RebawalkedoutofthekitchenwithAlora.

Shehuggedhersistertightandgaveherthe

warmesthugasshesniffed.

“ButI’llbehisrockyeah?”Shebrokethehugand

rubbedhereyes.

“I’llbefine.Uhmwhatareyouguysmaking?”



“Foodforthebothofyou,weareallhereforhim..”

Alora’seyesglistenedwithtearsagain.Hehada

supportsystem.Onehecouldcounton,how

beautifulwasthat?

“Thankyou.”Sheblewoutabreath.

“Ihavetogobackupstairsandthankyouforjust

beinghere.”

“Anytime.”

“How’sSu?”ThatcaughtRebabysurprise.

“Sheisworkingonherselfandsheisattending

therapy.”Aloranodded.

“Okay.I’llbedowninanhourorso.”Rebanodded

andAloradetachedfromhersisterandsheranup

thestairs.Rebasighed.

“Babehowfarwiththefood?”

“Gettingtheremylove..”shewalkedbacktothe

kitchenandtheylookedateachother.Shesmiled.

Hesmiled.Sheresumedwhatshewasdoing,he

stoppedwhathewasdoingtogiveherafluttery

kissandshegrinnedlikeafool.Thesilent



communicationmakingherjitteryassherewarded

himwithasmileandhesmiled.Shecoulddrownin

himforever.

Inthebedroom,Aloratiedherweavebackandblew

steadybreathsbeforeshewalkedinsidethe

bathroom.Hewassilentwithhiseyesclosed.

“Ihopeyouaskyourmindtobegentleonyou.”She

softenedhervoiceandheopenedhiseyes,asmile

onhislips.

“I’lltry.”Shewalkedclosertothebathtuband

kissedhisforehead.

“I’llwaittillyou’redoneanddoyouwantamassage?

Notthatyouhaveachoicebutjusttomakeyou

thinkyouhadachoice..”hegavealowchuckle.

“Ofcourse.”

“Yougotit.”Shesatonthetoiletseatandheclosed

hiseyesagain.Comfortablesilence,herown

thoughtsracingandthreateningtoconsumeher.

Shestoodupandheadedtothesink,shewashed



herhands.Once,twicebeforesheliterallyforced

herselftostepaway.Shesuckedinabreath.She

facedhimandhehadhiseyesopen.

“I’mokay,areyoudone?”Hegotoutofthewater

andhewalkedovertopickacleantoweltodry

himselfbeforewrappingitaroundhiswaist.Heheld

herhands.

“Thankyou,let’sgo.”

“I’mtheonewhoissupposedtobossyouaround.”

Hesmiled.Shealwayskepthimguessing,forever

hiswonder.Heledheroutofthebathroomandshe

pulledherhandsfromhisgrip.

“Youcanlieonthebed.”

“Alorayoudon’tha-“sherolledhereyesasshe

walkedtothebathroomandcamebackwithheroils.

“KanamaRobert.”(liedownRobert)hecouldn’thelp

himselfandhelaughedashefinallydidasshesaid.

Alora’sheartfluttered.They’llmakeit.

Tenminuteslater,histemperamentgirlfriendwas



alreadyincompetitivemodeasshequizzedhim

whilegivinghimamassage.Heappreciatedher

tryingtotakehismindoffthings.Hesighedasshe

stopped.

“I’mdone.I’llgocheckonthefoodandbringitup

here,wearagownorsomething.”Shekissedhis

cheekandshesprintedout.

“Aloradon’trun…”hisvoicefaded.Aloneonceagain,

somethingchokedinhisthroat,ithurtforamillion

differentreasons.Heblinkedbacktears.Hesaid

goodbye,itwasforever.

DownstairsAlorawasjustintimewhenRebawas

dishingup.Shepickedatray.

“Thankyou.”Shewasgratefulforthis.Andthem.

Sheputtheirplatesonthetrayandshewalkedout

carefullyholdingit.Shemadeherwayupstairs.

Insidetheirbedroomasshereluctantlyplacedthe

pillowonthecarpettopleasehimastheyate,he

escapedhisowngrief.Heteasedherandsherolled

hereyeswhileforcinghimtoeatmorethanwhathe



waseating.Theroomwasmuchmorelighterin

betweentheirsmiles.Shetooktheplatestothe

kitchenandwasbackminuteslater.Shejustforced

himtoputhisheadonherstomachwhileshe

rubbedhisear,she’llannounceherpregnancy

anothertime.

‘Ifthischildlookslikeyou,I’llhateyouforever

Robert.”Hechuckled.

“Youlovemedarling..”shedid.Thatshedid.

“Idon’tknowwholiedtoyou.”Shedenied

vehementlyandherestedhischinonherstomach

lookingupather.

“Thankyou.”

“Anytime.”Sherepliedsoftlyandhekissedher

stomach.Eveninthemidstofheartache,broken

heartscanstillbemendedbyheartsthatwereonce

broken.Thatwasasignofhope.

.

.

.



*

*

*

AFEWDAYSLATER
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I’mstillholdingontoeverything’sthatdeadand

gone

Idon’twanttosaygoodbyecausethisonemeans

forever

Nowyou’reinthestarsandsixfeet’sneverfeltso

far

HereIamalonebetweentheheavensandthe

embers

Oh,ithurtssohardforamilliondifferentreasons



ThesongplayedinAustin’scarashedrovetothe

office,hehadtomeetthelawyereventhoughhe

knewwhatherWillwasgoingtosay.Alorahadtried

toconvincehimnottogobecauseithasn’teven

been24hourssincehismotherwasburied.He

arguedoverthefactthatlifehastogoon.Shegave

upwhensherealisedshewasnotwinningthe

argument.Hesighedasheturnedonthecurve.Life

hastogoon.

***

AtAustin’shouse,Alorabreathedin.Lifehastogo

on.Heishurtingandheknowshecanbe

vulnerablewithher.Regardlessofhismoodsor

howheisfeeling,shewillbewithhim.Shebreathed

inandout.Shewasjustabouttostartawhole

conferencevideocallwithhersiblingsandthey

betteranswer.Shedialledthemallandtheyphones

rang.Rebaansweredfirst,shedidn’thaveany

lessonsthisFridayafternoon.



“Hello?Areyouokay?”Bokamosoansweredandhe

staredatthescreenatanawkwardangle.Alora

rolledhereyes.

“Bkpleaseholdthephoneataproperangle,wedo

getyou’reolderandtechno-“

“Alora!”SheshruggedatRebajustasMooketsi

answered.

“AreyouokayRora?”Sheplacedthephoneagainst

herpileofbooksasshefixedherhairandpatted

herhead.

“We’llI’mnot.I’mafraidIwillneverbeokay.”Her

siblingslookedatherwithconcern.

“IsEmwithyouReba?Sheclosedschools..”

“Emisinherroom..”

“Callherforme..Itisreallyunfortunatethatwehave

aproblemguys.Ahugeproblem.”Bokamosoeyes

softened.Rebawalkedoutholdingherphoneas

sheheadedtoEmory’sroom.Emorylookedupfrom

herstorybookandsmiled.Rebawhisperedwithher

andsatonthecarpetwithherasEmorylookedat



thescreen.

“Doyouneedmetoflyoutthere?Somethingwe

candealwith?”Alorabreathedout.

“It’sokay.IhavemadepeacewithitandI-“

“HelloAlora!”EmorygiggledandAlora’sdramatic

speechpausedmidwayasshelookedatherlittle

sister.

“Heyyougoblin.Missme?”

“Yes.Whenareyoucomingtoseeme?”

“Soon.Verysoon.Youinterruptedme.”Alorarolled

hereyesandEmorygrinnedlikethekidshewas.

Nowwithallofhersiblingslookingatherand

waitingtohearwhat’swrong.

“Itistomyutmostdisappointmenttonotifyyou

guys,astheMoremisiblingsandsiblingstothis

veryhotandgorgeouswoman,meofcoursethat

wehaveahugeproblem.”

“Rora,thepointplease.”Mooketsiurgedandshe

glaredathim.

“Bonajaakaonnapink.”(lookatyougetting



pink)Mooketsisnickered.

Shebreathedinandout.Typicalofhimtotryand

rileherupandwatchherblowoffhertemperon

him.

“AsIwassaying,yourveryindependentsiblingwho

isabouttograduatewiththehighesthonoursfrom

PrincetonUniversityisgoingthroughalot.”They

laughedandEmorywasstillgrinning.

“Okay,longstoryshortsincewehaveworktoget

throughandit’sonlylunchtime,I’mexpecting.”She

paused.Bokamoso’sjawdroppedandMooketsi’s

eyeswidened.Rebagrinnedasshepunchedtheair.

Shewasright.Emorywasconfused.Whatisher

sisterexpecting?

“RoraIhaveaquestion.”Aloracouldseethe

questionsonherlittleface.

“Ask.”

“Whatareyouexpecting?”Alora’sfacebrokeintoa

smileandheroldersiblingssmiledatthewayher

facesoftened.



“Well,I’mexpectingalittlegoblin.Heorsheis

growinginmytummyandyou’llmeethimorherin

sixmonthsfromnow…”Emory’seyesglowedand

shesmiled.

“Ababy?”Aloranodded.

“Yes.That.”

“Tellmeit’sanAprilFool’sjoke.”Mooketsiasked.

Pregnant?Hissisterdetestedbabyandshescared

children.Sheasexpecting?

“Idon’tjokeaboutthingspertainingtomysanity

Mooketsi.I’mverymuchpregnantand

congratulationsyou’regoingtobeanuncleI

guess.”ShesaidnonchalantlyandBokamoso

laughed.Whydidshestartoffbeingdramatic?

“You’reokayaboutit?”Shesmiled.

“Yes.Ihadamonthtogetusedtotheideaandyes,

I’mgoingtonurtureoneofthoseloudlittleterrorists

thatneverletpeoplerest…”

“Congratulationsbabysis.”Rebasaidandshe

smiled.



“Thankyou.”

“TobehonestIthoughtBokamosowasgoingto

havekidsfirst.”MooketsisaidandBokamosojust

smiled.

“Everythinghasit’sowntime.”Whathedidn’t

mentionwasthathehadbeenstrugglingto

conceivewithhiswifeandtheyhadbeentryingbut

stillnothing.Nowtheywerewaitingfortestresults

fromthedoctor.Wellathirdopiniontobemore

specific.

“Fate.Wellnowthatyouknow,actaaccordingly

guys.Wehavealittlebabytogetreadyfor..”she

saidandtheyalllaughed.

“CongratulationsRora.Youaregoingtomakea

greatmom.”ShenoddedatBokamoso’s

compliment.Shewasn’tsureaboutthat.

“Howhaveyoubeenholdingup?”Rebaasked.

“Okay.Thebabyisokay,I’mhealthy.Heorsheis

growingandweareokay.Nomorningsicknessso

allgood.”



“Isthefatherpresent?”Mooketsiasked.Itwas

importanttoknowthatshewasgettingsupport

fromthefather.

“Morethanpresent.”Hewasactivelyinvolvedinthe

pregnancyandhewashelpingherwithher

workloadsoshecanrest.

“I’mhappytoknowthat.We’llbewithyouevery

stepofthewayokay?”Hereyesglistenedwithtears.

Hormones.Shedoesn’tcry.

“Thankyou.Iloveeachandeveryoneofyou.”

Emorysmiled.

“I’mgoingtobabysit?”

“Ifyoudon’tdropmylittlegoblinthenyes.I’llpay

you.”Emorylaughed.

“I’msohappy.”Shegiggledandtheyalllaughed.

Theychattedfortenminutesbeforeshesaidbyeto

allofthemandcutthecall.Shetouchedher

stomach.

“Thankyouforbehaving,itsavesyourmothera

wholelotofstress.Youmustbecalmlikeyour



father,nowonderIdidn’thaveanymorning

sickness.Suchacalmlittlething…”sheleanedback

onthechairandreleasedacontentsigh.She

lookeddownatherstomachandthelittlebumpthat

wasdeveloping.Sheneedstogetadress.Onethat

willhidethebumpforhergraduationandnotdraw

attentiontoher.Sofar,notmanypeopleknew

aboutherrelationshipwithAustin.Theybarelywent

outandthatcanworkinherfavourtillaftershe

launchesLoraCosmeticsbecauseshehastobe

moreactiveonsocialmediaandshecan’thave

peoplespeculatingthatshewasableosetupa

wholebrandjustbecauseherboyfriendwasrich

andthemsteppingalloverhercapabilitiesandhard

work.Shepickedupthephoneandandsnappeda

pictureofhertummywithherhandoverittosendit

tohim.

‘Wearejustthinkingofyou. ’sent.

***



Hadeswalkedaroundthehouseheusedtoshare

withReba.Thisplacehadgoodandbadmemories.

Thebadofitwasthattheywerebothintheirworsts

phasesoflifewhilesimultaneouslybeingeach

other’ssaviour.Heopenedthecabinetsandhesaw

thebottlesandbottlesofalcohol,theweedandthe

heroineinalittlepacket.Thealcoholwastempting

butthethingwasfacingyourfearsheadonright?

Heperusedthekitchentolookforarefusebagand

whenhefoundone,hestartedpickingthebottles

onebyonetothrowintotherefusebag.Ittookhim

thirtyminutestofillitup,goingtothebedroomto

getmoreofthosebottleshehidaroundandwhere

Rebausedtoleaveherdrugs.Hethrewitallinthe

baganditfeltsocathartictodothat.

.

.

.

*

*

*
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Hadesheldhisphoneinbetweenhisshoulderand

earashetalkedtoRebawhileheadingtohiscar.

“Ithrewawayallthealcohol.”

“Ilovewhowearebecoming.”Hegrinned.Heloved

thattoo.

“Shouldwecleanthehousetogethertomorrow?”

“Mostdefinitely.”Henodded.Justtokeepitclean.

Orwoulditbettertosellit?Putitonthemarket

becauseithasapasttheywouldrathernotrevisit?

“Tomorrowit’scleaningdate.”Shesmiledatthe

otherendoftheline.Eveninherworsttimeshe

sawthebestinher,shewouldforeverbegrateful

forthatkindoflove.Itwasrare.

“Hades,I’mgoingtobeanaunty.”Hadespaused.

“Towhichofyoursiblings?”



“Yourhousemate.”Hechuckled.Heknewhis

housematealright.

“Thatone?”

“Yes.Thatone.Isn’tthatexciting?”

“Idon’tknowiflifeisgoingtogetworseorbetter

fromhereon.”Rebalaughed.

“Anywaywhat’supwithyouandZara?”

“Idecidedtogiveherachance…”hebreathedout.

“Myfatherisanasshole.WebothknowthatbutI

neverhadsiblingsbefore,youhavealwaysbeen

morethanabestfriendtomeevenwhenwewere

bestfriends,Alorawasliketheannoyinglittlesister

andthepastfewmonthsAustinhasbeenthe

brotherIneverhad.”

“SoyouandZaraarefinallygoingtopursuethat

siblingrelationship?”

“Yes.We’llseehowitgoes.Idon’twanttoregret

notgivingitashot,lifeissounpredictable.”

“Truethat.Iamsureyou’llloveher,sheissucha

sweetheart.”Hadeschuckledbitterly.Hewasjaded



andpeopledidn’tlikehim.

“Youknowyou’retheonlypersonwholovedme

prettygirl.”

“AndIwillloveyou.Ihavetogo,Ihavetostart

makingdinnernow.Iloveyou.”

“Iloveyou.”Shehungupandhesmiledashe

openedthecardoor.Amessagereported.

Mybestgirl :yourhappinessismyhappinessH.

Loveyou.

Hegotinsideandrepliedthetextbeforehestarted

hiscar.It’sbeenmonthsandnowhewasdriving

again,lookathowfarhehascome.Ifitwashim

fromayearago,hewouldbestonedrunkthistime

andhewoulddrinkhardliquorinthemorningtotry

andgetridofthehangovereventhoughhewould

bestonedrunkthreehourslaterifhewasn’tathis

father’scompany.

***



Austinfinallygotthetimetoopenhismessages

afterhoursofburyinghimselfwithwork.Justashe

predicted,everythinghismotherownedwenttohim.

Therewasnosurprisethere.HeopenedAlora’s

messageandhesmiled.He’llseeherathomeplus

Hadessaidhehadsomethingtotellhimsohe

guesshe’llattendtothatathome.Hetookouthis

design,toworkonityetagainandmakethe

necessarychangestothedesign.Hehadnewideas

now.

***

AtSusan’shousehold,SusanandThabisowalked

insidethehouseandtheybothsmiled.Rebawas

makingdinnerandasalwaysthemealwasgoingto

beagreatone.

“HiReba.”

“Hello.I’mfarfrombeingdonethough.”



“Okay.”Theybothheadedtotheirbedroomand

Susanplacedherbagdown.

“I’mgoingtocheckonEmoryandI’llbeback.”

“ShouldIshowerwithoutyouthen?”

“Iwonbelong.”Hekissedhercheekandshesmiled.

Shewalkedoutandheadedtoheryoungest

daughter’sroom.

“CanIcomein?”Sheknockedlightlyontheopen

door.

“Himom.Comein.”Shewalkedinandshesaton

thebedasEmorysmiled.

“Howwasyourdaysweetpumpkin?”

“Ilikedtoday,Ihadaniceday.”Shesmiled.

“Ilovetohearallaboutit.”

“So..uhmnekebualeAlora.”(Iwasspeakingwith

Alora.)Susankeptthatsmileonherface.Ofcourse

Aloradidn’tcutoffhersiblings.Onlyherandshe

guessedshedeserveditbutshewasstillgoingto

listentoEmorybecauseshelovedhersister.



“That’snice…”

“Very.I’mgoingtobeanaunty.”ThatcaughtSuby

surprise.What?

“Hmm?”

“Roraisgoingtohaveababy.Shesaiditherself.”

Susan’seyesightblurredasherheartwasfilledwith

sorrowatthat.Sheblinkedacoupleoftimesasshe

forcedasmile.

“Iamsureyouaregoingtomakeagreataunty.”

Shesaidwithfakeenthusiasm.

“Iamhappy.Idon’twanttodropthebaby,Alora

wouldkillmeandyou’regoingtobeagrandma.It’s

exciting.”Susannoddedasshepattedher

daughter’sback.

“LetmegoandIloveyou.”

“Iloveyoutoomama.”Shestooduponherfeetand

walkedout.Shesuckedinadeepbreath,sherued

thedayshespatoutthoseharshwordstoher

daughter.Ithurtthatallherchildrenprobablyknew

exceptherandshewashappyforAlora,shereally



isbutithurttobeontheoutside.Justastrangerto

theeventshappeninginherlifeandhavingababy

wasabigevent.Itwasherfirstchildandmostfirst

timemothersneedhelpandassistance,especially

duringthosefirstfewmonthswhenmothersare

pronetodepression.Sherubbedhereyes.Godshe

wishedshehadthoughtherwordsthroughmonths

ago,theywouldn’tbehere.Shewalkedtothe

bedroomandThabisostoppedunbuttoninghisshirt

mid-way,notingSusan’stearyeyes.

“Hey,heywhat’swrong?”Hewalkedcloserand

huggedher.Susanstartedcrying.

“I-Ifailedherright?”

“Failedwho?”

“FirstIfailedReba,thenAlora.Shereallyreallycut

meoutofherlife?”Herubbedherback.

“Giveittime,Aloraisreasonablebutgiveittime.”

“Idon’tthinktimecanhealthisrift..”hejustrubbed

herback,therewasnotellingwhatcanhappenin

thefuturebuttimeusuallyhelps.



“Icauseditandit’slikeI’mchewingglassand

bleedingbecauseit’smyfaultthatachildIraised

forovertwodecades,myowndaughterhas

completelyforgottenmyexistence..”

“Su..don’tdothistoyourself.”

“It’strue.Ishouldn’tevenbecryingbutithurts.

She’spregnant.”Shelaughedsadly.

“IjustfoundoutfromEmoryandshemust’vetold

therestofthekidsexceptforme.BecauseIhurt

herandsheprobablywon’twantmearoundher

child..”thathurtmoreasshebawledhereyesout.

Herfirstgrandchildandshewasastrangertoher

daughter.

.

.

.
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*
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ThabisobrokethehugonceSusanstoppedcrying.

“She’llcomearound,justgivehertime.”Susan

nodded.Shehadnochoicebuttodothatright?It’s

beenjustthreemonthsandshewasstillgivingher

time.Therewasalsotheissueofdamages

althoughsheknewmostofherkidsdidn’tlike

followingthetraditionalaspectoflife,lookat

Mooketsiwhomarriedwithouteventhemagadi

process.Shewipedhertears.

“It’sokaytobehurtaboutthat,that’samilestonein

herlifeandIknowitwouldhavebeenwonderfulto

beapartofitbutshe’llcomearound.Evenifit

mighttakeheryears.”Thefactthatitmighttake

yearsbrokeSusan’sheartmore.Years?Alotcan

happeninyears.Shejustnodded.

“I’lllivewithit.Canweshower?”Sheaskedasshe



movedbackandrubbedhereyesonelasttime.

“Ofcourse.Areyouokay?”Shenodded.Shehadto

be.Shemightmentionthistohertherapistintheir

nextsession.

“I’mokay.”Shesaidfinally.

***

AtAustin’shouse,hefoundAlorainhisstudy.

“Hi.”Shelookedupandleanedback.

“Howwasworktoday?Wereyoucoping?It’sokay

totakeaweekoff.”

“Workwasfine,I’mokayLoraandIamnottakinga

weekoff.”

“You’renotasuperhero,you’rehumanand

grieving.”

“Andlifegoeson.Howwasyourday?”Shepushed

thechairbackandshegotuponherfeettowalkto

him.



“You’resureyou’refine?”Sheaskedagainasshe

heldthelapelsofhisjacketandhesmiledather.

“Yes.”

“Ifyou’regoodthenI’mgood.AnywayItoldmy

siblings.”

“Howdidtheytakethenews?”

“Theyareexcited.Happyforthemthough.AndI

managedtocallPrimrose…”

“Thedesigner?”

“Yes.Yes.I’mgoingtotakemeasurements

tomorrowforthegraduationdressandIhopethat

inamonth’stimeIwon’thavegainedthatmuch

weighttonotfitinthedress…”

“Howisthegraduationplangoingtogo?”Shebit

herlip.FlightticketsweresoexpensiveGod.

“Ireallygenuinelywantmysiblingsthere,Ireallydo

butobviouslyweusemultipleflightsandthecosts

arearound20ktoandanother20kfrom.”Shesaid.

“Uhmalsostillonthatflightticket,whatifIrentout

mymother’shouse?Ithasbeenvacantformonths



andIamstillnotoverthefactthatsomeofmy

furniturewasstolen.”

“It’sagoodidea,advertisethehouseonFacebook.”

“AndIwanttosellthefurniture,it’sstillbrandnew

kana..”hechuckled.

“Doasyouwish…”

“Andthemoney,Icanusemostofitformysiblings’

flights?God.Ithinkweneedtohaveaconference

callagain…”

“Icanpayf-“

“Ngng.No,youmeanwellbutI’lltakesomeofhe

moneyinmyownpocketandifIamreally

desperate,nkampakalomaskonterethough,we’ll

makeanarrangementandI’llpayyoubackonceI’m

amillionaireokay?(I’dratherchewtheroad)

Helaughed.

“Youstillhavetheblackcard.It’syourchoiceto

see…”

“Idon’twantyourcardanymore.Itservedit’s

purpose.Canwechangetopics?”Hekissedher



cheekandhepickedherupbeforeplacingheron

topofthedesk.

“Areyouhungry?”

“Iateanhourago,areyouhungry?Icantryto

followarecipeorsomething…”helaughed.

“Youdon’thaveto..”henuzzledherneckandshe

pushedhisheadbacklaughing.

***

AtSusan’shouse,Susanheadedtothekitchenafter

hershowerandshefoundRebaleaningagainstthe

kitchencounter.

“Howareyou?”

“Doingokay.Idon’tsleepwalkthatmuchandI’m

okaymama.Areyougood?”Susanbitherlipasshe

satonthehighchair.

“No.Isyoursisterokay?”

“Shesaidsheisokayandcoping,isanything



wrong?”

“EmjusttoldmeAloraispregnant.”

“Oh.Shetoldusearlier.SheisexcitedasAloracan

be.”Susanchuckled.

“Issheokay?Isshesurvivingwiththepregnancy?”

“Ithinkso,sheis.Sheiscallingherbabyagoblin

andaterrorwhichistypicalofAlorabutsheis

okay.”

Susanwentsilentforabitbeforeshecontinued.

“Doyouthinkshewillforgiveme?”

“Mama,don’thurtyourselflikethat.Peoplegetover

stuffdifferently,shemightfeellikedistancewilldo

good.Alorawillcomearound.Lifeisshortand

somemomentsaremeanttobecherished.”Susan

nodded.

“Isawthenewsdaysago.”

“Everyonedid.Hersonlovedherandhesentheroff

peacefully,asIsaidlifeisshort.Aloramightneed

moretimebecauseastoughassheis,shemight

havebeenbreaking.Violetsaidsometimeswords



arehardtogetoverthanbeingslappedandbeing

beatenbecauseafterbeingslapped,thatbruisewill

goawaybutwordsbruiseyourheartanditnever

fullygoesaway.”Susanforcedasmile.Thetruth

hurtandlookatRebaspeakinglikethebrownup

sheisandadvisingher.

“Mamadon’tbeatyourselfupoveritokay?Shewill

reachout,givehertime.Timehealskanagatweng.

Eethat.Andshewillbereadyinherowntimeand

you’llmeetyourgrandbaby.”

“Iguess.Areyouexcited?”

“Very.Ican’twaittoseehowshewillbelikeasa

motherandfunnythingisthattheonlypersonwho

hatedchildrenwithherwholebeingisthefirstone

tofallpregnant.Karma!”Rebalaughedasshe

movedbacktothepotsandheswitchedtosafe

topicswithhermother.

.

.

.
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AtAustin’shouse,HadesfoundAustininthe

kitchenasheslidhishandsinhisbackpocket.

“Imetmyfatherafewdaysago.”Hadesstartedout.

Austinnodded.HesawFredafewdaysagotoo.

“IjustwantyoutoknowthatIknowyou’renot

manipulatingmeinanywayoramIusefultoyouin

anywaybutthankyouforbeingthere.”Austin

leanedagainstthekitchencounter.

“Hedoeshavearighttoworrytosomeextent,that’s

notreallyhismainconcernreally.”Hadesraisedhis

eyebrows.Okay,whatwashenotgettinghere?

“Yourfather,foundoutthatIhavebeenwithmen



beforeandhethinksImightbeusingyoubecauseI

wantyou.”Austinwaited.ForHadestorecoil

becauseofhissexualityanddecidethenandthere

thathemightnotwanttobeassociatedwithhim.

Mostmenusuallycan’tstandbeingwithpeople

wholikemenaswell.Hadesshrugged.

“Okay.Wellthat’shimandhisnotme.”Austin’sjaw

slackened.

“Itdoesn’tbotheryouthatIhavebeenwithmen

before?”Hadessmiledandshookhishead.

“Unlessyouwantmetobebotheredbyitbutno.”

Austin’slipsslowlycurvedintoasmile.Hedidn’t

evenaskwhyhewaswithAloranoworevenhis

history.Wasthathowpeoplegenerallyaccepted

youforwhoyoutrulyarewithoutquestioningyou?

“Thankyou.”

“Ishouldbesayingthankyoubutyoualready

know.”Hedid.ThroughAlorahehadafamilyhe

neverhad.RebaandHadeswerelikehissiblings,

theoneshecancountonduringrainydaysandof

coursehisonlylove.Alora.



“WhereisthewickedwitchoftheWest?”

“Nakonngwekebolayamotho.”(onedayI’mgoing

tokillsomeone)Hadeslaughed.

“Lovesavemefromher.”

“Thereisnoescapingherdarling.”

Aloraendedupsmilingwhilerollinghereyes.Her

boyfriendcouldfinallyexperiencesiblingloveand

allthewonderfulthingssiblingshad.

“What’sfordinnerandHadeskeepadistance,there

willbeknivesatthedinnertable.”

“KillmeCruella,killme.”

“Imight.HowisgoingwithZara?”Sheaskedasshe

satonthehighchairandAustinstoleakiss.

“TimewillhelpIguess.”

“Iknowyourdadisyourdadandyoudon’tchoose

familybutFredisabiggerassholeforkeepingyou

awayfromyoursistereventhoughheknewbothof

youexisted.Heistoblameforrobbingyouguysof

theyearsyoucouldhavespenttogether.”



“Youhaveapoint.AsmuchasIhateyou.Butwe

havetimenowandwemightbeolderbutmaybeit’s

betterthatweareolderandunderstandstuff.”

Aloranodded.Beingolderreallyopenedone’slife.

“Sowhenarewewelcomingthelittledevil?”

Alorascoffed.

“Robertifyoudon’tstrangleyourbestfriendonmy

behalf,Iwillofficiallydumpyou.”

“Nowyoutwoarebehavinglikeinsolentkids.”

Insteadofsayinganythingshelaughed.

“It’shimoverme?NowonderIhateyouRobert.But

mylittlegoblinwillbehereinsixmonthsorsofor

yourinformation.Theonlygoodthingaboutyouis

yourgirlfriendandthat’sbecauseIloveher.”

“You’rerightaboutthat.Webothlove.”

“Goodtohear.”Austinwentbacktothepotsas

HadesandAlorabanteredbackandforthwithhis

girlfriendthreateningbodilyharmlikealwaysuntil

Hadesraisedatopicthat’sbeenavoidedfor

months.



“Haveyoutalkedtoyourmother?”Alorashrunkher

eyesandthenlickedherlips.

“No.WhywouldIdothat?”

“Noneedtogetdefensiveandletyourtalons

show.”Sherubbedhercheek.Shehasn’ttalkedto

Susanyesbutsomedayshewill.Maybemonths

fromnoworayearfromnowbutshewill.Shejust

needstoletthewordshermothersaidsupposedly

outofangerreplayathousandtimesinherheadto

thepointofthemnolongerhurtingheranymore.

Thenshewilltrytoshoveitdownandpretendit

neverhappenedevenifshewillalwayspreparefor

suchanoutburstmovingon.Fornowshewas

focusingonthelittlegoblinandhercosmeticsline.

“Iwilltalktoher.Justallowmetoforgeteverything

thathappened..”

“Lorayoudoknowit’simpossibleright?”Sheknew

thatbutshewill.See?Shewasn’teventhinking

abouttheincidentuntilHadesmentionedher

mother.

“I’llgetoveritthen,that’sabetteroption.”Austin



sighedandturnedtofaceher.Shewasblinking

beforeshebreathedintoherhands.

“Whatifbythetimeyouareready,youacknowledge

itdidhappenandworkaroundit?”

“WhatifI’mneverready?Thatscaresme..”Hades

feltlikeheshouldn’tbehearingthisconversation

becauseAlorawasneverrawwithherfeelings

exceptthoseofhateofcourse.Hesilentlyleftthe

kitchenasAustinwalkedovertoher.

“Whydoesthatscareyou?”

“Becausethetraitorouspartofmewantstohave

hermeetthischildbutthenagainit’sthesame

womanwhocalledmetrashandtoldmeabout

birthinglittlebastards.It’sconflicting.Whatifshe

getsangryagainsomedayandtellsmybabystuff

likethat?Ibadlywanttoprotectmychildfromthe

world.”Heplacedhishandsonhershoulders.

“Theworldwillalwaysbeacruelplace,children

learnandgrow.”

“Iknowbutyoucanprotectachildfromthethings

youcancontrol.IgrewupknowingIwasnothing



butasidechick’sdaughterandit’sthetruthIknow

butthewaythetruthwasdeliveredwasn’tprettyfor

akid.IthurtandIdon’twanttohurtmychild.”

“Baby,wearegoingtodoourbestforourchildren

okay?Idon’twantyoustressingandyou’rerightly

stressedbutdon’tstress.”hekissedherforehead.

“MaybeitwillbemoreclearonwhatIshoulddo

monthsfromnow?Seeifoncethislittleterroris

bornwillgettomeethisorhersonlyliving

grandmother.”

“It’syourdecisionandI’llsupportyouineverything

youdo.YouknowIdo.”Shesmiledandliftedher

headsohecankissherlips.

“IloveyouLora.”

“IknowRobert.Iloveyoujustasmuchmaybeeven

more.”

“Areyousureaboutthat?”Shenodded.

“I’malwaysnumberoneRobert,youshouldknow

that.”Hechuckled.He’lllethergetawaywiththat

buthelovedhersomuch,hetreatedherlikean



extensionofhimself.Theviolentsideofhimof

coursebecauseshewasalwaysreadytosay

somethingtostartaruckus.

“Foreverstill?”

“Stillendgamebaby.”Shegrinnedandshekissed

himthistimeasheplacedhishandsonherlap.

.

.

.
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*
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Alorasatinthecarassheheldherstomachwhile



Tomdroveher.Herphonerangandsheknewitwas

anotheroneofthosephonecallstotellherabout

herinternetbehaviour.Shewonderedaboutwhat

shedidthistime.

“Hello..”

“Alora,whathappenedyesterday?”Sherolledher

eyes.

“ItwasanormaldayNeo.”

“Youcomingafteroneofthecountry’sbest

businessmanunprovokedisnotnormal.”Alora

almostsnorted.

“Whoarewetalkingabout?”

“Alora,don’tbehaveasifyoudidn’tcomeafterMr

MathewsyesterdayonFacebook.”Alorarubbedher

stomachasherlittlegoblinkickedabit.Yes,she

wasannoyedjustlikeherbabywas.

“HewaswrongandIgaveevidenceoverthat

debate.”

“Thatisn’tagoodlook,hisbusinessacumenis

trustedandheisamillionairesoontobebillionaire



becauseofthenewlinehiscompanyisaboutto

launchandyouarejuststartingout,youdon’tneed

badpublicityandthepublichatingonyouAlora.

MostpeoplewereslanderingyouonFacebookfor

that.”Sherolledhereyes.Theydidn’tseethelook

onAustin’ssmugfaceasherepliedherwhilethey

satnexttoeachotherinbed,shewantedtowipe

thatsmuglookoffhisuglyfaceandshedid.

“Thatwasanhonestdebate.”Shedefendedherself

toherpublicist.

“Regardless,AloraCosmeticsisabrandandyou

areabrandyourself,youcan’tfightbigcompany

CEOsontheinternet.”Shewassleepingwiththe

prickeverydayandshewantedtooneuphim

becauseitalwaysgavehersatisfactiontowipeoff

theconceitedgrinonhisface.Ofcoursetheir

relationshipwasn’tpublicsoofcourseshecame

offasanattentionseekertothepublic.

“I’llbehave.”

“AndyourRebaisdoingsogood.Peoplelovedthe

redlipstickshewasrockingonherlatestpicture.



ThatadvertonThompsonEntertainmentalsodid

thetrick,otherthanyoubeingunhingedonyour

socialmediaplatforms,sofarsogoodandweare

expectedtohaveLoraCosmetics,thelipsticks,

eyelinerandmascarainstoresthisweek.Itwasa

goodideatohaveRebantleusetheproducts,her

onlinepresenceisbeautifulandpeopleareloving

heralthoughtherearetrollsaboutthedrugissue

butsofarsogood.”

“Goodtohearthat.”

“AndbehavetodayontheinternetAlora.”Sherolled

hereyes.

“I’lltrymybestbutitismyopinionbutI’llbehave.”

“Alright.Haveagoodday.Willyoubeattheoffice

tomorrow?”

“Onlyinthemorning,I’llmeettheteamat8amon

thedot.Bye.”Shehungupandtappedhertummy.

“Hmm…”Tomparkedhiscarbythegatebeforehe

turned.

“MsMoremi..”shenoddedandlookedatthegate



beforesheleanedback.Didshewanttodothis?

MaybesheshouldaskTomtostartthecarand

leavethenshecanworryaboutAustin’slaunch

tomorrow.Butshewasnotaquitter.Shehated

herselfthisinstant.Shelookedathertummy.Her

weightduringthispregnancywasnotmuchofan

issue,shejusthadtobuynewclothesbut

otherwise,sheknewshewashot.Noonecouldtell

herotherwiseshem.Theywouldnevercomeforher

confidencelikethat,onlyAustinandsheknewhe

lovedannoyingherthenshestepsonhistoesmore.

Shelovedtheirdynamic.

“Thankyou.”Shegotoutofthecarandshewalked

tothegatewithherhandbagononehandandthe

phoneintheother.Shestoppedandslidherphone

inherbag.Shecandothis.Thelasttimeshewas

here,shehadbeenhurt.Shewantedtolickherlips

butlipstick.Insteadshetookouthersanitiserand

sanitisedherhandsbeforeshepressedthe

intercom.Thegateslidopenandshewalkedinside

theyard.Shelookedaround.Notmuchhad

changed.Thedooropenedandhersisterfrowned.



“Alora?”

“Hi.Iwasjustcheckinguponyou.”Shesaidasshe

walkedtowardthedoorandRebaheldherhipasa

verypregnantAloramadeherwaytoher.She

hasn’tbeenheresincetheincidentandRebawas

theonewhovisitedherortheymetupsomewhere

sowhatwasgoingon?

“Really?”

“Yesreally.”RebahuggedherandAlorarubbedher

backbeforeshepatteditandwriggledaway.

“Howareyou?”

“AliveandlovingtheresponseI’mgetting.”

“See,Itoldyouyoucandothis.”

“Andcongratulationsforgettingitofftheground..”

“Thankyou.”Sheplacedahandonherbackand

Rebahitherownhead.

“Comeinandsitdown,Iforgotthatyoushouldn’t

beonyourfeetfortoolong.”

“I’mfinebutIwon’tdeclineanopportunitytosit



down.”Shefollowedhersisterandshesatonthe

sofa.Shecamehereasaguestnow.

“Ihopeyoudidn’tdriveyourselfhere..”

“HethreatenedtotakeawaythatHermeshandbag

heboughtformeifIstartdrivingsono.”Reba

laughed.

“Sothreatsworkbetter?”

“ThathandbagisexpensiveandIloveitsoit’slike

myfirstbabyandhecan’ttakeitaway.”

***

AtAustin’soffice,hewentthroughthefinaltouch

upsforthelaunchandheopenedhisdeskdrawer

totakeouttheblackvelvetbox.Heopeneditandit

screamedAlorathroughandthrough.Shedidn’t

knowallthosediamondnecklaceshegiftedher

werethefirstdesignsofMathewsDiamondsandhe

designedthemhimself.ShewaswearingMathew

Diamondsoriginalsandsowasthisring.Heclosed



theboxbeforehesentheratext.

***

“Soyoudon’twantababyshower?”Sheshookher

head.

“No.It’sokay.”

“Hmm..”Alorahadaspoonfulasshelookedather

sister.

“Reba?”

“Yes?”

“I’mproudofyou.”RebajusthuggedherandAlora

pushedherback.

“Ididn’tsayhugme.”

“I’llhugyouanyway.”SheletherandRebakissed

herlittlesister’sforehead.

“You’rethekindestsoulI’vemet.”Rebasaidand

kissedAlora’scheekaswell.



“Don’tsaythat.”

“IloveyouRora.Toinfinityandbeyond.”

“Iloveyoutoo.Youcanletgoofusnow.”Reba

lookedatAlora’sprotrudingstomach.

“Haveyoufoundoutthegender.”

“Uhmwehavetheresultsinanenvelope.We’llfind

therighttimegeteveryoneandthenopenthe

envelope.”Shebreathedout,thatmadeheranxious.

Nomatterhowmanybabybooksshereadandall

thosecutebabyvideosshewatchedand‘howto

takecareofachild’YouTubetutorialsshewatched,

shefeltlikeshewasn’tgoingtibegoodenoughfor

herbaby.

“Isthatwhyyou’rehere?”

“YouthinkIhaveulteriormotives?”

“Iknowyousister.”Shebreathedout.

“Fine.I’mbuildingupcouragetosayhitoyour

motherwithoutgettingmyheadbitoff.”Reba

laughed.

“Areunionmaybe?”



“Don’tpushitReba,justhi.”

“Hiwagagocouldhavebeensaidoverthephone

insteadofyoubeinghere.”Alpharolledhereyes.

“Idon’twanttotalkaboutit.”

“Okay.Youlooklikeacutelittlefatcat.”Alora

glared.

“Nnagaontheyetlhemma!”(that’snotme)Reba

laughed.

“Cuteandwellfed.”

“Ifit’ssomethingyou’rethecat,I’malionessmy

dear.IbiteandI’mdangerous.”

“AlionessisstillacatAlora.Awildcatthatis.”Her

sisterhuffed.

“IsweartoGodifIdon’tkillyouoryourboyfriend

andAustin,itwillbeamiracle.”Rebalaughedsome

moreandasmilebrokeoutonAlora’sface.

“Doesyourdressfit?Fortomorrow?”

“ItdoesandalsoforpublicityI’llberockingLora

Cosmetics.”



“Exactly!SeewhyIloveyou…”

“I’myoursister,you’resupposedtoloveme.”She

shruggedjustasthegateslidopenandRebalifted

herheadtolookatthewallclock.Oh.Theparents

werebackfromwork.Thingsareabouttoget

awkward.Alorashiftedinherseat.

.

.
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Susanfrownedasshesteppedoutofhercar.Why

wasthereacarparkedoutsideofheryard?Emily



gotourofthecarandrantothehouseasSusan

madeherwaytotheparkedcar.Sheknockedon

thetintedwindowsforafewsecondsbeforethe

windowssliddown.

“Hello.Isthereaproblem?”SheaskedandTom

fixedhisshirt.Hefellasleepeven.

“NoMrs.”hesaidinthemostprofessionalway.

“Thenwhyoparkilehakgorongyajarata

yame?”(whyisyourcarparkedbymygate?)

“Myapologies.I’mjustwaitingforMsMoremi.”

Susanfrowned.

“MsMoremi?”

Go.

“Okay.Thankyou.”Susanwalkedawaytryingto

processeverything.Ithadbeenablowforherfor

herkidstotellhertheyenjoyedthegraduationand

anevenbiggerblowseeingAloraannouncingher

CosmeticslinewithRebabeingthefaceofthe

brand.Justallthesehugemilestonespassedover

herheadandshedidn’tknowhowmuchanageing



womancouldtakefrombeingsoexcludedinher

daughter’slife.Hertherapysessionsweresomuch

betteranditwasalwayssorefreshingbeingatthe

therapist’soffice.Shewasabletosaythings

withoutbeingjudgedandhertherapistwasreally

nice.Shepushedthedooropenandshefound

AlorawhowastalkingtoEmory.Aloralookedup

fromherconversationwithEmoryasSusan

awkwardlystoodatthedoor.Rebahadlongejected

herselfoutofthistheminuteEmorywalkedinand

shewassafelyinthekitchenprayingthatthis

interactiongoeswell.

“HiRora.”Susansaid,takinginAlora’sweightgain

andthebabybump.Shewasglowingandsomehow

itwasanotherblow.ThatbasicallyAloracanbe

happylorwithouther.Sheswallowed.

“Hi.”Alorarespondedwithaerraticbeatingheart.

Emorybroketheiceassheannouncedthatsheis

goingtochangeheruniformandcometospeakto

Alora’stummyliketheydointhemovies.She

skippedtoherroomandAlorasuckedinabreath.It

wasawkwardbutshemadethemovetocomeher



soshewillwomanitallout.

“Uhmhowhaveyoubeen?”Susansmiled.Itwas

betterthannothing.She’lltakethat.Aoneina

millionchancewasstillachanceandshewould

takethoseodds.

“I’vebeengoodandhowhaveyoubeen?You’re

glowing.”Aloranoddedasshekepthergazein

Susan’sface.Observingherfeaturesandherface

togaugeanyreactionshemightnotlikebutthere

wasnone,hereyesweresoftenedonherandher

shouldersdroppedasshebreathedout.

“AloraIknowthatwhatIsaidwillalwayscome

backtohauntyouandthereisnowayIcantake

awaythosewords.”

“Atleastwedoagreeononething.”Shechuckled

becauseifshedoesn’tlaughshe’llcryandshe

doesn’tcry.

Susanheardtheuneasylaugh.

“ButI’mstillsorryngwanake.”Aloranoddedasshe

lickedhernowdrylips.



“Wemovehey?”Susan’seyesbecamebrightwith

hope.

“We?”Aloranodded.

“ItmighttaketimeIguessbutthereisstilltime.”

Shelookedatherstomachshortlyaftershesaid

thosewords.HopeblossomedinSusan’sheartas

tearswelledinhereyes.

“Iknowthehurtwon’tpassbutI’mhappy,asselfish

asthatsoundsthatit’snottheendoftheline.”

Aloraliftedherheadandsheblinkedbacktearsand

hitherlowerlip.

“MetooSu.”ShesaidandSusandidn’tknow

whethertohugherbutshewasgrateful.

“Thankyou.Foranotherchance.”Aloranodded.It

wasgoingtotaketimethough.

“Howisthebaby?”

“Doingokay,justalotoffatigueandweirdfood

combinationsbutotherwisethelittlegoblinis

healthy.”

“Congratulations.Onyourachievementsandthe



babyontheway.Motherhoodisabeautifulthing.”

SusansaidandAlorajustnodded.Wasit?Shewas

verymuchdoubtingherownabilitiesbutshekept

herfearstoherself.Emorycamebackandshesat

nexttoAlora.SheplacedherhandsoverAlora’s

stomach.

“Canthebabyhearme?”

“Yesgoblin.”EmorysmiledandAlorawatchedwith

curiosityasshetookinwhateverEmorywassaying

toherdevelopingbaby.MinuteslaterEmory

stoppedtalkingasSusansmiled.

“Areyoustayingfordinner?”

“UnfortunatelynotbutI’llpassbysomeothertime.I

havetogonowandletThabisoknowthatIsaidhi.”

AlorasaidasshefinallystoodupandEmory

huggedherlowerbody.

“ByeandIloveyou.”

“Loveyoutoo.RebaI’mgone.”

“Alright.We’lltalk.”Emoryletgoofhersisteras

Alorawalkedtothedoor.



“ByeRora.”

“Bye”sherepliedSusanasshesteppedoutofthe

house.Sherubbedherarms,whydidn’tsheweara

jacketwhenshewascominghere?Thecoldairhit

herbarearmsasshewalkedoutoftheyard.She

openedthecardoorandlookedatTom.

“Thankyouforstaying.Didyougetlunchor

anythingtoeat?”

“I’mokayMsMoremi.”Alorarolledhereyes.

“Passbytheshops.”Shebuckledupashestarted

thecar.Theairconditioningwasonminuteslater

andshewaswarmagain.Sheleanedbackandtook

outherphonefromherbag.ShesawAustin’s

message.Shesmiledtextinghimbackalthough

shewasminuteslate.Tomdroveoff.

Meanwhileinsidethehouse,Susanwasstillhappy

fromthatlittleinteraction.Itwasbetterthan

nothingandbabystepswilldo.Shewasn’tgoingto

ruinthischance,shehadafeelingitwasthelast

one.Rebasmiledinthekitchen.Slowandsteady



didit.Onethingshelovedabouthersisterwasthat

shedidthingsatherownpaceanddidn’tletpeople

dictateherfeelingsorher.Therewashope.

***

OncetheyarrivedatAustin’shouseafteranhourin

whichshehadboughtfoodandsilentlyateinthe

mallparkinglot,shewashome.Shegotoutofthe

carasshesaidbyeandheadedtothehouse.She

openedthedoorandasspoiltasshewas,shewas

excitedattheprospectofeatingagain.Thehouse

smelleddelicious.

“I’mhometotormenttheresidents.”

“Thehousewaspeacefultillyoushowedup.”

“Boo-hoo!GetoveryourselfHades.HiRobert.”

“Placeyourbagdownandcomehere.”Hades

watchedherobeywithoutquestion.Somehow,

livingwiththemhenoticedafewthingsandatfirst

hehadbeenequallysurprisedthatasmuchas



AloracanchewupAustin,shewassubmissiveto

himanditwasscarybecausethatwasAloraand

thewayhecouldtapintothatwithouteventrying.

Alorasatonthehighchairandhelookedatherfeet.

“WhatdidIsayaboutthehighheels?”Hekissedher

foreheadandplacedbothhandsonhersides.

“Youdon’twantmetowearthemandobviouslyI

don’ttakeinstructionsfromyouso…”

“Alora?”

“Rra?”Hecursedunderhisbreath.Shedidn’thave

tolookathimlikethat,allsubmissiveandshit

knowingverywellhecan’tfullydominateher

becausehewastakingiteasyonher.Fortheirbaby

andbecauseshewasalwaysexhausted.

“Weshouldn’thavethisconversationagain.”

“We’llsee.”

“I’mtheonewhodealswithyourswollenfeetevery

otherdayAloraandyoukeepwearingthesedamn

highheelsknowingverywellyou’reputting

pressureonyourbackandyourfeetcan’tstand



themnow.Wewon’tbehavingthisdiscussion

again.”Shejuttedherchinindefianceandheheldit.

“Sweetheart..you’repregnantnotsick,Icanstill

punishyouinotherways.”Heatpooledbetweenher

legsassheswallowed.

“We’reoverthisdiscussionright?”Shenodded.

“Words.”

“We’reoverthisdiscussionRobert.”

“Good.Howwasyourday?”

“I-Iwastoldtonotbashyouonsocialmedia.”He

steppedbackandlaughed.

“Thepubliccomingtomydefense.”

“YoudeservedeverywordItypedoutandno,I

won’tbedeletingmycomments.GodIhateseeing

thatsmuglookonyourface.Itmakesmyday

worse.”Hewalkedovertothestovetocoverthe

potsasshelaidoutathousandreasonswhyshe

shouldhatehimbutjustbecausesomehowshe

loveshimshehateshimless.Herhormoneswere

hardtodealwithbutshewashis.



“OkaythenIwenttoseeSu.”Hepaused.

“That’sthefirststep.Howdiditgo?”

“Itwaskindofuncomfortablebutwithtimewe’llbe

good.Ithink.”Hekissedherheadandshesmiled

upathim.

“So,aboutwhatyousaidaboutpunishingme,were

youserious?”Hejustlookeddownather.

“Whatdoyouwantmetodotoyou?”

“Onethingboutyou?Yougetme.Iamtragicallyin

lovewithyouautwe?”

.

.

.

*

*

*
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AtSusan’shouse,theminuteherhusbandwalked

throughthedoorshetoldhimallaboutAlora’svisit

andThabisosmiled.Hiswifesoundedgenuinely

happyandhecouldevenseeitinhereyes.Itwas

beautiful.

“WhatdidIsay?”Sheblushedwithasmile.

“Givehertime.”

“Exactly.”Heheldherinherarmsandshebreathed

inhisscent.Andhewasstillhere?Afterallthe

thingsshenormallysaid?Shesmiledupathimas

heloweredhisheadtokissher.Thekissquickly

escalatedashepickedherupandlaidheronthe

bed,removingherpyjamas.

***

HadeslaidonbedashetextedReba.Thesepast

fewmonths,hehadbeenthinkingofmoving.Not

thathedidn’tloveithere,butthosetwodeserved



theirspaceandsoonerorlater,hewouldhaveto

learnhowtoliveonhisownwithoutrevertingback

toalcohol.Fornowthough,hehadtoshowup

tomorrowforAustin’slaunch.Peoplehadbeen

surprisedthathewasworkingonadiamondline

butthathadbeenasmartmove.Averysmartone.

Meanwhileinthebedroom,Aloratracedhischest.

Hewasalwaysingoodcondition,gymsessions

withHadesandalwaysabitoutofbreathafterhis

runs.Itwaskindofsexybutshewon’ttellhim.

“I’mwearingheelsfortomorrow’slaunch.”

“Alora!”

“It’sthelasttime.ThedressIhaveneedsheelsand

Irefusetobeshortcomparedtoyou.”

“Youareshort.”

“ButI’mevenshorterwithouttheheelssotomorrow

I’mwearingtheheels.Youcanpunishmeafter.”He

chuckled.

“Sleep.”



“Idon’ttakeordersfromyou.”Sheyawned.

“ButI’mhappy.AreyouhappyAustin?”

“Morethanyou’lleverknow.”

“Good.Goodnight.”Sheadjustedherselftillshewas

comfortableandfinallylaidherheadonhischest.

“Whoknewthatadecadelater,Iwouldbeherewith

mybiggestrival?”

“Tangledupinbedandcarryingmybaby?”She

smiledandnodded.

“Ihatedyourguts.Istilldo.”

“AndI’malwaysinyourguts..”shelaughedsoftly

witheyesclosed.

“Youarenevergoingtoletitdiethatyougotme?”

“Never,IloveyoumorethanIlovemyselfwhichis

somethingIneverthoughtwaspossible.”

“Saythankyou!”

“Nodarling.”

“Chokeonyoursalivainyoursleep.”



“We’llsee.”Herhandjustsettledonhisabdomen.

“Thissituationwefindourselfinismoreofan

academicrivalstolovers.”

“Thereisalwaysathinlinebetweenloveandhate.

Always.”

“Idetestedyourexistenceandsomehowyouare

everything.”

Hechuckledkissingherforeheadwhileholdingher.

“AndIcan’thelpbutbragthatI’myourfirst.”

“IcanhaveanymanIwantRobert.Don’ttryme.”

Henuzzledherneckandsheheldthebackofhis

head.

“Butyoudidn’twantanyonebutme.”True.Itwas

likesomehowshewaswaitingforhim.Plushe

nevermadefunofherinexperienceinthebedroom,

hewasalwaysreadytoteachherandguideher.

Explorethingswithher.Itwasbliss.Shecouldn’t

askformore.

“Don’tletitgettoyourhead.”Shechidedandhe

laughedagainstherneck.



“Iloveyoumyfierydreamer.”

“Mhmm.Iwanttosleep.”

“You’retired?”Hereyesopened.Weretheyaboutto

havesex?Shecouldn’tsaynotothat.

“Notatall.”Hemovedhisheadtolookather.Her

eyeswerebrightandalert.Hechortledandshe

rolledhereyes.Hekissedherandsheplacedher

handsonhisshouldersastheykissedandit

deepened,whilehewasstillveryvigilantofher

stomach.

.

.

.

*

*

*

Lastnight’sinsert.Themorninginsertiscomingup.
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Thefollowingmorningwasabusyoneforthe

sisters.Alorawasmeetingupwiththeteam,Reba

includedtogoovereverythingbeforeapartofLora

Cosmeticshitstheshelves.Shewalkedacrossthe

hallwaysinherflats,shehatedAustinsomuchand

shefeltsoshort.Godshehatedthatmanasshe

headedtoherpublicistsoffice.Sheopenedthe

doorandNeoloweredherglasses.

“Youlookshorter.”

“I’myourbossandI’mnotheretodiscussmy

height.”Shesatonthechairandplacedherhands

onthedesk.

“Hereisthedeal,todayisMathewsDiamonds’

launchandRebaandIwillbethere..”

“Wait!MrMathewsinvitedyou?”I’membarrassed

totellyoubutthatmanistheonewhofucksme

andheknockedmeupbutshekeptthosethoughts



toherself.

“Yes.AndthisistheperfectopportunityforRebato

useLoraCosmeticforafullfaceglam.Iknowwe

havemoreproductswhichwillbeadvertisedand

usedbytheselectinfluencerschosenbutafullface

glamusingLoraCosmeticswillworkandthatisa

waytosubtlytellthepeoplewehavemoreproducts

andleavethemguessing.Plusweareworking

towardsinclusivity.Somemakeupbrandsdon’t

havethedarkestshadeofconcealeranddoyou

knowhowmuch,mysisterstruggledtofindthe

rightmakeuptouseforshoots?Henceshedoesn’t

exactlylikeitthatmuchbutanywaysLora

Cosmeticstotherescue.”

“Andwhataboutyou?”

“Idomyownmakeup.Gettheteamonit,Ihaveto

seeotherpeopleafterthis.”

“Alora,willyoubehaveatthelaunch?”

“NeoI’mnotachild,I’myourbossandwhatever

thatIsaidtoRo-MrMathewshedeservesitand

more.Haveagoodday.”Shestoodupandwaddled



outoftheofficewithhertummy.Neoshookher

headwithalovedherbossasangryasshealways

was.Whoknewthather?Agraduatewhohadbeen

lookingforworkfortwoyearswouldlandthisjob?

Aloralookedather,lovedtheinterviewandsaidshe

hadtenacityandhiredhereventhoughshehadno

workingexperienceotherthanwhatshedidwhilst

onattachment.Thathadbeenagamblebut

everydayshewasmoreconfidentinherroleand

thingsweregoingextremelywell.Sowellitwaslike

adream.

RebasatinAlora’sofficeasshelookedaround.

Alorafinallyopenedthedoor,thewomanhadbeen

movingupanddowntheseofficesforthepasthour.

“You’reexhaustingyourself.”

“I’malmostdone,wehaveanhourherethenwe

leavetogetready.I’llhaveamakeupartistsent

hometodoyourmakeupwiththefulllineandI

thinkthemediawillbeattheevent.It’sredcarpet

soyes.”



“Lookatyouinaction.”Alorachuckledasshesatat

herdeskandlookedatthepaperwork.

“Ihavetodealwiththesetomorrow,Mondayisa

bigdayandwehaveyouofcoursesowe’llbe

together.IthinkreyaEdgarsfirstthenFoschini.”

“Thisisreallyhappening?”

“Youbetsister.Thankyousomuch.Thankyouso

somuch.”Rebawoulddothatforherandshehad

beensurprisedwhenshesignedthecontractfinally

lookingatherpayroll.Alorabelievedinherproduct

somuchandhowitwasgoingtobethatsuccessful.

Ittookalotofguts.

“I’llbecountingtheminutes.”Rebaspunaroundin

thechairwhileonherphoneandAlorablockeditall

outassheopenedherlaptoptowork.

***

AtAustin’soffice,itwasanormaldayeventhough

thestaffknewtheywereleavingearlythisFriday



forthecompanylaunchofcourseundertheirCEO.

EverythinghadbeenplannedtotheTandtheusual

anxietythatplannersusuallysuccumbtowasn’t

there.ThecompanydidagoodjobandAustinhad

beensatisfied.HetookouthisphonetotextHades

ifeverythingwasready,hewillbehomearound

lunchtime.SolelyforAloratohelpherifshedoes

needhishelp.Hadesgavehimathumbsupandhe

calledhisgirlfriend.

“Hello,you’redisturbingmeI’mworking.”

“I’llpickyouup.”

“Noyouwon’t.I’mwithReba.”

“I’llpickyouguysup…”shewentsilentforawhile

thenshewasbackonthephone.

“Fine,meetyouintheparkinglotandhaveagood

day.”

“You’rewishingmeagoodday?”

“Haveahorribleonethen.”Shecuthimoffandhe

scoffed.Fuckhelovedher.



***

Rebapickedapenandshedidn’tdarethrowit

becauseshewasworkingbutshewasbored.

Semesterresultshadlongbeenout,shedidfairly

well.ShewasnotthatsmartsmartlikeAlorabutat

leastshedidn’thavesupplementaryexamsorany

retakes.Aslongasshedidn’thavethatshewas

fine.Shecheckedherwatch.

“Time’sup.Standup!”

“I’mnotgoingtobeforcedtostopworkinginmy

ownoffice,I’mstillwrappingafewthingsup.”Reba

stoodupandpickedhersister’sbag.

“Nope.Let’sgo.You’realmostsevenmonthsand

youwanttooverworkyourself.Ontopofthatwe

haveaneventthatmighttireyousoup…”she

glaredasRebapickedthefilesonthedesktosort

themup.SheslidthefilesinAlora’sbagandshe

pickedthelaptop.SheswitcheditoffasAlora

dejectedlylookedather.

“Everydayyouguysfindanewreasontoannoy



me.”

“Getup.Iwon’tpickyouup,youmustbesoheavy.”

“Hmm.”Aloratappedhertemple.

“Justaminute.”Sherubbedherstomachandshe

breathedoutlettingthatlittlesharppaingodown.

Shestooduponherfeetandshestretched.Her

handssettledonherstomach.Sherubbedher

tummy,thepaindidn’thitheragainsoshefollowed

Rebaoutofherofficeaftershepickedherphone.

Shewhisperedunderherbreath.Herbabywasfine,

thedoctorsaidthepregnancywashealthyandthey

hadnothingtoworryabouteventhoughthatdidn’t

feellikeakick.Sheknewherbaby’skicks.The

peopleattheofficewavedatherandshewaved

withablankface.Theywalkedoutofthebuilding

andshespottedAustin’scar.

“Herwegoagain.”Theymadetheirwaytohiscar

andheopenedthedoorforherasRebaopenedthe

backdoor.

“HiReba.HeyLora.”Sheheldontothecarseatas

sheclimbedintothecar.Shefinallygot



comfortableandsheglared.

Hekissedhercheekandsheheldhis.

“Hi.”Shesmiled.

“Hello.”Hemovedbackasshebuckledup.He

startedthecarandreversedoutofhisparkingspot

assheshiftedinherseat.Shekeptastraightface

whenanothersharppainhitherlowerabdomen.

Shejustplacedhandsprotectivelyoverher

stomachandAustinextendedahandtosettleiton

herstomach.Herbabywasfine.

.

.

.

*

*

*
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TheydroppedRebaoffathomebeforehedrove

themhome.

“You’reupfortonightsweetheart?”Itwashisnight

andshewasgoingtosupporthimandstandbyhim.

Herbabyjusthadtobehave.Shenodded.

“I’llalwaysstandbyyoursidesoyes.”Hekissed

herhandandsqueezeditasshekeptanotherone

onherstomach.ThedrivewassilentandAlorawas

hyperawareofanymovementoranyshotofpain

andnonesufficedtilltheygothome.Okay,shewas

goingtobeokay.Shegotoutofthecarleaving

Austininside.Shewasgoingtotakeabathandget

readyfortheevent.Shesmiledassheknockedon

thedoorthenopenedit.

“Howfarwiththeroom?”

SheaskedjustasAustinmadehiswaytothedoor

withtheirbags.

“Notreadyyet.”



“Iwanttosee.”

“Idon’twantyoufixatingonthelittledetailsand

thenobsessingbeforeyourcompulsionsflare.”She

poutedasshesteppedinsidethehouse.Austin

lookedatherforasecond,wouldshebeopentoget

intotherapyforherOCD?Itwassomethinghe

thoughtabouttimeandtimeagain.

“SoI’llseeitwhen?Whenthebabycomes?”

“Yes.Keepitmovingwoman.’Shecontinued

walkingandwhenshegottothestaircaseshe

exhaled.Sheheldtherailingasshetookslowsteps

upashefollowedcloselybehindher.

“Wehavelessthanfivehourstogetready.”

“Westillhavetime,keepmovingbaby.”Shewalked

upthestairstillshereachedtheirroom.She

touchedherstomach.Nopain.ThankGod!She

pattedhertummyasshepushedthedooropenand

Austinplacedtheirbagsonthebed.

“You’recreasingthesheetswiththebags.”He

removedthemandplacedthemonthebedside

tableandshelookedatthesheets.Shewalkedto



thebedandstraightenedthesheets.

“Better.I’mtakingabath.Doyouwanttojoinme?”

Ofcoursehewasjoiningherright?Hewouldn’tsay

no.

“I’llberightbehindyou.”Sheslippedoffherflats

andtouchedherhead.Sheneedstowashthegel

offbeforeshestylesitfortonight’sevent.

“Robert?”

“Hmm?”

“Helpmewashmyhair,Ineedtogetthegeloff..”he

noddedasheplacedhisjacketonthebedfollowed

bythetie.

Minuteslater,theywerebothontheirunderwearas

Aloraheadedtothebathroom.Shepickedaclean

towelandwrappeditaroundherbodybeforeshe

openedthecupboardstotakeouthershampoo.

Austinwalkedinminuteslaterandtheystepped

insidetheshower.Heopenedthewaterand

checkedthetemperatureforher.



“Isitokay?”

“Mhmmm.”Shekepthereyesclosedashetookthe

shampoofromher.

“Thehairiswetenough?Ifitispourtheshampoo

andmassagemyscalptogetthegeloff.Makeit

threewashes.”Hedidasinstructedandoncethe

shampoowaslatheredonherhair,hemassaged

herscalpandAlorareleasedasigh.Maybehe

shouldwashherhairoften.Hishandsweresonice

inherhair.

Theirlittlebathtimetookalmostanhour,asshe

relaxedinthewaterwithhim.Aftertheyweredone,

shestartedwithherhairfirst.Didshekeepthecurls

orwasshestraighteningit?Herfacelookedlessfat

withthecurlsalloverandshewasstillgoingto

contourthehelloutofherface.Shewatchedhim

applylotionandsmiledbutthatsmiledisappeared

asanothersharppainhitherunexpectedly.She

breathedoutandfacedhimbuthewasn’tlookingat

her.



“Gremlinpleasebehave,justfortonight.”She

whisperedunderherbreath.Shewasn’truiningthis

forhim,heworkedsohardforthisdiamondline

thatwasunderhiscompany.

“Wehavefourhourstokill.”

“Ithinkifwe’refastenoughwe’llbedoneinthree.

I’mhungry.”Sheaddedandhewalkedovertothe

closettogethisrobe.

“LetmeseewhatIcanwhipupokay?You’rethe

onewhohastofixyourhairandmakeup.Areyou

sureyou’reupforthissweetheart?”

“Iam.Iwon’tansweryouagainifyouaskthat

question.”Hewalkedovertothevanitytabletokiss

herforehead.

“Iwon’tbelong.”Hewalkedoutandshebreathed

outlookingatherstomach.Shegottoherfeettogo

pickupherphoneasshewenttoGoogletosearch

up.Shejustdidn’twantittobeanythingmajor,she

bitherliplookingatthesearchresults.Shehad

Tessaonspeeddialaswell,ifshecallsTessa

Austinwillknowandgetworriedandnotattendhis



launchunlessshebegsTessanottotellonher.She

walkedupanddowntheroomsshedialledTessa

whoansweredafterthreerings.

“MsAlora…”

“Hidoctor.Ihaveaquestion…”

“Iseverythingokay?I’mstillatthehospital.”

“I’mnotsure…”shebitherlowerlip.

.

.

.

*

*

*
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AlorasatonthebedasshelistenedtoTessa.

“ButT-“

“Alora,wearenotriskingthebaby.Cometothe

hospitalnow.”

“Justafewmo-“

“Alora!Iknowbestandyoushouldbehereinless

thananhour.”Tessahungupandshefacepalmed.

Itwasonlyacoupleoftimesbuthereherdoctor

wasdemandingshegoestothehospital.She

walkedtothewardrobeandpickedadress,

hopefullyitdoesn’ttakeaslong.Withasourface,

shewalkedoutoftheroomandmadeherway

downthestairs.Shemadeherwaytothekitchen

andAustinspottedherbeforeshecouldsay

anything.Herhairwasstillnotdoneandshelooked

annoyed.

“Whatisit?”

“Wehavetogotothehospital…”hepaused.

“What’swrong?Areyouokay?Isthebabyokay?

Shit,letmegetdressed.”Hequicklyswitchedoff



thestoveandherubbedherarmashepassedher

whileherushedtothebedroomtogetdressed.She

didn’teventellhimwhattheproblemwasandhe

wasalreadyinarushtogethertothehospital.It

wasinthatexactmomentsherealisedthatAustin

mightbethebetterparentoncethechildisborn.

Howwasshesupposedtodothismotherhood

thing?Whatifitwasreallylabourpainsanditwas

okaytothinkaboutwhatthefuturemightlooklike

butifthebabycomesearlyitisgoingtoruinher

visionbecauseshefarfrombeingreadytobea

mother.Ofcourseshefeltthematernalbondbut

thatisnotenough.Withthosethoughts,shedidn’t

realiseshewaspacingupanddownthekitchenas

hermindconjuredtheworstcasescenarios.It

wasn’tuntilAustinheldhertostopthepacing.

“What’swrong?”Heaskedandsheblinkedback

tears.Heheldherinhisarmsasshestartedcrying.

“Sweetheartwhat’swrong?”Heturnedhersothat

shecanfacehim.

“I’mgoingtobeabadmotherright?Ijustknowit..”

heheldherhandsbeforehepulledhertohim.She



sniffed.

“Noyou’renot.”Theyallsaidthat.Theyallfucking

saidthatbutshedidn’tbelievethatherself.Heheld

heruntilshestoppedcrying.Hethenheldher

cheeks.

“Let’sgotothehospitalokay?”Shenoddedasthey

walkedoutofthehouse.

***

Rebalookedathermakeup.Thiswasgood,so

good.

“Nowthefinishingtouches.”Theladysaidand

Rebasmiled.

“Ilooksosurreal,”

“Icompletelyhavenoideawhatthatwordmeans.”

Rebachuckledandtheladysmiled.

“Lookathowprettyyoumademe.”

“Youhavesuchagorgeousskintoneandyou’re



beautifultoo.You’rerespectfulunlikesomeofmy

clients.”

“Oh?”

“Ee.KanasomeofthemusuallytellmethatI

shouldbegratefultheyareusingmyservices

becausegotlhokadegreehewehewe..”(nothavinga

degreewhatwhat.)

“That’srude.Notmanyofuschooseourlife

circumstancesandthingshappen.”

“Wabona?That”(yousee?)Shenodded.

“Done.Lookatthemirror.”Rebadidandshesmiled

asthegirlplacedLoraCosmeticsstuffonthetable.

“Theseproductsaresogood,it’smyfirsttimeusing

themandtheysaidIcankeepthem,theyseem

expensivebuttheyarequalitytoo.”Thegirlsmiled

andRebagrinned.

“Letmegetmypurse..”

“No,it’sokay.Iwaspaidbeforehandsoit’sreally

okay.”

“Iinsist.I’llbeback.”Rebagotupandsheleftthe



ladythereasshelookedaround.Shesmiledand

thoughtaboutthetipshealreadygotbeforehand

andthismakeupsetonit’sownwasexpensive,she

couldtellandthefactthatshehadLoraCosmetics

beforeithittheshelves?Crazy,especiallyfora

youngmakeupartistlikeher.Rebawalkedback

withherphoneandpurse.ShetookoutaP100note

andhandedittoher.

“ThankyouandcanIhaveyoursocialmediapage?

OrhandlesoIcantagyouforthelook?”Reba

handedherthephoneandthegirlsearchedher

pageonFacebook.

“That’stheone.”Rebagotherphonebackandliked

thepage.

“Thankyou!Thankyou!Thankyou!”

“You’rewelcome.”Thegirlstoodupwithher

makeupkitandsmiledasshewalkedout.

“Andthankyousomuch.Itwasapleasureworking

onyourbeautifulface.”Rebagrinned.Shesawthe

girloutbeforeshemadeherwaybacktothehouse.

Timeforthedressandthefinaltouches.Shestill



hadtime.

***

Atthehospital,AustinstoodbyAloraastheyboth

lookedatthescreen.Tessahadattendedtothem

immediatelyandhewasabitfrustratedwhenhe

listenedtoTessatellAlorathatsheshouldhave

beenhereassoonasthepainsstartedandshe

didn’ttellhim.Forthepasttwohoursshehadbeen

silentanddidn’ttellhimshewasinpain.Butstillhe

heldherhandasTessafinallylookedatthem.

“Wellthescanshowsthatthebabyisokay,very

healthyandnosignofwantingoutforsometime,

anotherpossiblecauseforthecrampsmightbe

dehydration.Itcancausesomethingcloseto

contractionsduringpregnancy.Haveyoubeen

drinkingenoughwater?”Shelookedatthedoctor

andsheknewthatshejusthadabottleofwater

todayandshedrankwaterwhenshereallyfelt

thirstyorwasabouttoeat.



“No.”

“Wehavethecause.Drinkenoughwater,youknow

twolitreistheminimum.”

“Ihearyou.”

“Nexttime,showupimmediatelyanddrinkwater

Alora.Stayhydrated.Otherwisethereisnothingto

worryabout.Thebabyisokay.Didyouguysopen

theresults?”

“Notyet.”Aloraquicklyanswered.

“I’llseeyouguysfornextweek’sappointmentand

allthebestatthelaunch.”Shenoddedandwalked

out.Herbrother-in-lawwasgoingtobetherealong

withMasaandtheolderkids.AustinlookedatAlora.

Hesuckedinadeepbreathasheletgoofherhand

andAloramissedtheheatofhishand.

“Ididn’twanttoworryyouandruinyourday.”

“Thatwasn’tenoughreasonnottotellmeAlora,

whatifitwasmoreseriousthandehydrationandit

putourchildindanger?”Shebitherlowerlip.

“AustinIjustdidn’t-“



“Yourstubbornnesscanbesoinfuriatingattimes.”

Shewatchedhimfighthisownemotionsbeforehe

tookadeepbreathandschooledhisfeatures.She

couldn’tevenreadhisface,itwasjustacoldcalm

thatmadehershiverabit.Hesilentlyhelpedhersit

uprightbythecornerofthebed.Hepickedher

shoesandslidthemonherslightlyswollenfeet.He

helpedhergetoffthebedandshepulleddownthe

dressoverherbump.

“Austin…”

“Let’sgoAlora.”Sheswallowedasheplacedahand

onherbackleadingheroutoftheroom.

.

.

.
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Thedrivehomewassilent,toosilentassheheldher

stomach.Sheclosedhereyesashedrovethem

home.Twentyminuteslater,thecarhadstopped

movingandAlorafinallyopenedhereyesfive

minuteslater.Shewasaloneinthecar.Shesucked

inadeepbreathassheslowlygotoutofthecar.

Sheclosedthedoorandmadeherwaytohouse,

shepassedbythekitchenfirsttohaveaglassof

waterbeforesheslowlytookthestairsheadingto

thebedroom.Justasshesteppedinsidethe

bedroom,Austinwalkedout.Nowordswere

exchanged.

Alorajustheadedtothebathroomtotakebath.

***



Rebatwirledinfrontofthemirror.Primroseoutdid

herselfwiththisdress,sheloveditandthemakeup

andherhair?Shewasbeautiful.Shegrinnedasshe

snappedafewselfiesbecauseobviouslythefinal

lookneededaprofessionalphotographertotake

pictures.Shesmiledassheuploadedtheselfie

captioningitandmentioningthemakeupartist.She

satdownreadingthecommentswithasmilebefore

herphonerangandsheansweredhimimmediately.

“Hi.”

“Heythereprettygirl,areyouready?”

“Ithinkso.Thisismyfirstformaleventinyears.I

haven’twalkedtheredcarpetinyears.”

“WellI’llbebyyourside,I’monmyway.”

“Okay.Can’twaittoseeyouandbye.”

“Bye.”Herphonerangandsheansweredagain.

“Neohi.”

“HiandIlovethelook,thepictureisgettinggood

reviewsandpeopleareampedforLoraCosmetics.”

“Thankyou.Iamthefaceofthebrand.”



“Andrightlyso.Allthebestatthelaunchandyou

arebeautifulReba.Staybeautiful.IsAlorawith

you?”

“Thankyouandno.I’mathome.What’swrong?”

“She’snotansweringherphone.”

“Shemustbebusywithhermakeupandhair.She’ll

getbacktoyou.Bye.”

“Bye”Lora’spublicisthungupandRebastoodup

onherfeetasshetwirledinfrontofthemirrorone

lasttimebeforeshewalkedoutwiththematching

clutch.Susanwhohadarrivedminutesgasped.

“Lookatyou,remindsmeofthetimeyouwentto

Prom.”Rebagrinned.

“Itlooksamazingdoesn’tit?”

“It’smorethanamazing,bathomonyanayowa

Mokwenaomontlegore.”Reba’smouthhurtfrom

thesmilingbutshecouldn’thelpit.

Thabisowalkedinsidethehouseminuteslaterand

hisjawdropped.



“Lookatyou.”

“Shelookslikeaprincess.”Emoryaddedasshe

lookedupathersister.

“ThatshedoesEm.”

“Obviouslytherewillbepicturesandthemedia.Are

yousureyoucanhandlethat?”Susanasked.Abit

concernedatthemedia’spresenceattheevent.

“I’llliveandIamsurethemediawillberegulatedby

thesecurity,theycan’tharassme.”

“True.”

“I’mproudofyouReba.”Thabisosaidashehugged

hisoldestdaughterandRebahuggedhimback.The

fathersheneverknewsheneededuntilhermother

marriedhim.

“Thankyouguysforhesupport.”Shebrokethehug

andhuggedhermother,

“Hadesiscomingtopickmeup.I’msonervous.”

“Hebetterbringflowersorsomething.”Susan

addedandRebalaughed.



“IrememberthatforPromhewassweatingashe

camewithflowersandchocolateseventhoughyou

likedhim.”

“Hehadtosweat,you’readime.Youallare.”

“Yesma’am.”Theylaughedastheyasked

questionsandsheansweredthemwhilethey

waitedwithherforHades.

***

AtMolepolole,Sentleandherfriendstoodunderthe

treethatwasinfrontofherfriend’syardasher

friendscrolledthroughsocialmedia.Sentletook

outherphoneandputitbackinthepocket.She

wastooembarrassedtohaveherfriendchargeit

forherjustbecausetheelectricityathomehad

finishedandshehadusedherlastmoneytobuy

food.

“Sentlelookatthisgirl.”Sentlelookedatthescreen

andsheforcedasmile.



“Kanashewasaformermodelandshelooksso

beautiful,thatface-beatisnice.”

“Yeah.”

“KanaI’vebeenmeaningtoaskyoubutIwasafraid

becausemaybeI’mjumpingintoconclusions..”

“Mhmm..”

“Areyouguysrelated?Kanabonahersurnameis

MoremiandtheLoraCosmeticsbrandisownedby

hersister,AloraMoremi.Areyouguyssomehow

related?Imeanyousharethesamesurname.”

Sentleswallowedandlaughedtotryandgether

friendtonottalkaboutit.

“Tlhemmaskaitshegisakeserious.”(don’tlaught

aboutit,I’mserious)

Sentlebreathedout,theywerecousinsyesandshe

lastsawthemyearsago.Morethanadecadeago.

“Wearecousins,they’redadwasmyuncle.”

“Theoneyousaidpassedaway?”

“Mhmm…”



“Andyou’restillhere,stuckinthevillageanddon’t

haveajobwhenyouhaverichcousins?Sentle?

Thesedayspeopleuseconnections.Bakagosoma

somewherekana.”

“It’scomplicated.Ijustcan’tinsertmyselfintheir

lives.Ourparentsdon’tgetalong..”

“Soyou’regoingtosufferjustbecauseofyour

parents?Aemma.Beserious.Thisisadogeatdog

world.TheyprobablyhaverichfriendsandReba

eneisdatingHadesHudson,hisfatherisrichand

hasahugecompanysowaretheycan’tfindyoua

job?AsacleanerorPA?Sentlebeingniceand

humbledoesn’tworkinthislife.”Sentlebreathed

out.

“Still.Wehaven’ttalkedinyearsandtheyprobably

forgotme.”

“Familyisstillfamilynomatterhowmuchtime

passes.Besmart.”Sentlebreathedoutandlistened

toherfriendgoonandon.

.

.
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Hadessteppedoutofthecarasheheldtheflowers

inhand.Theywilldo,whywashernervousnow?It

alresembledwhenhetookherforpromandshe

wasouttherelookinglikeadream.Healwaysknew

shewashis,eventhoughtheirjourneyhadbeena

littleroughandhadthemostbumpsbutsomeday

hewasgoingtomarryher.Hepressedtheintercom

andthegateslidopen.Hebreathedoutashe

walkedtothedoorrecitinghiswordsand

everythinghewasgoingtosay.Heclearedhis

throatandknockedonthedoor.Thesecondsthat

passedseemedlikeyears.Helookedathisshoes



beforeraisinghisheadasthedoorwasopened.He

lookedatThabiso.

“Goodevening,I’mhereforReba.”Thabisosmiled

andopenedthedoorwider.Hadesnodded

nervouslyashesmiledandhelickedhisdrylips

lockingeyeswithReba.Heshiftedhisattentionto

Susan.

“Goodevening,theseareforyou.”HehandedSusan

theflowersandshetookthemwithasmile.

“Thankyou.”HewalkedtowhereRebawassitting

andhetookherhand.

“Higorgeous.”

“Heyhandsome.”Hesmiledashetookherhand

andhelpedheruponherfeet.

“I’llbringherhomebacksafe,Ipromise.”He

assuredtheparents.

“Havefunkids.”ThabisoaddedandEmoryjust

waved.HadeswalkedtothedoorwithRebaandhe

ledheroutbeforeheclosedthedoor.Hepecked

herlips.



“You’restunning.”Hebreathedagainstherlips.

“Thankyou.”Shewhispered.Whenwasthelast

timetheyactuallyhadsex?Shecouldn’tremember

buthewasbreathingagainstherlipsinthatsexy

wayhealwaysdidandshewaswaitingforhis

whisper,theonethatgavehergoosebumpsevery

time.

“Ithinkweshouldgetgoing.”

“Yeah.”Shebreathedoutashemovedhisheadand

ledhertothecar.Theshowwasjustabouttobegin.

***

Alorafinisheduphermakeuplookandturnedto

faceAustin.Shelookedatherfaceinthemirror

thenhim.Hewasfacingtheotherwayandhis

musclesstrainedagainsthisshirtleavinglittleto

theimaginationespeciallywiththosebackmuscles

ofhis.Theyhadbeensilentthepasttwohoursas

theygotready.



“AustinI-“shewhisperedandhisheadturnedso

fastthattheapologydiedonherlips.Shewatched

himwearthecufflinksshehadgiftedhim.She

nearlysmiledbutshehadtoapologisefirst.

“I’msorry.WhatIdidwasstupid.”Shenearly

cringedhearingherselfcallherselfstupid.

“IshouldhavetoldyouandIshouldhavegoneto

thehospitalatthefirstsignofpain,Ipusheditback

becauseIdidn’twantustostressyouonyourbig

dayandyoudeservetodaybutIamsosorry.Little

gremlincomesfirstineverything.”Shefinishedher

sentence.

“Alora,it’snotevenaboutme.It’sourbaby.

Everythingisprettymuchuselesswhenourchildis

indanger.Sweetheart,youhavebeentelling

yourselfthatyou’regoingtobeabadmotherat

everyturnandsomehow,asmuchasIhateto

believeinthingsthatdon’texist,youmakeit

happenunaware.”Aloraswallowed.

“I’mnotsayingyouaregoingtobeonebutyouhear

meAlora,Ineverreallysugarcoatthingswithyou.”



“I-Iknow.”Sheblinkedandnodded.

“SweetheartIknowthatvoice,you’reabouttostart

bawlingyoureyesout.Don’tletthishappenagain.

BecauseasmuchasI’mexcitedtobeafather,a

complicationduringthispregnancyputsyourlifeat

riskaswellandI’mnotreadytoloseyou.”She

nodded.

“Iunderstand.LennaIdoloveourchild,Ireallydo

andIunderstand.”She’lldobetter.Sherubbedher

stomachunderneaththesilkgownshewore.She

justdidn’tknowhowshewasgoingtonavigate

motherhoodbutitwasthisoncethatshedidn’tdo

something.Hewalkedcloserandheldher

shoulders.

“Don’tcryAlora,you’regoingtoruinyourmakeup.”

Shechuckledwithtearsgleaminginhereyes.

“I’lltrynotto.”Hekissedthetopofherheadashe

wrappedasinglearmoverherchest.

“Iloveyouokay?”

“Lennakagorata.”(Iloveyoutoo)shewhispered.

Heletgoandshesuckedinadeepbreathand



fannedherfacesothatshedidn’tcry.Pregnancy

madehercryalotandthat’soneshedidn’tlike.The

crying.Whycouldn’tshesoldiereverythingoutlike

sheusedto?Whenshewassureshewasn’tgoing

tocryshefinallystoodupandheadedtothe

wardrobetotakeoutherdress.Sheturnedand

watchedhimpickhistuxvestandbuttoneditup.

Sheshouldn’tgetdistractedbyhim.Shepickedout

hergownandshelookedatitthenathershoes.

Shewalkedovertothebedtoplacethedressdown

thenwentbacktothewardrobetopickoutthemost

comfortableandclassyballetflatsshehadinher

wardrobe.Theywon’tshowbecausethedressis

long.Shewaddledtothebedandgotridofherrobe.

Austinchuckledashesawheryellowbehindina

blackthong.Shepickedthedressandsheturnedto

Austin.

“Helpmeputiton.”Sheasked.Hedidn’twastetime

ashestoodbehindher.

“WhatshouldIdo?”Fromtherehehelpedherwith

thedressandshesatonthebedasheofferedto

putonhershoesforher.Shestoodupandwalked



tothewardrobewheresheopeneditwidertoreveal

thefullbodymirror.Herbumpwasvisible,you

couldn’tmisstheswellofhertummyafterherchest

areainthatflaregown.Shelookedathercleavage,

theylookedbiggerthanherlastfittinginthisdress.

Austinstoodbehindherandloweredhisheadto

kissherneck.

“You’llgettheshimmersonyourlipsandthenyou’ll

kissmewiththoselipsagain.”Hesighedagainst

herneck.

“GakeganeIjustdon’twantshimmersonmylips,

theyarenotedible.”Hechuckled.

“Ihearyou.”Hesteppedbackasheslidonehand

intohispocketandAloralookedattheminthe

mirror.

“Westucktothethemeright?”

“YououtdressedmebutI’mthebetterlooking

partner..”shehithischest.

“You’renot.”Shechuckledandshetouchedherhair

again,thenaturalcurlscameoutniceandshewas

happyaboutthat.



“Ithinkaftereatingwe’llbereadytogo.”

“Justwaitthereforamoment.”Heopenedthetop

partofthewardrobeandtookoutabox.Hereyes

followedhimasheopeneditthenhadherfacethe

mirror.

“Thisoneisforyou.”Sheliftedherhairasheplaced

thenecklaceagainstherneck.

“AMathewDiamondsoriginal?”Sheaskedashis

fingerslightlyskimmedhercollarbone.

“You’vebeenwearingmyoriginalssincethefirst

datedarling.”Hemurmuredandhereyeswidened.

What?

“I-“

“It’sgorgeousonyou.”Hetookouttheearringsas

well.Helookedatheraftershehadadornedthe

jewellery.

“Beautiful.KeepthenecklaceonlatertonightwhenI

fuckyou.”Andthatsentherbloodrushingandher

breathingbecameunevenashesaidthat.He

wasn’tevenaskingherandhowsurewashethathe



washavinghertonight?

“Howsureareyou?”

“Iknowyoudarling.”

“We’llseeRobert.”

Hechuckled.

“Timetogo.You’lleatontheway.”Withthathe

steppedbackandshepickedhermatchingclutch.

Timetoputonagoodshowandsurprisethe

masses.

.

.
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InthehiredLimousine,Austin’sphonerangand

Alorastoppedeatingfromthelunchboxasshe

lookedathim.Heansweredhisphoneandshe

continuedeatinghermeal,shehopedtheyhad

moretimeleft.Shestillhadtoeathercookies,it

wasmorelikedessertaftermeals.

“Hades..”

“We’vearrived.Whereareyouguys?”Hadesasked

overthephone.

“Onourway.”

“Okay.It’salreadypacked.”

“AllIcansayisthatyouguysgotthis,wemightbe

thelastpeopletoarrive.”Austinsaidashewatched

Alorastuffherfacewithfoodandhenearlylaughed.

“Okay.Seeyou.”Hadeshungupandheplacedhis

phonedown.Aloraswallowedandsheplacedthe

backofherhandonherlips.

“I’malmostfull.Wherearethecookieslejuice?”He

laughedandsherolledhereyes.Herbladderwas



goingtohateherafteralltheliquidsheis

consumingbutaslongassheishydratedandher

babyisokayinthere.Hepickedanotherlunchbox

andsheclosedtheoneshejustfinishedeatingout

of.Shehandedittohimandhegavehertheother

one.Hereyeslitupasshelookedatthechocolate

chipcookiesandherapplejuiceinthatsmallcarton

boxthatwasusedforpre-scholarslunchboxes.She

leanedbackasshestartedwiththejuiceandAustin

shookhishead.Sheatelikeachildanditwas

insanelycutetowatch.Theyweregoingtoarrivein

twentyminutes.

***

Attheprestigiousvenue,SapphirefixedEsmeralda

micandherfirstbornlookedathermother.

“Mom,Igotthis.Theremoreredcarpetinterviews

totakeplace.”Sapphirewavedheroff.

“Iknow.You’redoinggreat.I’lljustbebythe

sidelines.”Shechuckledashermotherstepped



backandshefixedasmileasshewentbackliveon

tvafterthatquickadbreakthecameramensaid

theyweregoingto.

“Thatwasfast.”Shestartedoffwithasmileand

Sapphirewasproudofherbaby.Shewasagreat

interviewerandithadbeennaturalasshe

interviewedtheeventattendeesontheredcarpet

fromtheKgosi’stoheruncleDanandauntLoapi.

Shehadlaughedathowcuteithadbeen.She

smiledasshesawtheHadesheircomingupwith

hismodelgirlfriendwhowasnowthefaceofLora

Cosmetics.

“AndImustsayIlovethatgown.”Rebagrinnedas

shetwirledinfrontofthecamerasthatclicked.

“It’saPrimaCDesignoriginal.”Esmeraldagrinned.

“Iloveitandthemakeup…”

“ProudlyaLoraCosmeticsgirlthroughand

through.”

“Ineedtogetmyhandsonthoseproductsassoon

astheyhittheshelves.”



“Pleasedo.Youwon’tregretit.”

“MustIaddthatthegentlemanisalsoanice

accessorytoadd.”Theyalllaughedassheleaned

againstHades.

“Areallyniceone,agirlhastohaveonelikehimas

anaccessory.”

“Agreed,whatinspiredthislook?”Rebalovedthat

theredcarpetinterviewerwassorespectfuland

shedidn’tbringupherpast.AndHadeswasthere

smilingansweringquestionsaswellbyherside.

“Wellenjoytheevening.”Theynoddedand

gracefullymadetheirwayinsidethevenue.

Esmeraldatookoutherphoneasshereadthe

socialmediacommentsonthebestdressedcouple

sofarandthebestdressedfemale.

“MasegosaysshelovedRebantle’sdress,thelow

backcutandthatslit.Shelovedit.MasegoIhaveto

sayIagreeandPrimaCDesignsknowtheirstuff.”

Shegrinnedasshewenton.Almosteveryonehad

arrivedandithadbeenniceconductinginterviews

forthepasttwohoursbutthenthepeoplehad



questions.

“Anothercommentisaskingabouttheownerof

LoraCosmetics..”Esmeraldareadoutinfrontofthe

camerasthatsnapped.Thepaparazziwashereand

thelovecrewaswell.Welleveryonesawherpost

assheshowedhermakeuplookandthediamonds

adorningherneckaspeopleaskedthemselves

wheretheywerefrom.Shewaswaitingfortheman

ofthemomentthough.TheownerofMathewsInc.

thentheredcarpetwillofficiallybedonewithso

thattheeventcanstart.Ashinyblacklimostopped

andthecamerasshiftedtothatdirectionand

camerasflashed.

MeanwhileinthelimousineAlorasprayedherself

withherperfumeandfixedherlipstick.

“Itdoesn’tshowthatI’vebeeneating?”

“Itdoesn’tdarling.”Sheplacedahandonhischest

asheloweredhisheadtokissher.Theysharedthat

slowkissandhebrokeitwithasmile.

“Youdon’tneedluck.Yougotthis.”Shesaidsoftly



andheheldherchin.

“Ready?”

“Iwasalwaysbornready.”Theycouldhearthe

camerasflashingoutsideandshesmiledathim

onelasttimebeforethesmiledisappearedandhe

peckedherlips.Hewasonthesidewherethedoor

wasabouttobeopened.Tomgotoutofthedriver’s

seattogoopenthedoor.Thecamerasstopped

flashingforasecondasthedooropenedand

Austinsteppedoutwiththatsmileofhis.The

cameralightsflashedandsomeofthemediahouse

wantedtoaskquestionsashestoodbythecar

doorinhisheightandthattuxthatwascarefully

craftedforhisbody.Ittookthembysurpriseashe

extendedahandandtheysawthelady’sdelicate

fingersandarmwithoutseeingtheface.Itall

happenedslowlyasthecamerasandthequestions

fadedintothebackgroundashehelpedhis

significantothergetoutofthecar.Jawsdropped

whentheysayapregnantAlorastepoutofthelimo.

Shehadbeenscarceandhadonlypostedhalfbody

picturesonsocialmediaandseeingherpregnant



wasaslapintheface.AlorabeingAlorawas

internallyscowlingatherself.Hewassotall

besidesher.Tomclosedthedooraftershestepped

outandAustinrestedhishandonherbackashe

walkedbehindherandthecamerasflashed

uncontrollably.TheymadeittoEsmeraldawhowas

justshockedlikethewholecountrywas.Thiswas

anUnoreversecardbecausethiswasAlorawho

hadcomeforAustinunprovokedonsocialmedia

andheretheywere.

“Ithinkasacountryweneedtotakeamomentto

wrapourheadsaroundthis.”Austinchuckledashe

lookeddownatAlorawhogracedhimwithasmall

smile.

“Okaynowwegotamoment,MrMathewsandMs

Moremi.”Theybothnoddedatthesametimeand

Esmeraldachuckled.

“Okaylet’sstartwiththediamondsonMsMoremi.

Theyarebeautifulandthemakeup..”Esmeralda

wasniceandshelovedthatshedidn’tstartwith

Austin.Shewasgoingtobragaboutitlateron.



“Themakeuplookcanallbeme…”

“Ma’amyoudoyourownmakeup?”

“YesnotforgettingthatLoraCosmeticswasused.”

“Atalentedqueen.Yeswelovethat…”

“Andthediamondsarehis…”shesaidand

Esmeraldaheldbackalaughatthegruffwayshe

indicatedthattheyarepartofMathewDiamonds.

“Darlingthat’snotnice.”Hesaidwithlovegleaming

inhiseyesandAlorascoffed.

“I’malsonotniceRobert.”Esmeraldalaughedand

Alorasmiled.

“Butyoucantalktohimnow…”sheshuffledherfeet

ashegrinnedandEsmeraldaaskedtheright

questionsasAustinanswered.

“Thankyousomuchandwecan’twaittoseewhat

thenighthasforus.”TheywalkedawaywithAustin

loweringhisheadtotalktoherandsherolledher

eyesathimwhilethecamerasflashed.

“Thatwasitguys.Wehopedthisredcarpetpartof

theshowwasenjoyableandwewerepleasantly



surprised.”Shesaidfinallyasshestopped.There

wasmurmuringasthepaparazziknewwhatthey

weregoingtotalkaboutontheirMondaymorning

Newsheadlines,

***

AthomeSusanwhosatnexttoherhusbandsmiled

astheywatchedThompsonEntertainment,thered

carpeteventwassuccessfulandRebawasa

natural.AlorawasjustAloraandtheyhadchuckled

lookingather.Shehadcomesofarandshewas

beautiful.Theywereproudoftheirgirlsandthe

nametheymadeforthemselves.

“Happy?”

“Very…”Susanansweredassherestedherheadon

hischestandherubbedherarm.

.

.
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Oncetheguestsweresettleddownafterthe

murmuringofseeingAustinandAlorawalkin,the

eventcouldbegin.Theyhadhiredprofessional

modelswhowereadorningtheMathewDiamonds

eitherastennisbracelets,pendants,watches,

chokersandnecklaces.Itwasgeniusonhisteam’s

partbecausepeoplecouldseethejewellerywhile

theywereservedbythewaitressesandwaiters.

Thiswasgoingtobealongnight,Aloramusedas

Austinplacedhishandontopofhers.

“Comfortable?”

“Yep.”



Acrosstheroom,Maduosippedherjuiceasshe

nudgedherhusband.

“Theylookcutetogether.Younglove.”Shemused

asherhusbandchuckled.Evenafterallthese

decades,shewasstillachildatheart.

“Theyreallyare.”

Esmeralda’seyeswonderedtoSmithJrwhohad

lookedup,hehadbeentalkingtohisfatherandshe

winkedathim.Hesmiledather,shelovedhimand

heknewthat.Suddenlyshewantedtheeventtoend

butshewasworking.Shechuckledasshemoved

inthatslimcutsuitwithacamerahangingaround

herneck.Shewalkedclosertothestageasshe

tookpicturesandshemadesureshestillhadher

microphoneonforthequestionstheyweregoingto

firelateroncetheCEOtakescentrestage.Theroom

darkenedandthescreenbrightenedandinthe

absolutequiet,thecompany’sChiefMarketing

OfficertookcentrestageandAustinleanedback

listeningwhileAloralistenedasshecameupwith



herowncompanystrategiesinherhead.

HadesplacedhishandonReba’sthighasthey

listened.Tenminuteslater,thatpresentationwas

overanddonewithandalocalartistwascalledto

thestage.Peoplelightlychattedamongthemselves

andAlorausedthatopportunitytoexcuseherself

andheadtothebathroom.Herbladderwasgoingto

beaproblemtonight.Austinwatchedherwalkout

withherclutchinhandandsmiled.

Intheladies’room,Aloraclosedherselfinsidethe

toiletandshebreathedout.Shehadtoliftthe

layereddresstositontheseatbutsomechatter

caughtherattentionassheliftedherdress.

“Womenandtrappingmen!”

“Tellmeaboutit.Justbecauseheisamillionaire

shegotpregnantforhimandnowshehasa

cosmeticsline?Weren’tthereanysmartideasout

there?”

“Butifyourbabydaddyhasmoney,anythingis

possible..”



“Truethat.”thegirlgiggledandAlorarolledhereyes

assherelievedherself.Shesighed.Twominutes

later,shewasdone.

“Kanammeshewasrudetohim…”

“Bro.Ithinksheisthereforthemoney,hersisteris

alsodatingsomeonerichandatleasthersister

goestoUniversityandsheactuatedasucceed

careerbeforeshewasajunkiebu-“Aloratookthat

opportunitytostepoutofthetoiletandshelooked

attheladiesasshekeptherseriousfaceon.The

girlsfacedthesinkawkwardlyunabletomaintain

eyecontact.Shedidn’tneedtoproveherselfdid

she?Nono,mostprobablytheyhadn’tattendedan

IvyLeagueorbeenoutofthecountrytobeginwith,

justbecauseshedoesn’tsharemostofherlifeon

socialmediashouldn’tmakethemthinkthatthey

knewherbesidessheknewmostlocalcountrymen

neverwatchedotherUniversitygraduationsevenif

herfacewascurrentlyonPrinceton’sWebsiteas

thisyear’sValedictorian.Shewalkedovertothesink

andtheyscootedback.Theythoughtshewasgoing

tosaysomethingbutshedidn’t.Shejustwashed



herhandsthreetimesmakingsuretheywere

thoroughlyscrubbedbeforeshedriedherhands

andwalkedout.Thetwoladieslookedateachother

beforetheyshooktheirhandsandwalkedoutas

well.

AloratookherplacebesidesAustinandhekissed

herlips.

“You’regood?Youlookannoyed.”Hewhispered.

“I’mannoyedbutgood.Whenisityourturntotalk?”

“Intwentyminutesorso,yourfoodwillbearriving

intenminutes.”

“You’rebeingagoodpersontome.”Helaughedand

shehithischestnottoattractattentiontothem.

“Peoplearelooking.”

“AndI’mtalkingtomybabymama.”Shefakeda

gag.

“No.Thattitlesoundsurg,don’tcallmethat.”He

loweredhisheadwhispering.



“Butyouaremybabymama.Ahotfatcakethatcan

stilltakethisdi-“thistimeshelaughedandlowered

herhead.

“You’reimpossibleandIhateyou.”

“Doyoumoncoeur?”

Sheshookherheadjustassomepeopleattheir

tablelookedatthemandafewofthemsmiled,of

coursesomeofthestaffatMathewIncknewthey

weretogether.Sheasalwaysinhisofficeand

sometimestheywalkedouttogether.Rebasmiled.

Anotherspeakertookthestageastheywentinto

detailaboutthediamondsandtheprocessthat

goesintomakingthejewellery.Aloraleanedback

andsettledherhandsoverherstomachasthe

starterwasplacedinfrontofher.Hergazecaught

thepiecethewaitresswaswearing.Shelikedit.

She’llbuyit.Austinfollowedhereyes,sheloved

diamondsandthefactthatthediamondsshe

alwaysworearoundherneckwerehisboostedhis

ego.Heplacedahandonherstomachasshe

pickedthewaterbottle.



Afterallthatwassaidanddoneandpeoplewereon

theirfeetaftertheirstartersminglingwhilewaiting

forAustin’sspeech,AloramadeherwaytoReba

whohuggedher.

“You’regorgeous.”

“Iknow.Letmegonow.”Rebasqueezedherabit

beforesheletgoandAlorashrugged.

“You’regorgeousandthankyouReba.”Rebasmiled

asshetookhersister’shand.

“Canwelookatthediamondpieces?”

“OnlyforafewminutesbeforeIsitdown.”

“Iforgetsometimes.”

“Hmm.”SheletRebaleadherastheystoppedsome

ofthewaitressesandwaitersmidwaytolookatthe

piecestheyhadadorned.ThiswasgoodandAlora

didn’tknowwhichoneshewasgoingtobuy.They

wereobviouslyexpensivesoshecanonlybuyone

set.Justone.Austincaughtuptothem.

“Hey,you’restunningtodayandcanIhaveher



back?”RebawasmorethanhappytogiveAlora

back.

“I’mnotproperty.I’mprobablygoingtokilltheboth

ofyouoneday.”Austinjustheldherwaistandshe

turnedtofacehim.

“Areyounervous?”Sheaskedconcernednow.“It’s

okaytobenervoussometimesautwe?I’mnotgoing

toholditagainstyou.”Shesoothedandhesmiled.

“I’mokay.”

“Sure?”Hepeckedherlips.

“Sitdown,youshouldn’tbeuponyourfeetfortoo

long.”

“Mhmm.”Heledherbacktowheretheywere

seatedandshesatdown.Shetookhisunopened

waterbottlejustashetookcentrestageandthe

waiterbroughthimaglassofchampagne.Shewill

justtoastwithwater,justgreat.Hadessawalmost

everyonehadchampagneglassesintheirhands

andhecalledoverawaiter.

“CanIhavesparklingwater?”



“Makethattwo.”Rebaadded.Thewaiternodded

andhesqueezedherhand.

“Igotyou.”Shewhispered.Sobrietywastheirpath

andtheywillwalkthatnarrowroadtilltheirdying

breaths.

“NowIhaveeveryone’sattention,canwehavea

momentofsilenceforthefounderofMathewsInc,

CelineMathews….”everyoneloweredtheirheadin

silenceforalmostaminute.

“Thankyouandmayhersoulrestinpeace.Letme

formallywelcomeyoutothelaunchofyetanother

lineassociatedwithMathewsInc.Mathews

Diamonds.”Someplacestheirfluteglassesdown

toclaptheirhandsasthewhitelightdimmedand

thefancylightslitupthebrightest.

“ThisisalineI’vebeenworkingonformorethana

year,itwasunderwrapsanditseemedlikenothing

toaddtoanalreadywelloiledmachinethathad

beenfunctioningforyearsandhadgrownin

abundantleapsundertheguidanceofalegend…”



Hismotherwasaforceatobereckonedwith

businesswiseandthatlittlehollowachethatcould

neverbefilledachedmoretodayashementioned

hismother.Hedidn’tlettheemotionsshowthough.

“ButthemoreIdrewthedesigns,themorethey

madesenseandmyfirstpiecewasactuallytheone

Igiftedmythenrivalforourfirstdate..”Alora

smiled.Shelovedbeingonhisteammorethan

competingwithhim.Itwascalledgrowth.

“Sheloveditandshedidn’tknowwhereitwasfrom

whenIwasstilltryingtogetafairchanceatbeing

morewithher.”Alorablinked.Thisdidn’tseemtobe

aboutdiamondswasit?Heshowedthepieceon

screenandshesmiledassomepeoplewhofollow

heronsocialmediarecognisedthependantshe

usedtotakeselfieswearing.

“Itwasdesignedspeciallyforherandthat’sthefeel

yougetwithMathewDiamondpieces,theyare

craftedforyouandyouwillnotdoubtthattheyare

apartofyou.Eachpiecespeakstoevery

individual’stastes.”Mostnoddedtheirheads

impressedandsometurnedtolookatAlorawho



couldn’tseeherselfbeaminglookingathimspeak

bythepodiumwithsuchpoiseandregality.She

lovedhim.Hewentonandonandhepaused.

“Theseconddiamondshegot,stillnotknowing

whereitwasfromwaswhenshewaswaitingfor

herresults.”Liar!Itwasaftershegavehimher

virginity.Hesmirkedandsheknewheknewthat.

“Butletmenotdwelltoomuchonthehistory.

Ladiesandgentlemen,IpresenttoyouMathew

Diamonds.”Therewasahugeroundofapplause

andthenheraisedhischampagneglassupina

toastastheyallraisedtheirglasses.Sheraisedher

waterbottle.Tohissuccess.Shesmiledashegot

downfromthepodiumanddroppedakissonher

headbeforehestartedminglingwiththewho’sand

who’sofBotswana.Shesippedherwatersilently.

Thiswaswhathappinessandhavingeverything

workoutforthebestfeltlike.Shelovedit.

.

.
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ThepartycommencedandAlorawhowasn’t

supposedtobeonherfeetfortoolong,watchedas

everyonenetworked.Shelookedatherstomach.

“You’remorepreciousthanmillionsofPulas

akere?”Sheaskedherbabyandshewasrewarded

withalightkick.

“Atleastyouarealreadyfeistyandagreewithme.I

thinkI’lllikeyoumorethanyourdad.”Shesaid

underherbreathandlookedatheremptyplate.She

isfull,shehadgonetotherestroomtoomanytimes

andshewasfullaswell.Andshethoughtthechild

wascalmlikethefather?Ormaybeacombination



ofboth?Itwouldbeodd.Verystrangetosaythe

least.Sheplacedherheadonherhands.thedjtook

overandshewatchedaspeopletalked.Sheshould

probablyjuststandup.Tenminutesonherfeet

won’thurtandshewasactuallygratefulshewore

flats,theheelswouldbekillingherifshehadworn

them.Luckilyforher,Austincameandhetookher

hand.

“Doyouwanttogohome?”

“Don’tbesilly.Thenightisstillyoung.”

“Ifyou’retired…”

“I’mnotgoingtobeusedasascapegoatsoyou

canleaveearly.”Shegotuponherfeetasthelights

startedflickeringindifferentcoloursasiftheywere

ataclub.

Alorachuckledrememberingherfirstclub

experiencewithhim.Thedjswitchedtothose

songsthatwerenormallyjivytunesandwerefun.

RebaandHadessharedalookassheletgoofhis

handandhelaughed.



Ohdon'tyoudarelookback

Justkeepyoureyesonme

Isaidyou'reholdingback

Shesaidshutupanddancewithme

Thiswomanismydestiny

Shesaidohohoh

Shutupanddancewithme

Abacklessdressandsomebeatupsneaks

MydiscothequeJulietteenagedream

Ifeltitinmychestasshelookedatme

Iknewwewereboundtobetogether

Boundtobetogether

Shetookhishandashespunheraroundwithagrin

andAlorajustheldontoAustin.

“I’mnotdancing.”Peopledancedintheopenarea

andhelookeddownather.



“Humourme.”Sheshookherhead.

“No.”Sherestedherheadonhischestandhe

kissedthetopofherheadasthesongfadedtoplay

theclassicstheyusedtohearaskidsgrowingup

andherfacelituplookingupathim.

“Iusedtolikethissonglow-key.”

“Wanttoslowdancetoit?”Hesmileddownather

andsheagreedreluctantlyasheheldherwaistand

heswayedhertothesideswhilesingingBBMby

Liquideeptoherandsheflushedasshesnagthe

wordsbacktohim.Therewasstillmoreandmore

soulfulsongswereplayedthelikesofadjSbu’s

SummerRainandHan-C’ssongs.Thedjswitched

beats.

“It’stopartayyyy!”Hesaidonthemic.

“Ithinkyoushouldtakeoffthetuxjacketsand

removethehighheels.”Hesaidtothecorporate

ladiesandgentlemenintheroomassomeofthem

shouted.Austinshookhisheadwithasmile.He

kissedherhead.

“Youcanrelaxandletgobaby.”Thedjstarted



playingShumayaandsomeoftheladies

abandonedtheirshoesandheldtheirlongdresses

astheydancedinformation.Peoplelaughedas

theydancedthesong,remindingthemofthesong’s

musicvideo.Alorachuckledandwatchedfroma

distance.

“I’moldbutinmydaysIwasagreatdancer.”

Maduosaidtoherhusbandwholaughed.

“IknowandIremember.Istillhavethememories

andthevideos.”

“Thekidsshouldtakeovernow.”Maduosaidand

sheheldherhusband’sarmasshewatchedthe

peopledance.

SapphirelookedatShanebeforeshesharedalook

withLoapi.Danshookhishead.

“Firedon’tlookatmelikethat.”

“It’salwaysniceembarrassingyourchildrenandI’m

notthatold,I’mingoodshapeandIdon’thavegrey

hairinmyheadSky.”Loapishookherhead.



“Youwin.Let’sgo.”Loapididn’tevenremoveher

heelsasSapphiregrinned.Shetookoutaribbon

fromherpursebeforeshehandedittoherhusband.

Shetiedherhairback.Loapichuckledasshe

followedhercousinjustasthedjplayedDr

Malinga’sOrlando.Theclassicswereagoodsong

choiceandeveryoneknewthesongs.Afterthose

heavythirtyminutesofgrooving,thedihitthemic.

“Thissongisaspecialrequest,soI’mgoingtoplay

itforthisJustinBieberfan.Iknowyouguysknow

himbutanyway…”peoplelookedateachotheras

theysatdown.AustinlookeddownatAlorawho

hadrestedherheadonhimasJustinBieber’s

Favoritegirlplayed.Justthislastdanceeven

thoughshedidn’tevendancethenhecancallita

nightforthemandtakeherhometorest.She

blushedandlookeduptohim.

“Let’sdancesweetheart.”Thistimeshefullyagreed

andheheldhercloseasheledhertotheopen

spaceandhadhersteponhisshoesforherheight

adjustment.Shejustlethimmoveherandherfat

bellywithasmile.



“Iloveyouandcongratulationsbaby.”She

whisperedwithyawnescapingherlips.

“Endgame?”

“ForeverMrMathews.Tillweburninhelltogether

ormakeourownheaven.”Hechuckledandkissed

herhairwithtearsstinginginhiseyes.Hekissed

thetopofherheadagain.

.

.

.
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Thefollowingmorning,Austinturnedhisheadto



faceher.Shewasfastasleepandunderstandably

sobecauselastnighthadbeenalongnightforher.

Hetouchedherbellyandhehopedshewasgoing

tolovethesurprisesheandinstoreforhertoday.

Hekissedherforeheadandhegotoutofbedtoget

herbreakfastready.

Inthesamehouse,Rebawokeupwithvery

disheveledhairandglancedoveratHades.Last

nighthadbeenonehellofarollercoasterandshe

hadlovedeverybitofit.Shekissedhisfaceandgot

outofbedtoheadtothebathroom.Theydecided

lastminutethathewasn’tgoingtodropherhome.

Shesmiledlikeafoolasshestaredatherreflection.

Sheneededtogetridofthemakeupandtakea

goodshower.

Anhourlater,Alorawokeuptobreakfastinbedand

shesmiledlookingatthesettrayonthebedside

tablealongwithacutelittlenoteonit.Shesmiled

asshepickedupthenote.



‘MorningLora.Itrustyou’rewellrested.Thereis

breakfastandmeetmeinmystudyafteryou’re

done.LoveAustin.”Sheplacedthenoteagainsther

nakedchestwithasmilebeforeshegotoutofbed.

Sheopenedoneofthedrawersandshewroteon

thenoteaswellbeforeshetrottedovertothe

bathroomtogetclean.Shewasbackthirtyminutes

laterandsheatefirstbeforemakingthebed.Inher

whitedress,shemadeherwaydownstairswiththe

trayandshewashedthoseplatesbeforeshemade

herwayupthestairsyetagain.Shebreathedinand

outbeforesheopenedthedoor.Shehadn’teven

touchedherphoneeversinceshewokeup.Witha

smileonherfaceshefoundhimcomfortableonthe

sofawithabookinhishandandhegrinnedather,

helookeddownathisbookandturnedapageandit

waskindofsexy.Ofcourseshefoundhimreading

sexy.

“Morning.”

“Hi.WhyamIhere?”Heplacedthebookdownand

stoodupwalkingtowardsher.Heheldherand

lookedatherclearface.



“We’regoingtobestuckhereforsometime

sweetheart.”Heledhertothesofaandshesat

down.Abitconfused.Why?Whatwashappening?

Hewalkedovertooneofthetopshelvesinhis

library.Whydidhekeepthingsatthetop?Itwasn’t

fair.Hecamebackwithacutepinkbookandshe

audiblygaspedwhenshereadthebooktitle.Hesat

nexttoherandkissedhercheek.

“Foryou.”Shehadorderedthatbookonlineandit

hadliterallytakensolongtoarrivetothepointof

hergivingupandhehandedittoher?Shelookedat

theedgesandtearsfilledhereyes.

“Youdidn’t-“hepulledherclose.

“Openit.”Sheopenedtheveryfirstpageandshe

readhisdedicationonthepage,herfingersmoved

overhishandwritingonthepagesasherheart

racedwitheverywordsheread.Shelookedupat

him.

“Iloveyou.”Hejustkissedhercheek.Hegiftedher

thebook,annotatedjustforher.

“Hearmythoughtsandsoulspeaktoyou.”She



noddedandshestartedreadingthefirstchapter,

lookingatthetabsandstickynotesinthebook,his

cleanhighlightsandwriting.Sheblinkedbacktears,

shedidn’twantthemtostainthisbook.Thiswas

somehowthebestgiftshehasevergottenfrom

himandhedidn’tknowhowmuchitmeantforher.

Shesnuggledintohimashekissedherhead.She

wasgoingtobereadingthisbookpracticallythe

wholeoftodayandrevelinit.

Shedidn’tknowhowmuchtimepassedasshe

immediatelywentbacktoreadingafterhebrought

herlunchandshewasleftwithonlylessthanten

pages.Shehadlaughed,criedreadingitandwith

everycommenthehadleftshecouldhearhim

sayingthosewordsinherheadanditmadeher

happy.Wasshesupposedtobethishappyinlife?

Wasthishappinessmeantforher?Thedoor

openedandhewalkedbackinside,shelookedup

fromherbookandsmiled.

“I’malmostdoneandI-thankyou.”Hesmiled.

Hidinghisnervousnessashesettlednexttoher,



waitingforhertoreadtillthelastpage.Whenshe

wasleftwiththreepagestoreadsinceshewasn’t

reallymindinghim,hegotuponhisfeetwalking

overtohisdesk.Hewashopingthatitgoeswell.

GodheplannedthistotheTbutitstillmadehim

nervous.Hewatchedherflipthepageandhe

pickedhisphonewhichwasconnectedtothe

bluetoothspeakerhehidinhisstudy.Heplayedthe

songLatchBySamSmith….Aloralookedupwitha

goofysmileandshookherheadtocontinuereading.

Ifeelwe'recloseenough

Iwannalockinyourlove

Ithinkwe'recloseenough

CouldIlockinyourlove,baby?

NowIgotyouinmyspace

Iwon'tletgoofyou

Gotyoushackledinmyembrace

I'mlatchingontoyou



Alorapausedasshefinishedthebook.Thevery

lastpagehadsomethingwrittenonit.Sheturnedto

itandthosefoursimplebutheavywordsstaredat

herinthefaceandsheblinkedwithtears.Hewas

askingher?Shelookedupfromherbookand

insteadfoundhiminfrontofherononekneewitha

ringinhandhiseyessohopeful.Veryhopeful.Her

lipsquivered.

“WillyoumarrymeAlora?”Shelookedupwithtears

inhereyes.Sheshouldstopcryingnow.

“You’rethereasonIbelieveinfateandlove.You’ve

healedpartsofmethatIdidn’tknowwerebroken.

InyouI’vefoundmymatch,anextensionofme.

Thebetterversionofmyself.I’mterriblyinlovewith

youLora…”shenoddedandopenedhermouth.

“Y-yess…”themusicwasstillplayinginthe

backgroundasheslidtheringonherfingerbefore

hepickedherupandspunheraroundasshe

giggledamidsttears.Heplacedherdownonher

feetandpushedherhairback.Heloweredhishead



tolookathertearstrickenface.Shesmiledbut

couldn’tstopthetears.

“Thankyou.”Hewhisperedasshenoddedand

placedherheadonhischestwhileherheldher.

“Ourveryownstoryisjustgettingstarted.”

“We’reourownbiographers.”Shemurmuredashe

kissedherlipsandsheopeneduphermouthfor

him.Godherchestwasexplodingfromthesheer

joy.Itwasoverwhelminganditmadeherwantto

sobfortydaysandnightsbecausethismanloved

her.Hechoseher,shewastrulyhisendgame.

Forever.Helovedherregardlessofherspitefulself

andheacceptedherflawsandher.Fatewasso

kindtoher.

Hebrokethekissandrubbedhercheektowipe

awaythetears.

“ForaslongasIamaliveLora,Ilivewithyou.”He

utteredsoftly.

Sheplacedherhandonhischestwherehisheart

was,wherehehadherbirthdaytattooed,wherethe

organthatbeatforherwas.



“Intruth,spirit,bodyandmind,Ilivewithyou.”She

solidifiedandcouldfeelhisheartbeating.Those

simplevowstoeachother,doneprivatelyinthe

studymeantmoretobothofthem.Promisesthat

weretheirforever.

.
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AlorasnuggledintoAustinassheadmiredthering

onherfinger,itwassomethingshewouldpickfor

herselfandshelovedthecutusedforthediamond

anditwasn’tyourregulardiamondaswell.His



handswereonherstomachandtheirbabychose

thatexactmomenttokick.Hesmiled.

“Weshouldopentheenvelopean-“

“Idon’tthinkIwanttoknowthegenderanymore.”

Shebreathedout.Shedidn’twanttooverthink,as

longasthisbabywashealthyshewasokay.

“Youwanttowaittillthefinalday?”

“Yes.”Hekissedherhead.

“Okay.”

“I’mgoingtocallthefamily.Laterontoletthem

knowabouttheengagement…”

“Doyouwantatraditionalexperience?”Alora

paused.Shedidn’tknow,woulditworkwiththe

family?Nowshewasthinkingtoomuchandshe

didn’twanttothink.

“I’llsee…”

***



AtMolepolole,Sentleandherfriendstoodunder

yesterday’streeasherfriendhandedherherphone.

“Yousaw?Aloraisdatingoneoftherichestmenin

thecountryandyoutwoarecousins,Sentleuse

yourbrain.Totayoushouldn’tbestrugglingand

yourcousinhasherowncompany?Sentlenyaya

mma.”Sentleshuffledherfeetandsighed.

“Ihavetogoandhelpmamawithnkuku.Bye.”She

turnedaroundandstartedwalking.Herfriend

shookherhead.Stupidgirl.Shewasgoingtosuffer

ifshedidn’tutilisetheconnectionsshehad.Why

didSentlewanttobetoldeverything?Stupid!

Sentlejoggedhomeandthemomentsheopened

thegatehersiblingswalkedovertoher.

“Sentlemyshoeisold.”

“Idon’thavemoneybutI’llseewhattodo.Mamao

kae?”(whereismom?)

“Gone.”Shesighed.Hermotherwasn’tthebest

motheronearthbutshegavethemmoneywhen



shefeltlikeit.Thewomanwasprobablygoingtobe

backafteraweekortwoandtheywereabit

overcrowdedinthishouseincludingheraunt’s

childrenaswell.Shesighed.Herauntofcourse

abandonedthoseoneswhenshegotmarried

becauseshedidn’twantchildrentoruinher

marriage.Shehadanewfamilynowanditwas

hardonherkidsandtheirgrandmother.Sheopened

thedoorandshesighed.Itwasgoingtogetdark

soonandshewasgratefulitwasaSaturday,they

won’tcomplainabouthomeworksandtryingtodo

theminthedark.

“Papi,isthefirestillthere?”Sheaskedoneofher

cousinswhonodded.

“Didoneofyoumakeporridgefornkuku?”They

lookedateachotherandshesighed.Shejust

passedbytheirfeetandheadedtothe

grandmother’sroom.Shesatbythemattressand

smiled.

“DidyoueatafterIwenttochargemyphone?”The

oldwomanshookherhead.Oldagehadcaughtup

toherandwithsuchabaddiet,itwasworse



becausethereweredaysweretheybarelyate.

“Ketlaapayamotogo.”(I’llmakesoftporridge)Mma

Moreminoddedandsmiledlookingather

granddaughter.Itseemedlikeeonsagosinceshe

hadseenherson’schildren.Hergrandchildren.

Theirmotherstoppedcomingoverwiththemandit

justdiedfromthere.Shewassuretheyforgother

existence.Shecouldn’tevenpicturewhatthey

lookedlike.Allfourofthem.

“Nkuku,Ihaveaquestion..”shesaidasshefixed

theoldwoman’spillowandlookedintohereyes,

Godhercataractswerealsogettingworseandshe

didn’thavethemoneyforsurgery.Shealsowasn’t

thesharpestknifesoschoolhadnotbeenherthing,

shecouldonlyhopehersiblingswoulddobetter.

“Whydidyou,mamaandauntKeletsohateSusan?”

Theoldwomancoughed.Therewasnousehiding

thetruthnow.

“P-pelomoloingwanaka.”(theheartisevilmychild)

sheblinkedandextendedherhandtotouch

Sentle’scheek.“SusanreallylovedMoremi,neamo



ratamaratoandshetookhimtoschooltomake

himbetter.HissistersexceptTsholodidn’tlikethat

andthatMoremilistenedtoherandshehada

betterlifethanus.”

Sentlenodded.Shehadjustgrownuphatingher

cousinsandmakingfunoftheirskintonebecause

theyhadseentheadultsdoitandtheyneverreally

putmuchthoughtintoit.

“Whereisthiscomingfrom?”Sentleshrugged.

“AloraandRebaaresuppersuccessfulandare

trendingonFacebookandwearehere…”

“Theydon’trememberus,letthembe.Wehave

causedenoughpainandsufferingtothem.”Sentle

sighed.

“I-butifIcanhumblemyselfandaskthemtohelp

mefindajobthatwouldbebetter,wearereally

strugglingandbonetheyhavemoneytospend.”

Sentlesaid.Rebahadbeenwearingadressthat

costmorethantenthousandandthenecklace

Alorahadwornwasspeculatedtohavecost50k

accordingtoherfriend.Thatkindofmoneywas



rareandherjusthavingonethousandwaslike

Christmas.

“Sentle..”

“Nkukuyouneedsomemedicine,thechildrenneed

shoesandwinteruniformsandblankets.Thereis

noelectricityandnotenoughfood.Mphocomes

homewhenevershewishesandsheevenleft

school,howisthatlifefairwhenwecanaskfor

help?”Painchokedher.Itwasn’tfairatall.

“YoucanapologiseandItrytofindsomethingfora

betterlife…”

Theoldwomankeptquiet.ItseemedlikeSentle

madeuphermind.

“I’llborrowmoneyandtakeabusinthemorningto

gotoGaborone.Ihavetotryandit’sbetterthatthan

toaskmyselfgorewhatiftheywouldhavehelped

me.”Shestoodupanddustedherbehind.

“I’llgomakefood.”Withthatshewalkedoutandthe

oldwomanclosedhereyes.



***

Aloraheldthephoneasshestaredatthecamera.It

wasalwaystooeasylettingeveryoneknowatonce

thantextingeachandeveryoneofthem.Onceallof

hersibling’shadconnected,sheaskedRebatocall

therestofherfamily.

“Hieveryone.”Shewavedatthecamerawithher

lefthandandherringflashedabit.Rebafrowned.

“Wait..wavethathandagain..”ThabisoandSusan

watchedasshedidandMooketsi’seyeswidened.

“Ah!”

“IneverhaveanythingbadtosayRora,

congratulations.”Bokamososaidandshesmiled.

“Thankandthat’sthenews.I’mofficiallyengaged.I

didn’twantyouguystohearitfromsocialmedia.

“CongratulationsAlora.”Susansaidandshesmiled.

“Thankyou.”

“Iwon’ttaketoomuchofyourtimesothat’sthat



andthankyouguys.Iloveyouandbye!”Shehung

upandplacedherphonedown.Nowthatwas

sorted,sheshouldsleep.Shegotupfromthecouch

andlookedatherringadmiringly.Thedooropened

andshelookedatAustin.

“Whatisit?”Heheldherwaistashewalkedherout.

“Hastherapycrossedyourmind?”Shefrowned.

“I’mnotcrazy.IhaveweirdtendenciesbutI’mn-“

“Lorayoudoknowthat’sadumbanswer?”Every

timethismancalledherstupidshewishedshe

wouldimplode.

“Anddon’tevademyquestion..”

“No.Ihaven’tthoughtoftherapybecauseIdon’t

wanttherapy.”

Theywalkedintotheirbedroom.

“Andwhydoyoufeellikeyoudon’tneedit?”

“BecauseIamcopingextremelywell.”

“Isit?Orareyouburyingyourfeelingsandyoulet

yourOCDcontrolyoutothepointofyoufeelinglike



it’snormal?”

“Itisnormal.It’smynormal.Robertdon’ttrytopick

afightwithme,I’vejustbeenengaged.Mygoblins

andIaretiredandwanttosleepwhilebaskingin

thehappinessofmyengagement.We’llresumethis

backandforthtomorrowormaybeTuesday

becauseMondayLoraCosmeticsisbeingshelves

countrywidesoit’smybigday.”Sheyawnedasshe

slidoffhershoesandremovedherdress.He

watchedherasshemovedtowardsthewardrobeto

getafreshnightie.Hewatchedherbuttonitbefore

shepickedherbonnetandputitonherhead.She

yawnedagainwhilepeelingtheblankets.

“We’lldiscussthisagain.Ipromisemmebutnot

now.”Heactuallychuckled.Thetopicwaspushed

backjustlikethat.Hecouldhelpbuttuckherinto

makesureshewascomfortableandwassleeping

onhergoodside.

“It’stooearlytobesleeping.”

“Goodthing,Isleepwhenthebabytellsmetoo.”

“Afoetuscan’tspeakLora.”



“Tomeshec-“shecaughtherselfandAustin

caughtthattoo.

“Youwantthebabytobeagirl?”Shebreathedout.

“Yes.”WasallshesaidandAustinfiguredthatshe

didn’twanttoopentheenvelopebecauseshemight

bedisappointedthatsheisn’tcarryingoneand

henceavoidingheartbreak.

“Butevenifit’sboy,it’sourlittlechildright?”

“Darlingwhyisyourvoiceshaky?”

“I-It’sthehormones..”hekissedherforehead.

“You’relyingbutsleepnow.”Shechuckledandhe

heldhercheek.

“Iloveyou.”

“IloveyoutooMrsMathews.”Shegavehimthe

mostgenuinesmileandittookhisbreathaway.

Whoknewhewouldloveanotherhumanbeing

morethanhelovedhimself?ScaryandJames

alwaysremindedhimofhowfarhehascome.

.
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Thefollowingmorning,Sentlewalkedovertoher

friend’shouse.Shestoodoutsidebythetreeand

shesentherfriendacallbackhopingshewas

awake.Shehadputonherbestdressandshoes

andwasnowreadytogotothecity.Herfriend

walkedoutoftheirhouseandsheheldherhip.

“Whatisit?Gophakelakana.”(it’stooearly)

“Kopahotspot.”(canyouhotspotme?)

“Ok”Sentlewaitedforherfriendtoconnectherand



whenshedidshewenttoFacebooktosearchup

Reba.Alorawasprobablytooyoungtoremember

hersoshesearchedupReba.Shetypedupa

messageandsentittoherbeforeshesearchedfor

herothercousinsonFacebook.Allofthemwere

doingwell.Talkaboutatwistoffate.

“WhatisitSentle?”

“IwanttogotoGaborone.”Herfriendeyedher

suspiciously.

“Okay.IsitregardingwhatIadvisedyoutodo?”

“Yes.Idon’thavemadiapalamangmme.Keadima

P50Ketlammusa.”(Idon’thavetransportmoney.

BorrowmesomeandI’llbringitback.)

“JustbecauseI’msureyouhavecousinswelloff

whocanrepaythatthriceI’llborrowyou.”Herfriend

handedSentlethephonejustsosheisstill

connectedwhileshewentbacktothehouse.Sentle

sighedandcheckedhermessages.Itwasstill

morning,maybeshewasn’tonlineoranything.She

wentthroughpicturesofthatFridaynightandAlora

waspregnant.Whatifsheisthemaidandhelped



out?ShequicklytypedamessagetoAloraandsent

it.Anythingwasgood.She’llthinkaboutwhatto

saywhenshegetsthere.Herfriendcamebackand

handedherthenote.

“There.”

“Thankyousomuch.”Shehandedherfriendback

thephoneandslidherphoneandmoneyintothe

smallbagshewasholding.

“I’llletyouknowofthedevelopmentsbutIhaveto

gonow.Thankyou.”

“Alrightandallthebest.”WiththatSentlewalked

awaywithasmileonherface.Maybeherlifewas

goingtochangeforthebetter.

***

AtSusan’shouse,thewomanhummedasshe

preparedbreakfastforherfamilywhileplaying

DankobyEzraNeethingsthebackgroundonagood

Sundaymorning.Shesmiledasshesangalong



swingingherhipstothesides.Rebawalkedinside

thekitchenasshechuckledandsangalongwith

hermother.Shewasinsuchagoodmoodandthat

madeherhappy.

“Whyarewehappythismorning?We’reprobably

goingtohaveafeastforbreakfast.”Rebasaidwith

smileashermothergrinnedandpointedatherwith

thebigspoon.

“Lifeisgood.”Susansaidwithasmile,everything

wasgoingtogobacktonormal.Ofcoursethat

secretthatLinakilledEmilywasprobablygoingto

diewithherandherhusband.Itwouldruinpeace

andstartaveryunnecessaryfight.Thepastwillbe

andfinallyshe’llletitrest.Shewasn’t

communicatingwithheroppressiveformerin-laws

andshecouldn’tevencarelessaboutwhattheydid

withtheirlives.TheytookeverythingMoremiowned

andshehadstartedfromscratchagain.Shewas

happynow.

“SitdownandletmecontinuewithwhatI’mdoing.”

Rebagrinnedasshesatonthehighchair.Her

fatherandEmorywereprobablygoingtowakeup



anhourlater.

***

AtAustin’shouse,Austinmadehiswaydownstairs

tothekitchenshirtlessandfoundHadessippingon

coffee.

“Goodmorning.”

“Morning.Isthedragonladysleeping?”Henodded

ashecheckedthecoffeepot.Therewassome

coffee.Heopenedthecupboardtotakeoutamug.

Afterhepouredthecoffeeheleanedagainstthe

counterasHadeslookedathiscoffeebeforehe

facedAustin.

“IhavebeenlookingforhouseandIfoundone.”

Austinthrewhisheadbackinthought.

“Youwanttomoveout?”

“Withthebabycoming,youtwoneedyourprivacy

andIalsoneedprivacywithReba.”



“You’resureyou’llbefine?”

“I’llsurviveandthehouseisontheotherstreet.”

Austinchuckled.That’sascloseandthatwould

makeiteasyforthesisterswiththehousesbeing

minutesaway.Awalkawayeven.

“Stillgoingtogotogymeveryday?”

“Youbet.”Hadesraisedhismugintheair.

“Ebilelet’sgoforarun.”Hadessaid.

“Okay.Meetyoudownstairsintenminutes.”That

wasallAustinsaidashepickedhiscoffeemugand

walkedoutofthekitchen.Hadessmiled.Hebetter

getreadyforthatmorningrun.

***

Atthebusstation,Sentlelookedaround.She

shouldtrytobuyairtimesoshecansubscribefor

MySocialtocheckifAloraorRebaopenedher

messages.Shestoppedbyawoman’sshadeand

shecountedherchange.Shehadenoughtogo



backandtocatchacombitoherdestination.

“Dumelang,kekopanzamelawaP5.”(hello.CanI

haveairtime?)shehandedthewomanP5andthe

womanhandedherthephonetoenterhernumber.

Sentlehandeditbackandshecheckedherphoneto

seeifitreported.Onceitdidshesaidbyeand

movedoutofthewaytosubscribeformysocial

bundles.InminutesshewasonFacebookandshe

checkedherMessenger.Shesighedannoyed.It

wasthesescammerswhowerejustinboxingher

andneitherofthemhadreplied.Shedidn’tknow

wheretheylivednordidsheknowwhereheruncle’s

wifelived.ShequicklywenttotheLoraCosmetics

pageandshecheckedfortheaddressoftheir

offices.Shesawthembutshedidn’tknowwhere

thatwas.Shewalkedovertothewomanwho,she

justboughtairtimefrom.

“Dumelang,doyouknowwherethisplaceis?”She

askedassheshowedthewomantheaddress.

“Youcanaskthecombimenandthosetaximen.

Theyknowwhereeverywhereis.”



“Thankyou.”WiththatSentlewalkedtothecombis

again.Shedidn’tknowwhichbutshewashopeful

oneofthemwillhelpher.

Whenshegottooneofthem,sheshowedthemthe

addressandtheydirectedhertotherightcombisto

getonboard.Shewasonestepcloser.Shewas

doingthisforhersiblingsandcousins.Theyhadno

onebuther.

.
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AlorasteppedoutofthebathroomjustasAustin

openedthedoor.Hewasallsweaty.Shewatched

himremovehist-shirtandthrewitinthelaundry

basket.

“HeythereMrsMathews.”

“Morningtoyoutoo.”Hesmiledandwalked

towardsherandsheplacedherhandsbehindher

back.

“Ifit’sakissyouseek,theyou’llgetitbutdon’t

touchmeI’msqueakycleanandyou’re…”she

wavedherhandtoshowhiswholebody.He

chuckledandstoppedinfrontofher.Heplaceda

handonherlowerbackandloweredhisheadto

kissher.

“Morningandyou’llmakebreakfast?”

“Ofcourse.Howwastherun?”

“Asifyou’reevergoingtojoinme…”

“I’mnotbuiltforvigorousactivitythatgetsme

sweatingandoutofbreath.”



“Butyougetsweatyandoutofbreathbeneathme.”

“It’sdifferent.Takeashowernow.”Shestepped

backandherubbedhislips.Shemovedtotheside

sothathecanstepintothebathroomandoncehe

wasinsideandthedoorwasclosed,sheusedthat

opportunitytogetdressed.

***

AtLoraCosmeticsoffices,Sentlestoodoutsidethe

buildingasthesecurityguardlookedather.

“Hello.It’sclosed.Trycomingtomorrow.”Sentle

didn’thavemoneyfortomorrow.

“I-Ineedtospeaktotheowner.It’sreally

important.”Thesecurityguardshookhishead.His

bosseswhereoffanditwasaSunday.Working

resumedtomorrowsotherewasnowayshewas

supposedtobehere.

“Unfortunatelythat’snotpossible.”

“Please.Keagokopa.”(I’mbeggingyou)



“You’lltrytomorrow…”

“Ihavenomoneytocomebackheretomorrow.It’s

important,trycallinghertellherit’sfamily.”The

securityguardfrowned.Isn’tfamilysupposedto

knowwhereeachotherlives?

“Idon’tbelieveyoubecausefamilyknowswhereto

findeachotherandeachother’snumbers,areyou

tryingtoleadthieveshere?Thatwon’thappengirly,

pleasego.”

Sentle’seyesblurredwithtears.Shewasreally

desperateandthiswasherlastoption.

“Please.Kagokopa.Callherandtellherit’sSentle

Moremi,Idon’tknowthepeopleinthiscityandI

wouldn’tdaresteal.Keagorapela…”thesecurity

guardsighedashelookedatherglisteningeyes

andhetookouthissmallphone.Sentlerubbedher

eyes.

***



Alorapickedupherworkphoneandfrowned.Why

wassecuritycallingher?Wasthereaproblem?She

answeredthecall.

“Hello.”

“HelloMsMoremi,thereissomeonelookingfor

you.”

“Can’ttheycomebytomorrow?Officesopenup

tomorrow.”

“Shesayssheisyourfamily”therewaswhispering

beforethemanstartedspeakingagain.

“ShesayshernameisSentleMoremi.”

“SenileMo-“Alorapaused.

“Okay.I’monmyway.”Shehungupandchuckled

indisbelief.Whatthehellwasgoingon?Shewalked

outofthebedroomandslowlywalkeddownthe

stairs.Whatcouldshepossiblywantfromher?

Whatthehellwashappening?Shepushedherhair

backasshelookedatRobert.

“Ithinkwehaveaproblem.”

Austinturnedhisneck,waitingforhertospeak.



“Securityjustcalledandsaidarelativewaslooking

forme.”

“Okay…”

“Myfather’ssideofthefamily.”Shesaidquietly.

Thosepeoplehadbeensoterribletoherfamily,she

wonderedhowSusanhadcopedwiththem

especiallywithherskintonebeingusedagainsther.

Rebahadthesameskintoneandsodidher

siblingsandhowdaretheyshamethemfortheir

skintone?Thatwasbeingcolouristandithadbeen

yearssincetheyspoketothem.Whynow?

“Canyoutakemetotheoffice?Ineedtogettothe

bottomofthis.”

“Theoneyouhaven’tspokentoinyears?”

“Thatsideofthefamilyyes.”Hejustagreedandgot

uponhisfeettogogethiscarkeys.

***

Twentyminuteslater,Aloragotoutofthecarand



headedtowheresecurityusuallywas.

“Hi.”Shegreetedthesecuritymanandhegreeted

herback.Hestoodupandwalkedafewfeetaway,

givingtheladiesprivacy.

“Alorahi.You’vegrown.”Settlestartedoutandshe

couldstillseeitwasthesamelittlegirlwhowas

neverfreearoundthemandwouldratherjust

isolateherselffromtherestofthefamily.Hereyes

traveledtotherestofherbodyandshesmiled.

“Pregnancysuitsyouandcongratulations.”She

notedtheringonherfingeraswellanditlookedso

expensive.Sheevensmelledexpensiveaswell.

Alorawasstillstunnedbythefactthatshewas

hereandwhynow?Godwhynow?

“Thankyou.Whatbringsyouhere?”Straighttothe

point.Settlenoted.

“Icametoapologise…”Aloraraisedaneyebrow.

“Forwhathappenedallthoseyears,it’sbeenlong

andwearefamilyan-“

“Emapele.Isthatall?BecauseIamnotbuyingthat.



Notinamillionyears.”Senilesighed.

“Thetruthofthematteristhatwe’vebeen

strugglingandI’mlookingforajob.”

“Aha!”Alorasaid.Soifitwasn’tforthatshe

wouldn’tbehere.Shefigured.

“Soifyouguyswereokayandallyouwouldn’tbe

hereright?”Sentlefacedtheotherway.

“ItmakessenseandIdon’tblameyoufortryingto

useyouthsrelativecardtoyouradvantagebutwhat

Iwon’tallowisthedisruptionofpeace,Suhasbeen

okaywithoutbeingtoldaboutherfailures.Imight

havebeenyoungbutIknow.Openingthedoorfor

youmeansyourmotherandgrandmotherarethe

packageandtotawehavesufferedenough.Ireally

dohopethatoneday,whenyou’renothittingdead

endsandyou’regenuinelyprosperingtheapology

mightbevalidbecauseyoudon’twanttoget

anythingfromit.Familyismorethanbloodand

mosttimesbloodsnotthickerthanwater.”That

meansshehitadeadend.Sentleaskedherself.

CanshetryReba,maybeshewillbemore



welcomingandhelpherfindajoborsomething?

Alorapressedherphone.

“CanIhaveyournumber?”Hopebloomedin

Sentle’sheartasshegaveittoAlora.Funnythat

thisgirlwasyearsyoungerthanherbutmore

successfulthanher.Sentle’sphonebuzzed.

“Isentyoumoney.It’suptoyoutousethattomake

yourlifebetter.Startasmallbusinessbutjuststay

awayfromthepeopleIcareabout.Maybeyou

mightrealisethatyoudon’treallywantforgiveness

andyouguysstillhateusanditwasjustyour

strugglesmakingyouwanttodothat.”Withthat

AlorawalkedawayandSentlelookedatthemoney.

Sheshouldgototheatmandcashoutthatewallet

andseewhattodo.Alorabreathedout.Atthispoint

peacewastheonlyoption.Thepastshouldjust

stayinthepastandnottrytointerferewiththe

presentandthefuture.

.

.
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Rebawaswokenupbyherphoneringing.She

yawnedandstretchedherhandstolookatthetime.

Fuckshehadtobeattheoffice,somethingabouta

photoshootwithhersister.Shepickedupthecall.

“Rebahello.”

“You’restillasleep?”

“No.I’mgettingdressed.”

“Themeetingwillstartintwohours,ifyoudon’tget

yourbehindhereandwhileyou’reatit,checkyour

Facebook.”Alorahungupandsherubbedhereyes



gettingoutofbed.ShewenttoherFacebookand

scrolleddown.Hereyeswidened.Sotheywerebig

biglikeTimesNewSquareinNewYork?Shedidher

littlehappydanceasshewalkedintothebathroom.

Sheandhersisterdidthat?International?Sothey

werecompetingwithFentyandKylieCosmetics

now?Thiswasahugefeatandsheshouldreally

getamoveonasinnow.

***

AloraheldLorato’slittlehandasshewalkedtoher

office.Loratopoutedthenlethermother’shandgo

andwalkedaheadofhermother.Aloracouldn’t

stopthesmileonherfaceasshewatchedthe

toddlermakeherwaytoherofficeandshestoodin

frontofitwhilewaitingforher.

“I’llneverrunafteryouinmyheelstlhemma.”

LoratojustsighedasAloraopenedthedoorforher.

SometimeshebehavedlikeAustinwhichwasa

weirdtraittoseeonhertwoyearold.Shegaveher

thatlookthatAustinusuallygaveheranditfeltlike



beingjudgedbyaminihimwholookedlikeher.She

wasconfusingherselfnow.Loratocarefully

climbedontothecouchasAlorawalkedovertoher

deskandpulledoutthechair.

“Mama?”

“Ma?”

“I’mhungly…”pronouncingthat‘r’wasstilldifficult

forherbutthey’llgiveittime,shewasstillababy.

Shebroughtherhandstogether.Shewasn’teven

supposedtobeattheofficebutthemeetingwas

todayanditcouldn’tbepostponed.Shetookturns

withherhusbandastheybothadjustedtheirwork

schedulesforthislittlegremlin.Robertwenttothe

officeonMondayandTuesdaywhilesheworked

fromhome.WednesdayandThursdayheworked

fromhomewhileshewenttotheoffice.Fridaythey

bothwenttotheofficeandLoratowasinher

grandmother’scare.Itwasaschedulethatworked

wondersforthebothofthemandthislittlegremlin

lovedit.Loratoplacedherhandsonherlapand

Alorahidhersmile.Shewascuteeventhoughshe

wasn’tparticularlyhappyaboutthatoutfitbuther



littlegremlinhadtolearnyoungsosheallowedher

topickwhatshewore.

“ShouldIfeedyou?”Sheshookherhead.

“Nota-ababy.”Alorarolledhereyes.

“You’restillababymygremlin.”Thislittleoneas

soonasshecouldwalkonherown,shedidn’twant

tobepickedupbyher.Onlyherfather,talkabout

beingatraitor.Aloragotupfromherdeskand

walkedovertotheothersideofheroffice.Loratoke

baghadeverythingshemightneed.Shetookout

thelunchboxandahandkerchief.Itwasnoteven

12pmyet,ifonlyherlifewasassimpleasher

daughter’s.Food,sleep,foodandbotherher

parents.Sheopenedthelunchboxandcrouchedin

frontofthesofawiththefood.

“Letmedothis,thenwe’llwashourhandsright?”

Loratonoddedashermothertuckedapieceofthe

handkerchiefintoherstrawberryprintedt-shirt.

AlorajustpickedherupandLoratogaveheralook.

“I’mstartingtonotlikethefactthatyou’reglaringat

me.”Herbabygiggledandplacedherheadonher



neckastheywalkedintothesmallbathroomsoshe

canwashherhands.

“Ipromise,wewon’tbelonghere.Justthreemore

hoursgremlinandwe’llbeonourwayhome.Do

youwantacat?Justtoannoydaddy?”Lorato

lookedupather.

“Cat?”

“Yes.Thefurrythingthatmeowmeow..doyouwant

onegremlin?WorkwithmehereRato.”

“Cat?”Alorausedonehandtoopenthetapandshe

loweredherbabysoshecanwashherhands.

“Mmh.Obatlakatseakere?”(youdowantacat

right?)

LoratoshookherhandsintoherhandsandAlora

heldhernicelyastheywalkedout.Thetwoyearold

triedtorememberwheresheheardthewordcat

before.Sheclosedhereyesandopenedhermouth.

“Cat!!”

“Yesbaby,cat…”

“Iwantcat.”



“Iknowyoudobaby.We’llgetoneafterI’mdone.

We’llbuyasmallsmallcatforyou.Yourlittlefurry

friendmygoblin.Jet’aime.”Shekissedherplump

cheekandplacedherbackonthesofabefore

placinghandingherthesmalllunchbox.Sheturned

herbackandpausedasshetouchedherflat

stomach.Thistimeshefoundoutfirst.

***

HadescalledAustinasheaskedaboutaminor

issuehehadencountered.Ithasbeenachallenging

year,withhisfathertellinghimthattheboard

deemedhimoldtoberunningHudsonCo.And

sinceitwasafamilycompanyhewassupposedto

takeover,ithadbeenrollercoaster.Atsomepoint

hewonderedhowAustintookinbeingaCEOin

suchstrideandheusuallyaskedhimforadvicefor

mostmatterswhichhehelpedon.Heleanedback

inhischair.Afewmoremonthstogoandhe’llbe

fouryearssober,whoknewhewouldbehere?He



wasabouttomarryhisgirlinamonthandhehad

peoplewhocared.Hisfatherwastryingbutit

seemedlikehedrownedhimselfonalcoholeach

andeverydaysoitwasgettingharderandharderto

tryandreachhim.Heevenstoppedtrying.His

phonerangandhesmiled.

“Hades…”

“Heybro.I’mintownandcanIcomeoverfor

dinner?”

“Iseverythingokay?Ihopethat….”

“Hadesheisstillmyhusband.Yeseverythingis

okay.CanIcomeover?”

“AnytimeZara.IthinkRebawillbehomethough.”

“Perfect.Alright.Byeandseeyou.”

“Bye.”Hehungupandhepickedupthepicture

fromtheirengagementparty.Theyhadyearstogo

andthiswasjustthebeginning.Theyhadtalked

aboutfamily,theywereseeingafertilityspecialist

andthegoodnewswasthatRebahadstarted

seeingherperiodsafternotseeingthembecauseof



theeatingdisorder.That’sasprogressontheirpart.

Hesmiledplacingthepicturedown.

***

SusanlookedatThabisowhileshefoldedherarms.

“Can’tyoutalktohim?Zarahasbeensogoodto

himandhecan’ttreatngwanawabathojalo.”

“Hehaspride.Alotofmendo.It’snoteasytolose

yourjobandhaveyourwomantakecareof

everythingbutItriedtalkingtohimandhewon’t

budge.”Susansighed.

“KanaZaraispregnantandsheshouldn’tbe

stressinglikethis.Mooketsiwon’tlistentomeand

hissiblings,theycanfindhimajobbuturg..”

“I’lltalktohimagain.Hopefullyheseesthatheis

losinghisfamilyjustsohecandropthepride.”

Susannoddedwithaworriedsigh.

.
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AtMooketsi'shouse,hereadhiswife'snote.He

wishedshecouldunderstandsomehowthathe

wantedtobethemanandtakecareofherevery

whimnowsheleftwhilepregnant?Hecoveredhis

face.Hisphonerangandhesawhisfather'sname

flashonthescreen.Hejustanswered.

"Hello.."

"Mooketsicanwetalk?"

"I'mlistening..."Thabisosighed.



"AllIcansayIunderstandwhereyou'recoming

from,partlybutIunderstandstill.You'vedrummed

itintoyourselftobeyourwife'srockbecause

growingupyourmotherwastheonewhoheld

everythingtogetherandyoudon'twantthat."

Mooketsiswallowed.Hewasright.Hehatedthathe

wasright.

"Butyoudon'twantyoursiblings'help.Youwantto

doitonyourownandit'sokaybutit'sstrainingyour

marriageandifyouaren'tcarefulyou'regoingto

loseZaraandyourchild.Mooketsiwhereisthat

fightingspirit?Youweretheonewhotoldusyou

marriedZaraandweshouldacceptitandwedid.

Becauseyoulovedher,whycan'tyoupushyour

prideasideforthewomanyoubrokeprotocolfor?If

youreallydoloveherlikeyousayyouwill..."with

thatThabisocutthecallandleftMooketsithinking.

Mooketisfinallygotoutofbed.

***



AtMolepolole,Sentlesmiledasshefinallypacked

upherstuff.Themagwinya,freshchipsandsoup

wasfinishednowshehadtogostartpreparing

thosesconesthechurchladiesordered.Somehow

itworkedout,thatP5000Alorasenther3yearsago

hadbeenputtogooduse.Maybeinayearorso,

she'llfullygainenoughcouragetoapologise.Her

siblingsandcousinswerecomfortablelikeother

kidsandthissellingbusinesshadalotofmoney.

Shedidfollowthemonsocialmediaandtheymade

alotofstridesintheircareers.LoraCosmeticswas

asuccessfulbrandandRebawasequally

successful.Shesmiled.Onedayitwillworkoutfor

them.Somehowtheworldworkedineveryone's

favour.Shecalledthetaximanwhoregularly

pickedherup.Hergrandmotherhadfinally

succumbedtooldageayearagoandassadasit

was,shehadtomoveon.Hermotherofcourse

triedtocausearuckusaboutthehousebutshe

foughtsohardtokeepitjustbecausehersiblings

andcousinsstayedthereandshehadstarted

renovationsonitaswell.Lifewasalwaysteaching

themlessonseveryday.



***

AtSusan'shouse,Zaralookedaroundthebedroom.

Shejustneededtobreathawayfromhim.She

wasn'ttryingtomakehimlessofaman,shewas

onlytryingtohelpwasitsohardtounderstand?

Therewasagentleknockandsherubbedhereyes.

"Comein."Susanwalkedinandjustsatonthebed

nexttoZara.Shehuggedherdaughterinlaw.

"He'llcomearound.Heisjuststubbornbut

whateveryouneed,we'rehere."ShesaidandZara

sniffednodding.

"Weloveyouokay?"ShenoddedasSusanrubbed

herback.

Hourslaterthatday,thebedroomdooropened.

Mooketsilookedathiswifesleepingpeacefully.He

satonthecornerofthebedandpushedherbraids

backasshebreathedsoftly.Helookedatherbump



andtoucheditthenwithdrewhishand.Hekissed

herforehead.

"Hellolove.I'msosorrymylove.I'msosorry."He

whisperedassheturnedinhersleep.He'llbehere

whenshewakesupandthey'llworkitout.They

alwaysdo.

***

AtBokamoso'shouse,heheldbacktearsashis

wifeheldupapositivepregnancystick.Hepicked

herupandspunheraroundasshegiggled.Finally.

Afteryearsofstruggling.

"Ourprayershavebeenheard."Shenoddedecstatic.

Shewasfinallygoingtobeamotherandcallher

shallowbutithasbeenalifelongdreamofhers.

Heplacedherdownonherfeetandkissedher.

"Iloveyousomuch."Shekissedhimback.She

lovedhim.Hestoodbyhersidewhiletheybattled

thissilently.Hedidn'tuseitagainsther,sheloved



himsomuchandwashappytomotherhischild.

***

HadesheldthephoneagainsthisearasZarasaid

shemightnotpassbyforthedinner.Thatwasokay

eitherway,he'llseehissistertomorrow.Shewas

probablytiredsinceshewaspregnant.Hesaidbye

andcarefullyparkedhiscarinfrontoftheyard.He

usedhisextrasetofkeystounlockhisfather'sgate.

Hepusheditopenandwalkedtowardsthehouse.

Heknockedonthedoorandwaitedforhimtoopen

it.Itopenedminuteslaterandhisheartbrokeashe

lookedatthestatehisfatherwasin,itdidn'tmatter

ifhisfatheratsomepointofhislifeemotionally

abusedhim.Hewasgoingtohelphimandbethere

forhim.Hewalkedinsideandclosedthedoor.

***



Rebalookedatherengagementringandsmiledas

shetiedhersilkgownwhilesheplayedmusicsoftly

inthebackground.Shesmiled.Thislovewaspure

andifsomeonewastoaskherhowlongshehas

lovedherfianceshewouldsaytherehasn'tbeena

daywhereshehasn'tlovedhim.Sheheardthegate

slideopenandliketheveryfirsttimetheystarted

dating,herheartbeatpickedupandthebutterflies

startedinhertummy.Sheheardthecardriveinand

shesmiled.Timemovedslowasshewaitedforhim

toopenthedoor.Whenhefinallydid,herfacelitup

andHadesgrinned.Hewalkedovertowhereshe

wasstandingandheplacedhisbagdown.He

kissedher.

"Hiprettygirl."

"Hi..."theylockedeyesasJamesArthur'sSayYou

Won'tLetGoplayedinthebackground.

"You'rebeautifulandI'llneverstopthankingmy

luckystarsthatyou'reminesunshine."

"Andyou'remine.Lookhowfarwe'vecome.."

"Andwe'restillgoingtogofarMrsHudson.Reba



andHadeslikeithasalwaysbeen."

"RebaandHades.Onlynowwe'redoingfarbetter

thanweexpected."

"We'rereachingforthestratospheremylove."They

sharedonesizzlingkissbaskingintheirloveand

theirjourney.

***

AttheMathewsestate,Austinmovedapuzzle

pieceasLoratorestedonhisshoulders.Alorahad

lostthefirstgameandithadbeenaneasywin.

Aloraneverletshimwineasily.Againwiththe

secondonehewonandshewasn'tfighting.

"Sweetheartissomethingbotheringyou?"Heasked

ashepickedLoratofromhisshouldersandplaced

heronthecarpetbetweenhislegs.Thekittenwasa

surprisehehadn'tbeenexpectingwhenhecame

homebuthisgirlstalkedhimintoacceptingthe

littlecreature.Loratofoughtsleepandtriedtokeep



hereyesopen.

"Doyouwanttosleeplittledarling?"Sheshookher

headandlaiditonhisleg.HechuckledandAlora

smiled.Hewasthebestdadtotheirlittlegoblin,if

peoplecouldseehowexcitedherbabyiswhenher

dad'sabouttoarriveandhealwaysscoopsherup

inhisarmsswingingherlittlebodyaroundasshe

giggled.Andanotherpreciousmomentstoredinher

memorywaswhenshecamebackfromworkto

findLoratofeedingherdadwithherhandandshe

lookedsohappyasherdadhumouredher.

"She'llbefastasleepinaminuteorso."Austinsaid

andlookeddownathisdaughter.Hereyeswere

closedalready.Heglancedupathiswife.

"Sheislikeyou."

"Noshe'snot."

"Somehowthetwochessgamesyoulostjavea

significancebecauseyoudon'tlosethateasilyand

you'realwaysasoreloser."Sherolledhereyes.

"DieRobert."Hegavealowchuckle,beingmindful

ofthesleepingbabyintheroom.



"Whatisitdarling?"Heaskedandgentlypicked

Loratoupstandingup.Alorastooduponherfeet

andwalkedovertohisside.Herroomwasupstairs

tomakeiteasiertotendtoheratnight.She

snuggledherselfunderhisarmandhekissedher

forehead,usingthatfreearmtowrapitaroundher.

"We'reexpectinganotherher."Shesaidandhe

chuckled.

"Isuspectedit.."sherolledhereyesandhelowered

hisheadtokissher.

"ThankyouandJet'aimemoncoeur."Shesmiled.

"We'reforever.."

"Tillwemakeoursafehavenwithourlittleones."

Hereyeswelledwithtears.

"IloveyouAustin.Somuch."

"IloveyouMrsMathews.Witheveryfibreofmy

being.Youandthelifewehavecreatedfor

ourselves.Ourkids.Iloveyouguyssomuch."This

wasit.Theirhappyending,ofcoursetheywere

differentpeople.Differentfromhowtheywere



yearsback,onecouldsaytheywererebornbutshe

thought,theychangedforthebetterbecauseof

theircircumstances.Lovedidthat.Healingdidthat.

Redemptiondidthat.Itwasbeautifulandnothing

couldevertopthatup.

.

.

.

.

.

**********THEEND**********

[06/24,04:55] :REBORN

EPILOGUE

Rebasmiledasthekidsmadenoiseupstairsand

Bonewalkeddownthestairswithtearsinhereyes.

Shefrownedlookingatherthreeyearold.Shehad

beensogratefulthatAloradidthisforher,beinga



surrogateforherandHades.Ithadn’tbeeneasy

andapartofherhadfeltsoguiltyatruiningher

sister’splansbecauseAlorasaidtheywere

planningforfivekidsandshehadfourbeforeshe

carriedBoneforherandHades.Afterherveryscary

andtraumaticfirstpregnancy,thedoctorhad

decidedshewouldn’thavekidsafterherfirstborn.

“Whatisit?”Herbabycriedrealtearsandshe

pickedheruphushingher.Austinwalkeddownthe

stairswithasleepyEmelyinhisarms.

“Whatdidtheboysdo?”

“I’mwaitingtofindoutaswellbecausethisone

herelooksterrified.”Austinlookeddownathisbaby

beforehewalkedovertothekitchentoprepareher

milk.Loraneededthesleep.Thisholidaywasfor

themtorestbutEmelydidn’tmakeiteasier,her

siblingsadoredtheirlastadditiontothefamily,he

washappythatfinallyAlorahadwhatshewished

for.Shehadsaidtheyaregoingtostophavingkids

aftershegivesLoratoababysis.Maybethiswas

becauseofthesisterlybondshehadwithRebaand

shedidn’twantLoratotobetheonlygirlinahouse



fullofboys.Luckilyforthem,theyhadthiscute

loudangel.

Hekissedherlittleheadandsmiledboilingthe

water,shewasprobablygoingtocryforher

mother’sbreastlaterduringthedaybutfornowhis

wifeneededrestandhewasonduty.Hadeswalked

inandtheyfistbumped.

“Shewasupallnight?”

“Yes.”Hadeslookedathisbestfriend.Theywere

brothersnow.Theywentdeeperthantheink

beneaththeskinoftheirtattooseveniftheydidn’t

sharethesameblood.

Austinsmiled.Allfourofthemhadtakendifferent

routesandevenastheyearshadpassed,hell

almostadecadebuttheywerestillcloserthanever.

Comingbacktothisholidayhousetheyhadbought

onawhimtogetawayfromthecityduringholidays

waswheretheyspentsomeholidaystogetherwith

theirkidsandthecousinsgrowingclosertogether.

RebawalkedinwithBoneonherhip.



“Shesaystheyscaredherwithghosts.”Theguys

laughed.

“Typical.Areyouokaylove?”Hadesaskedhisbaby

andshenoddedwhilerubbinghereyes,Hades

kissedthetopofBone’shead.

“She’llbefine.”HadesmusedasAustingotbusy

withEmely’sbottle.

“BreakfastisinthemicrowaveandI’msureshe

mightstartcryingonceshesee’sRora.”

“Probably.Sheloveshermothertoomuch.”Lorato

walkedinandshegrinnedasshelookedather

babysister.Finally.Shewastiredofseeingthose

three’suglyfacesinherseveryday.

“Dadletmeholdher.”ShetookEmelyandwalked

outofthekitchen.

“Sisters.”

Rebasaidwistfully.Itremindedofherwithherlittle

sisters.Thatsisterlybondthatcanneverbebroken.

“DaddidItellyou?”

“I’mlisteningSelena.”Loratogrinned.Italways



madeehrhappywhenherdadsometimesswitched

tohersecondname.Apparentlyshewasnamed

afterherlategrandmotherandsometimesduring

thosefather-daughterdateswhichsheusually

spendseatingpizzaandplayingchesswithherdad,

hesaidsheremindshimofhismotherandshehad

beenexcitedaboutherbirththemomentshefound

out.Thatmadeherpre-teenhearthappy.Itreally

did.

“I’mpartoftheschoolmathematicsOlympiad

team.”

“That’smygirl.”

“Yessir.”Austinsmiled.Hehadneverbeentheone

tobehappyaboutlosingbuthehopedallhis

childrendobetterthanhim.Inallaspects.Love,

schoolandfamily.Hewashopeful.Afterpreparing

thebottlehewalkedtotheloungeandhanded

Loratothebottle.Makesureshedoesn’twakeup.

“I’lltry.”

Ontheothersideofthehouse,Golebaoneofthe



Mathewstwinswasfeverishlypackingand

organisinghisroomafterhisyoungerbrotherhad

messeditup.HeheldbacktearsashistwinCharlie

walkedin.

“Golebait’sokay…”

“It’snotokay.Imadethebedinthemorningandhe

ruinedit.I-“heheldbacktearsjustasthedoor

pushedopenandAlorawhohadjustfinished

fresheningupwalkedin.Shehatedthatherbaby

wasfeelingthesamewayshealwaysdid,ithad

somehowpassedontohimanditwasruininghim.

Hewastooyoungforthis.

“Goleba,Iknowhowyou’refeeling.”Shesaidsoftly

ashecontinuedtoarrangehisstuff.Shewalked

closerandhuggedhimashesobbedintoher.

“I’msorryokay?I’msosorry.”Charliewatchedthem

andhecouldunderstandhismotherandtwin.

Schoolwasboringandheunderstoodeverything

tooeasilyanditwasn’tevenchallenging.It

frustratedhimtonoendbecausehenolongerpaid

attentioninclass.Hedidn’twanttoskipgrades



becausewhataboutGoleba,hewashistwinandhe

didn’twanttoleavehimbehind.Hesighedand

walkedout.He’lltalktohisdad.

***

Thatlateafternoontheyallstoodoutsidewith

smilesonhairfaces.AloralookedatRebaand

Hades.ShehaswatchedRebaandHadesbecome

soberandbeattheiraddictions,Rebafacetheworld

againandHadestakingcontrolofhislife.Hades

smiled,tothinkAustinhaslearnttoloveother

peopleandnotjusthimselfandAlorashe’s

remainedher.Aniceprincesstheycalledherbut

shehadonefuckingbigheart.Theywatchedthe

sunset,gloweringwithorangehues.Thesilence

envelopingthembeingthepeacefuloneasthey

tunedoutthenoisefromtheholidayhome,as

realisationdawnedonthem.Thatonedayitwillno

longerbefullandnoisy.Thekidswillgrowupandit

willbequietwithjustthem.Justthefourofthem.



Toactuallybelieveitallstartedwhentheywerein

theirtwenties,fightingdemonstheyhaveswam

withforsolongandthebittertwistedtruthsthat

statedtheminthefacebuthadnogutstoface.

They’llbebacktowhereitstarted.Alorawastucked

intoAustinasHades’bestgirlbreathedagainsthis

chest.Sobeautiful.Adecadelater,theywereall

rebornintodifferentpeoplebecauseofthetrials

thatshapedthem.Knowingtheuglycyclesended

withthemjustasthehealingprocessstartedwith

them.They’llbebackyearslater.Justthefourof

them.

.

.

.
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*
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