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[bookmark: _Toc335582245]Chapter One
 
    
 
   Greg dropped the issue of Newsweek face up on her desk without saying a word. Riley looked up at him and after a moment, shrugged. 
 
   “I give up.”
 
   “Do you know who he is?” Greg, glasses perched at the end of his nose, stabbed a finger at the face on the cover. 
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Why is he on the cover of Newsweek, Riley?”
 
   Riley shook her head. “He’s pretty hot right now so I guess . . .”
 
   “What does it say under his picture?”
 
   Riley hesitated. What was this, a test? “It says, ‘Prophet or Pariah?’”
 
   “Do you know what’s wrong with that?” Greg took off his wire-rimmed glasses and began cleaning the lens with a tissue.
 
   “No. I’m sorry, I don’t.”
 
   “We’re allowing mainstream publications to define African American cultural icons. That’s what’s wrong.”
 
   “But first we’d have to accept that he actually is a cultural icon.”
 
   “Well, that’s precisely my point. Newsweek says he is, so I suppose we’d do well to find out. In any event, he’s in town. He’s going to be at a W-KOOL party tonight. Here’s a pass to that party. Get an interview, do a story, have it for me by next Friday.”  
 
   He had already turned and was walking away when she stopped him.
 
   “Actually Greg, if you remember I have that other thing I’m working on.”
 
   He looked at her evenly.
 
   “I mean, if you gave this story to Tyrone  . . .”
 
   “Everyone else already passed. So I’m afraid you’re it.”  
 
   He dropped a pink card on Riley’s desk and walked out without another word. Tonight. Riley exhaled and looked at the magazine cover again. K Smooth. The rapper du jour. His moniker sounded like an ice cream flavor. The fact that Newsweek had taken notice of him before they had clearly unsettled her editor-in-chief. After all, they were Power to the People, the so-called ‘voice’ of the African-American community. If a rap star showed up on the cover of a mainstream publication, particularly a rap star they hadn’t recognized as significant, it might mean they were losing their edge. Not that they had ever considered anything related to hip-hop significant before. Greg was a product of the civil rights movement who favored the more passive forms of civil disobedience. He had never shown even the slightest interest in the rabblerousing rap community before now; regardless of whether they had a positive message.  
 
   K Smooth was the latest rapper on a mission – he seemed to be on magazine covers every other month and his videos ran on MTV just about every fifteen minutes so even though Riley wasn’t interested in rap any longer, she would have to be culturally oblivious not to know who he was. As far as she was concerned, the spark went out in her short-lived love affair with hip-hop around the time every other rapper started rhyming about Cristal and cars. And clearly her colleagues all felt the same way. She didn’t know whether to be flattered or insulted that she was Greg’s last choice for this assignment. Everyone else was busy trying to crank out something that would win the Pulitzer before they turned thirty, and she was stuck with some hip-hop puff piece. Awesome.
 
   She opened the magazine to the story, scanning the pictures – K Smooth in his “Washington D.C. area” townhome and another, of him shirtless and sweating on stage, the lighting making the most of his washboard stomach and sepia complexion. 
 
   Then there was the same old sad tale – father wasn’t around to begin with, mother disappears into addiction, raised by grandmother, brief foray into a life of crime, blah, blah, blah. And the description of his music:  “K Smooth’s lyrics are a fiery mix of the consciousness-raising and the crass. One is left wondering which of these provides an accurate window into the soul of the artist.”  
 
   She looked up just in time to see Tyrone stick his head in the doorway of her office, a barely concealed smirk on his face.  
 
   “Should be fun,” he said. “Club Hypnotiq.”
 
   Tyrone was the only writer on staff who had an affinity for urban culture pieces, so it stood to reason that this assignment would have caused him at least a glimmer of interest but even he had passed on it.  
 
   “Sounds more like your thing than mine,” Riley said, trying to appear untroubled.
 
   “Yeah, but who wants waste time telling a story that’s already been told?” Tyrone shrugged. “And told by Newsweek, no less. So good luck with that.” 
 
   Before she could think of a clever retort, he was gone. That confirmed it – this was a crap assignment. Every once in awhile Greg would get a notion – from something he saw on television or read someplace else – that they were falling behind. And with subscriptions down for even the biggest names in the business, he was often skittish about Power to the People’s prospects in an increasingly electronic age. Many a staff writer had gone down a rabbit warren at Greg’s behest, searching for a story that just wasn’t there. This felt like one of those times.
 
   Riley flipped over to the magazine cover and looked at the rapper’s picture again. Not bad. Hair shaved close to the scalp, square jaw and full, sensual lips. Dark, deep-set eyes and unbelievable eyelashes. He was staring into the camera with the same defiant scowl that all these guys seemed to have mastered. 
 
   And according to . . . what was the reporter’s name? According to Rhonda Beckford, his anger seemed “directed” and “coherent.” Yeah. Sure, it was. Riley slid the magazine aside and thought little about it for the rest of the day.
 
                 
 
   g
 
    
 
   Club Hypnotiq was a popular nightspot in Midtown that frequently showed up in the papers as the site of some moderately unsavory incident. Never quite terrible enough to have the place shut down, but just enough so that most sensible adults steered well clear of it if they were looking for a drama-free night out. The garish pink neon sign hanging outside was reminiscent of Hollywood’s rendition of a strip club which was pretty appropriate if you considered the attire of the clientele. 
 
   When Riley arrived to take a place in line, there were already about a hundred people waiting. Most of them were young women who, despite the cold, dressed in short shorts or mini-skirts, tiny tube tops and shoes that were so high as to be ridiculous. 
 
   When had this become the standard? There were far fewer guys, and like the women – girls, really – they seemed incredibly young.  If Riley had to guess, she would say that about a third of the partygoers would flash fake ids to get in. 
 
   Pulling out her phone, she sent a quick text message to her best friend, telling her where she was.  Tracy would be just leaving the office right about now. She seldom ended her work day before seven and Riley could almost always tempt her with an offer of a good bottle of red wine in a mellow atmosphere. The mellow atmosphere was clearly not in the cards, but she was more than happy to pony up the wine. 
 
   Tonight she could use the company and it didn’t hurt that Tracy was something of a man-magnet. Even in her business attire, she was almost certain to draw the attention of the rapper since she looked kind of like a video vixen, complete with the auburn hair and hazel eyes.  
 
   It only took a few moments for Tracy to reply. You’re WHERE?
 
   Riley tapped out her response.
 
   Hell to the no. You’re on your own, Tracy responded.  
 
   After almost an hour, Riley was still standing behind about ten people, waiting to be admitted to the sanctum sanctorum of the nightclub fidgeting with her pink pass, cursing under her breath and seriously considering ditching the whole enterprise. She had just worked out in her head what she would say in an effusive email apology to Greg when one of the bouncers crooked a finger in her direction calling her up to the front. He took the pass from her fingers and looked it over.
 
   “This is a VIP pass.”
 
   “It is?” Riley took it back and looked at it.
 
   “Yeah. It means you don’t have to wait in line. You get to bypass all this and go to the VIP lounge. Let me get someone to take you.” He beckoned another guy over and handed him the pink pass, putting a hand on Riley’s back. “Unlimited access.”
 
   Riley smiled at her usher. Unlimited access. That was precisely what she needed.
 
   As they entered, the onslaught of music was deafening and the throng on the dance floor was moving and writhing, bumping and grinding to the music. Trying to do an interview under these circumstances was going to be impossible, of course, but it also gave her a convenient out.  She would circulate for a little bit, just long enough so that she could tell Greg she made a bona fide effort, and then she would meet Tracy at a place where grown-ups could hang out. But as the usher led her down a long hallway and toward the back of the club, the music subsided into the distance and suddenly an entirely new scene opened up in front of them.  
 
   The lounge was crescent-shaped and painted a deep cranberry, the walls lined with plush, overstuffed benches curved to fit the shape of the room. At one end, thankfully there was a bar. There were only about fifty people; some standing by the art deco style bar drinking or watching one of several oversized televisions mounted on the walls playing K Smooth videos. 
 
   Riley could no longer hear the music from the main club at all.  It reminded her of the backroom in mob movies where the head of a crime family might hang out with his henchmen. 
 
   She smiled at the thought. Maybe she could write that in her article, because these days, frankly, the similarity between some rappers and crime bosses was a little too close to reality to be scoffed at. According to Newsweek though, K Smooth was not that kind of rapper – he had a “message”. Rappers with a message were, as far as Riley was concerned, just another marketing ploy. When you looked just a little deeper, the same crap came tumbling out of their closets – guns, the girlfriend who claimed to have been beaten up, the tax debt and assorted BS that ultimately proved their emotional development had come to an abrupt halt somewhere around the age of sixteen.  
 
   As Riley looked around, it was immediately and ridiculously apparent where K Smooth was even though she couldn’t exactly see him. Of all the groups of people in the room, one seemed to have attracted the lion’s share of women. Penetrating that crowd would be like breaking into Fort Knox. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that he was sitting or standing somewhere in the center of the phalanx of beautiful, eager women who looked as though someone had served them up like so many pretty canapés.  
 
   This was where Tracy would have come in handy. Having a spectacularly beautiful best friend was not without its drawbacks, but tonight, Riley was not above using her to bag an interview with a rap star. Since that plan was out, she instead made her way over to the bar and ordered a glass of wine.
 
   Riley turned her attention to one of the television screens.  In the video playing, K Smooth was wearing an immense pair of black jeans and as usual, no shirt. He swayed rhythmically to the bass beat and gestured dramatically with his hands as he rhymed. His face was angry and passionate, every word he was saying utterly convincing and surprisingly powerful. 
 
   Riley pulled out the notebook she’d brought along and began scribbling her impressions. There was no story at this point but maybe if she just wrote everything down something would come to her later as she slept, when most great story ideas were born.  She bit into the tip of her pen and took a sip of wine.  
 
   “Are you press?”
 
   She looked up and into the eyes of a guy well over six and tall. He had refined, chiseled features like those of a model, and a haircut and goatee so flawless, they almost appeared painted on.  
 
   “Yup.”
 
   “Who are you with?”
 
   “Power to the People.”
 
   “For real?”
 
   “Uh huh.” Riley turned back to her notes and tried to ignore him.
 
   “You writing about Smooth?”
 
   “Yes I am.” She opened her backpack again and found her Amex card, sliding it to the bartender who promptly pushed it back.
 
   “Drinks are on the house,” he explained.
 
   “I’ll have another white wine.” Riley looked up, and her uninvited guest was still there.
 
   “So are you writing about the concert or about Smooth personally?”
 
   Riley looked up at him. “What concert?”
 
   “Last night,” he said. “At the Garden.”
 
   “Oh. I wasn’t at the Garden. I’m just doing a story about him.”
 
   “Without talking to him?”
 
   “How do you know I haven’t?”
 
   He held out a hand and smiled winningly. “I’m Brendan Cole.  Smooth’s manager.”
 
   Riley blinked. In another two minutes, she would have told him to get the hell out of her face.  
 
   “Oh. Hi. I’m Riley Terry.” She shook his hand briefly.
 
   “Nice to meet you, Riley Terry.”
 
   Brendan Cole nodded in the direction of the crowd of women. “So you want to meet Smooth, or what?”
 
   “If he has time to talk to me that would be great.” 
 
   “Maybe I can work something out. He has a radio interview in about a half hour and then he’s free for the rest of the night. Let me ask him if he’s into it. We’re all about Power to the People,” he winked at her.  
 
   Riley watched as Brendan Cole walked over to the group of women and they parted like the Red Sea. She could only just make out the top of the head of the person he was talking to but could clearly see a white shirt, jeans and heavy soled boots, mustard-colored like the kind construction workers wore. She sipped her wine and waited, glancing at her watch. It could not have been this easy. She’d only been inside for about thirty minutes, and already she’d hit pay-dirt. Of course, she was probably conspicuous as the only woman in the room not looking to drape herself across the man of the moment.  
 
   Riley pulled out her cell and tapped out a message to Tracy. A little gloating was in order. If her luck held, she would be out of here in no time. When she looked up, a self-satisfied smile still on her face, Brendan Cole had stepped aside and was looking right at her, but now there was another pair of eyes focused on her as well. 
 
   While at the magazine, Riley had quickly learned that people constantly in the public eye were often disappointing when you met them in person. When no longer in the glare of the camera, they could seem so small, so ordinary. But this guy was by no stretch of the imagination small, nor was he ordinary. 
 
   Staring directly at her, his gaze did not falter even when she looked right back. When their eyes met he tilted his head slightly as though surveying a painting in a museum and trying to decide whether he liked it. K Smooth’s photos didn’t do him justice. Not even by the barest approximation of a long-shot. Riley looked away, focusing instead on Brendan who was beckoning her over. She set her glass of wine on the bar and walked toward them.
 
   “This is Riley Terry,” Brendan said. “Riley, this is K Smooth.”
 
   He held out a hand to her and she took it briefly. His fingers were long and tapered, almost graceful, but his grip was firm.
 
   “Call me Shawn,” he said. His voice was deep and somewhat raspy.  
 
   She already knew from the Newsweek article that his real name was Kendall Shawn Gardner. And that he hated the name Kendall so people who knew him personally called him Shawn. The moniker K Smooth was something his friends made up when he was a teenager because he’d lied so convincingly to the multiple girls he was always dating at one time. 
 
   “We have to leave for that interview in a few minutes,” Brendan said.  “You can ride with us to the hotel and do your thing there when he’s done.”
 
   “I thought it was a radio interview,” Riley said, her eyes narrowing. Riding “to the hotel” did not sound like the best idea she’d heard all evening.  
 
   “The radio station is in California.” Brendan seemed to sense her reluctance. “So the interview’s by phone.”
 
   “What’re you drinking?” Shawn asked her, setting his empty beer bottle on a nearby table. He seemed either not to have noticed – or cared about – the exchange between her and Brendan.
 
   “Chardonnay.”
 
   He raised a hand and called over a waiter, ordering himself another beer and a glass of white wine. 
 
   The waiter brought their drinks and Riley sipped her wine self-consciously. It was her third glass – time to stop if she wanted to be on her toes for the interview. Brendan had left them alone and all of a sudden, though she had the perfect opportunity to begin cultivating rapport with her target, she couldn’t think of single thing to say. 
 
   They were standing almost in the center of the room and most of the women who’d been hanging around earlier were scrutinizing her, some of them whispering among themselves, probably dying to know what she had done to merit K Smooth’s singular attention.  
 
   “Where’d you get a name like Riley?” 
 
   “My mother loves the blues,” she explained.  “B.B. King’s real name is Riley B. King.”
 
   “Didn’t know that,” he said. 
 
   Riley shrugged.  “Little-known fact.”
 
   “So what made you guys want to interview me?” 
 
   “I guess it was the Newsweek article,” she admitted. “My editor saw it and hit the roof because they spotted the story before we did.”
 
   “And they’re a . . . white magazine,” he finished for her.
 
   “I don’t know that I’d characterize them that way, but yeah, I guess we see you as one of ours.”
 
   K Smooth smiled. “One of yours, huh?  I like that.”
 
   “And it isn’t as though we weren’t interested in interviewing you at some point,” she lied.
 
   “D’you how many requests for interviews I got since that cover? Seventeen. Most from people that were never interested in me before.”
 
   “That’s how news works sometimes,” she said taking a sip of her wine. “We wind up covering each other instead of covering the story.”
 
   “I said ‘no’ to most of them.”
 
   “Then how’d I get so lucky?”
 
   “My manager reads your magazine,” he said. “And I like your nose-ring.” 
 
   Riley smiled and stood motionless as he reached out and gently touched her diamond-chip piercing.  
 
   “C’mon, man,” Brendan Cole was back. “It’s go time.”
 
   Two enormous security guards wearing black muscle tees had joined them and Riley realized that they’d come to usher K Smooth into the main club.  He turned to look at her.
 
   “I’ll be right back. You’ll wait?” 
 
   He smiled at her again and Riley nodded, feeling for a split second, the full force of whatever it was that made women act like idiots around him. As he left the VIP lounge, flanked by security and Brendan in the rear, the energy in the room changed. The women who before were on high alert, hoping that he might notice them, seemed to deflate. 
 
   The images on the televisions flickered for a moment and then they were all watching as K Smooth made a triumphant entrance into the main club. The room erupted as he made his way to a small stage near the dance floor and picked up a mike with one hand, gesturing with the other for the crowd to simmer down.
 
   “How many of y’all made it to the Garden last night?” he asked.
 
   The crowd began screaming again.
 
   I’ll be right back, he’d said.  Just have to go perform in front of two hundred people – no biggie. 
 
   “For those of you who didn’t make it out, this joint is all you right here.” 
 
   Then the music started and he rhymed, swaying to the music, his eyes closed and movements subtle. His audience was shouting the words out along with him so his voice was almost obscured in the din.  Riley grappled with her bag, reaching for her pen and notepad again.  She tried to focus her attention on what she wanted to say but it was difficult not to watch him. 
 
   And before she could collect her thoughts, he was done. His entire performance had lasted perhaps ten minutes long, and yet no one seemed disappointed.
 
   He tossed the mike into the crowd and during the ensuing mêlée, turned and left the stage, leaving security to the task of ensuring a riot didn’t break out. Riley turned and looked around. The lounge was almost empty now. Everyone else seemed to have departed for the main club. Just as she decided that K Smooth had probably given her the slip, Brendan Cole stuck his head in the doorway.
 
   “You coming or not Riley Terry?”
 
    
 
   g
 
    
 
   He had a slow, deliberate walk, like someone who refused to be rushed, no matter what. K Smooth was coming toward her from the elevators, but Brendan was no longer with him. Riley had opted to wait in the lobby bar while he did his telephone interview from his suite, and had spent the time writing as much descriptive material as she could – about the club, her impressions of his manager, and most of all, about her first reaction to the man himself. 
 
   Of course she’d left out the part where he made her stomach tighten and her palms get sweaty. Details about her overactive libido were not suitable for public consumption and even less likely to be of interest to her persnickety boss.
 
   “Want to go get something to eat?” he asked her.
 
   “Sure,” Riley said. “How’d the interview go?”
 
   “Same ol’, same ol’.”
 
   “Where’s Brendan?”
 
   “Why? Do you want him to come with us?” he asked, looking amused.
 
   “Just curious.”
 
   “He’s upstairs calling his girl or something,” Shawn shrugged.  “How’s Jamaican food sound to you?”
 
   He ushered her out front and they stood by the curb waiting as the valet hailed them a cab. For some reason, she’d expected a private car. If MTV was to be believed, rappers only traveled in black SUVs. Or flashy white ones with shiny rims or spinners. She smiled to herself at the stereotypes that popped into her head.
 
   “So are you headed to California after this? That’s where you live, right?”
 
   No point betraying that she knew perfectly well where he lived, and had thoroughly Googled him just before leaving the office. She even knew what his favorite restaurants were, that his preferred athletic shoes were Pumas, and that he never, ever wore Nikes.  
 
   Shawn laughed. “I live in hotels. Or in Maryland, if you mean where my legal residence is. After this I’m headed to Baltimore for a show. I’ll hook you up with a couple passes if you’re interested.”
 
   “That’s really generous of you, but I probably wouldn’t be able to make it to Baltimore.”
 
   A taxicab pulled up and they got in. He gave the driver the name of a popular downtown Jamaican restaurant.
 
   “So you’re not even curious about seeing me onstage,” he said.  
 
   “I did see you onstage,” she pointed out. “Tonight at the club.”
 
   “Nah, that was just . . . an appetizer. So let me send you some passes.”
 
   Riley shrugged. “Okay. Send me the passes.”
 
   “Don’t just humor me.” He leaned in closer. “If I send them, you have to come.”
 
   “I’m not humoring you. If you send them, I’ll be there.”
 
   Shawn narrowed his eyes “I don’t believe you,” he said.  
 
   Riley laughed but didn’t deny it. Of course she wouldn’t be there. If she understood Greg – and she was pretty sure she did – this was not meant to be some long, probing exposé.  All she had to do was write up something that proved they weren’t completely out of touch and call it a day. And besides, she was fairly certain he’d extended similar invitations to no fewer than five other women tonight alone.  
 
   Maybe he was much, much better looking than she expected, and more articulate than most in his industry, and traveled unpretentiously by taxi cab but she couldn’t let any of that cloud her judgment. The scene at the nightclub made it clear that the fundamentals were the same. Parties, women. The usual crap.
 
   Pepper Island was crowded for a Thursday, and Riley forgot until they were inside that her dinner companion was likely to draw the attention of everyone in the room. Even by the standards of a bunch of jaded New Yorkers, he was a big deal. Just about every head seemed to turn in their direction simultaneously and one woman dropped her fork so that it clattered loudly against her plate. The manager ushered them to a table that was obviously meant to put K Smooth on display, and suggested that the chef make them something that wasn’t on the menu. He accepted, looking at Riley for confirmation before he ordered Red Stripe beer for them both.  
 
   Through the crab-stuffed jerk chicken wings she asked him about when he’d first started writing lyrics, and how he got into what he called “the rap game.” And during the escovitched gray snapper entrée they talked about his adjustment from a private to a public life. 
 
   He was describing how he’d landed his first recording contract when he stopped midsentence and Riley looked up expectantly. She’d been scribbling in her notebook as he spoke, her fingers not moving quickly enough to keep up with his words and her own racing thoughts. He was staring at her, his expression inscrutable.
 
   “Look up once in awhile,” he said.  
 
   Riley studied his face for a moment until she was satisfied that he was teasing her.  
 
   “Better yet . . .” He reached over and slid her notebook away, shutting it and putting it aside.
 
   “I have a good memory, but not that good,” she protested.  “How am I ever going to remember everything you say?”
 
   “I’ve talked enough. Your turn.”
 
   “I’m not being interviewed,” she pointed out.
 
   “Neither am I. At least not anymore.”
 
   Riley laughed.  “Do you want me to lose my job?”
 
   “Tell me about it.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Your job. Tell me about it. We talked about my job, now let’s talk about yours.”
 
   Riley narrowed her eyes, trying to decide whether he was genuinely interested or just throwing her a line.  
 
   “That’s not generally how these things work,” she said.  “Interviews, I mean.”
 
   “Yeah, but everyone prefers a little give-and-take. I ask one, you ask one.” 
 
   “Okay,” Riley capitulated. “Deal. What do you want to know about my job?”
 
   “How’d you get into it?”
 
   “I’ve always wanted to be a writer, always have been actually. My only challenge was figuring out how to get paid to do it. And once I did, I realized I couldn’t be happy doing anything else.”
 
   “I understand,” Shawn said.  
 
   “Is that how you feel about your work?”
 
   “Yes. It is,” he said simply. “If you could interview anyone in the world who would it be?”
 
   “I would interview . . . Nelson Mandela.”
 
   “Aw c’mon,” Shawn said. “That’s a safe answer. There has to be someone else.”
 
   “You asked your question and that’s my answer. My turn. Besides your own, whose music do you most admire? And why?”
 
   He grinned. “That’s two questions.”
 
   “Don’t get technical,” she leaned forward. “Give me a name. And not another rapper, either.”
 
   “Okay. I guess I would have to say Nina Simone.”
 
   Riley smiled. “I love Nina Simone. Why do you like her?”
 
   “Because when I hear her voice, I feel what she was feeling when she sang.”
 
   There was a lull between them and he took the last swig of his beer, looking over her shoulder for their waiter and motioning for another one.
 
   “Had you heard my music before tonight?” he asked after a moment.
 
   “Of course. But mostly in passing.”
 
   Riley stifled a smile at his expression. Clearly, he was irritated by that answer.
 
   “So, not a fan of rap music or not a fan of mine?”
 
   “Not a fan of rap music,” she admitted.
 
   “So how come your magazine didn’t send someone else to interview me?”
 
   Riley shrugged. “I think this interview was an . . . impulse.” She’d almost said “afterthought.” 
 
   “But not your impulse.”
 
   Riley said nothing. The way he looked at her was unnerving. He didn’t seem to have that thing that most people had – where you look away when caught staring. He just kept right on staring, directly into her eyes. And no matter how she tried, she was always first to avert her gaze.  
 
   “So where’s your entourage?” she asked briskly. 
 
   “I travel light,” Shawn said. 
 
   “Interesting.”
 
   “Why is that interesting?”
 
   “I guess I thought every rapper came with a lot more baggage.”
 
   “Some do.”
 
   “Do you think that’s one of the reasons that Newsweek reporter wondered whether you were a pariah among hip-hop performers?” Riley asked. “Because you don’t have a crew with you everywhere you go?”
 
   “You’d have to ask her,” he said. “I didn’t even know what the word ‘pariah’ meant till I looked it up.”
 
   Then he smiled, so it was difficult to decide whether he was joking or not. Riley leaned back in her chair waiting to see what he might say next. Sometimes interview subjects revealed more when you didn’t ask questions than when you did. But for someone who made a living with spoken word, he seemed remarkably comfortable with silence. 
 
   He didn’t speak for almost a full minute.
 
    “Political stuff,” he said suddenly. “That’s what I see you writing.”
 
   She nodded. “Yes. A lot of the time that’s the kind of stuff I write. But more about racial politics than politics in the traditional sense. And gender politics,” she trailed off, not wanting to talk too much.
 
   “Gender politics,” he repeated.
 
   “Yeah, the balance of power between the sexes and. . .”
 
   “I know what gender politics is,” Shawn said lightly.  
 
   “Of course,” she blushed.
 
   “So gender politics interests you. But rap doesn’t.”
 
   Riley tried not to look surprised. “I see what you mean. But I guess I just haven’t looked at rap through that lens.”
 
   “Interesting,” he said playfully mimicking the tone she’d used to remark on his lack of an entourage. “Maybe you should.”
 
   She fought the urge to defend herself. It wasn’t as though he’d read anything of hers, and she could hardly be surprised that a rapper thought rap was the most interesting place to look if you wanted to capture the zeitgeist.
 
   “Poetry?” he asked suddenly.
 
   “What about it?”
 
   “Do you write it?”
 
   “Not very well.”
 
   “But you do.”
 
   “Sometimes,” her shoulders hunched reflexively, protectively. And then she realized where he was going. “And yet I don’t listen to rap.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “I understand you wanting to defend what you do,” Riley said, sounding more argumentative than she intended. “But I guess I don’t think most rap today says anything. And most of it certainly isn’t poetic.”
 
   Shawn nodded, not in agreement, but as though she’d confirmed a suspicion he had.
 
   “I’ll send you some stuff,” he offered. 
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “But you’re right; a lot of rap isn’t poetic, but it isn’t supposed to be. Some of us aren’t poets; we’re the town criers, putting out the word on what’s going on in the streets.” He emptied his glass of the last of his beer. “Don’t be so skeptical, Riley. You might be surprised.”
 
   “Which are you?” she asked.
 
   “Which . . ?”
 
   “Are you a poet or a town crier?”
 
   “You’ll just have to listen to my music and find out.”
 
   “I have listened to your music.”
 
   “No,” he corrected her. “You said you’d heard it. That’s not the same as listening.”
 
   Riley smiled. “You got me there.”
 
   Of all the things she expected from this interview; being challenged on an intellectual level was not among them. This was supposed to be a mildly entertaining interlude during which some materialistic, profane youngster described his Bentleys and showed off his most recent jewelry acquisition. 
 
   
K Smooth, she now realized, had not been adequately captured by the Newsweek feature. Maybe she’d have a story after all.
 
   Riley glanced around and for the first time realized how late it was. Almost all the other patrons had left.
 
   “They won’t ask us to leave,” Shawn assured her, leaning over the table and lowering his voice. “Even if we stay till four in the morning.”
 
   “That must be nice,” she said. “Knowing that the world will bend to your will just because you’re famous.”
 
   “I don’t know about ‘the world’,” Shawn said. “A few restaurants in Manhattan maybe.”
 
   Riley laughed. “All the same, I should go. Thank you for this, for talking to me on such short notice.”
 
   “Don’t get all businesslike on me now. Let’s get some coffee or something. I think there’s a Starbucks a few blocks over.”
 
   Riley hesitated for only a moment.  “Okay.”
 
   Shawn took care of the bill, and tipped everyone, even taking a minute to thank the chef before they walked out into the night. His stride was slow and he walked close enough to her that their fingers occasionally brushed. He smelled like clean, fresh soap. In the air between them was something heavy and unspoken. Riley could see her breath in front of her as they walked and it was cold enough for her to want to shove her hands deep in the pockets of her coat, but she didn’t. 
 
   A couple walking in the opposite direction with a cocker spaniel on a leash recognized him and with saucer eyes, stopped dead in their tracks.  Shawn deftly avoided looking in their direction, pretending to find something interesting in a store window.
 
   “Very good,” she laughed, when they were out of earshot. “Nice pass interference.”
 
   “Pass interference is was what you were supposed to do,” Shawn said.  “But you just left me wide open. I’ll show you how this works. Next time, you block me like this.” 
 
   He came closer, so close his chest was almost pressed against her and she had to look up to see his face.  
 
   “How was I supposed to know?” she said, trying to slow her breathing. “Some celebrities love talking to their fans.”
 
   Shawn grimaced. “Celebrity.” He hunched his shoulders as though the very sound of the word made him cringe. “All I do is make rhymes. I don’t know anything about being a celebrity.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah. How about all the free drinks, the big banner with your name on it in the club? And all those women fawning over you. Looked like celebrity treatment to me.”
 
   “A’ight, you got me there. But that’s all external stuff that gets projected on me by other people. Doesn’t have anything to do with me – Shawn Gardner – the regular guy.”
 
   “Do your other interviewers fall for that? That’s a really nice line. In fact, it sounds like you’ve used it before.”
 
   He looked down at her, trying to muster a straight face, but before he could get a word out they both dissolved into laughter.
 
   “You like that?” he said as they started walking again. “Brendan made that one up. I thought it had a nice ring to it . . .”
 
   “Oh it does. So now I know what Brendan thinks about you being a celebrity,” Riley said. “But what about you?”
 
   “What I think is that . . . it’s cool being me.”
 
   “Thank you,” Riley said. “A little honesty.”
 
   “Here’s some more honesty for you,” he said, his voice different. “I don’t even like coffee. I just don’t want you to go.”
 
   Riley glanced at him, but he kept walking, looking straight ahead. 
 
   Starbucks was almost deserted. Apart from a couple of sleepy baristas and a man with an old newspaper he was pretending to read, they were alone. While Shawn went to order, Riley glanced at her watch. It was almost one a.m. If she wanted to maintain even a shred of her professional distance, she would leave after a couple sips of coffee.  
 
   Shawn returned with fruit juice for himself and a coffee for her.  Riley meticulously ripped open one of the yellow packets of no-cal sweetener and emptied it into her cup, stirring it slowly with the wooden stick, pretending not to notice that Shawn was staring at her.
 
    Who was she kidding? Her professional distance had fallen to pieces at his feet hours earlier. He popped the top off the bottle and sipped from it, leaning back, his eyes still fixed on her face.
 
   “Come back to my hotel with me,” he said.
 
   Riley sat very still, not blinking. Not breathing.
 
   “You look surprised,” he said when after a moment she still hadn’t spoken.
 
   “I am.”
 
   Shawn shook his head slowly. “No you’re not.” 
 
   He pushed his bottle of fruit juice across the table toward her.  “Taste this.”
 
   Riley lifted the bottle, grateful for a distraction. 
 
   “Kiwi,” she said. “One of my favorites.” She took a sip. It was sweet, tangy and delicious.
 
   “I’m leaving tomorrow,” Shawn said. “But I want to spend the night with you.”
 
   “I tasted yours. So taste mine.” She slid her coffee cup in his direction.
 
   “No thanks. Coffee just tastes bitter to me.”
 
   “It’ll make your juice that much sweeter afterward,” she pointed out.
 
   Shawn looked at her for a moment then took a tentative sip of her coffee. Riley laughed at the look on his face.  
 
   He took another quick swig of his juice to wash the coffee away.
 
   “You’re right,” he said. “It was sweeter. But you’re avoiding my question.”
 
   “Was there a question? I didn’t hear one.”
 
   “Will you spend the night with me?”
 
   Before she could respond, he had leaned forward and put a hand at the back of her neck, gently pulling her across the table toward him.  His lips were warm, soft. When his tongue met hers, she could taste an amalgamation of their evening together: an underlying spiciness from their meal, the bitter barley of the Red Stripe beer, a hint of coffee bean and finally the sweetness of kiwi. It was a brief, sweet and softly persuasive kiss, and like everything else about him, so unexpected. Riley leaned back in her chair and smiled. When he smiled back, she actually got goose bumps.
 
   The hotel lobby was almost deserted when they entered and they rode the elevator up to the twenty-first floor in silence, standing close to each other, their arms barely touching. When Shawn unlocked the door to his suite, the curtains had been pulled open and the panoramic view of Manhattan at night was breathtaking. Riley walked over to the wall of windows and stood looking down and across at the city.  
 
   “Amazing view of the Brooklyn Bridge from here,” she said. 
 
   “Yeah it’s great.” He sounded utterly uninterested in the view.  
 
   Until he spoke, she didn’t realize he was so close. His breath was warm on her cheek. Then his hands were on her shoulders, and she turned to face him. When she tilted her head backward he kissed her again, but it was very different than the kiss in the coffee shop. That kiss had been an exploration; this one a prelude. Riley reached up and wrapped her arms about his neck. It felt like she’d been waiting for this all evening, and in a way, maybe she had.
 
   They stood there for awhile kissing, and her hands seemed to move on their own, exploring his chest and back. She reached down so she could feel his bare skin under his shirt. His stomach was smooth and firm; Riley’s fingers followed a soft line of hair that disappeared where the waistband of his pants began. Just as she reached down to tug at his belt, he raised his head and slowly pushed her back into the bedroom and toward the bed.  
 
   Riley didn’t know what she expected, but it wasn’t this; that he would carefully, almost reverentially remove each piece of her clothing and kiss the parts of her newly revealed. He was so deliberate and so gentle that soon she was arching her hips toward him, reaching out to peel his shirt aside so she could feel him against her. 
 
   When he was naked Shawn stood and left her on the bed for a moment and she could see him, silhouetted by the light from the next room, firmly muscled and sleek and beautiful. He returned and sank between her legs like a sigh. For a minute, he was still, his breath warm on her neck and Riley felt the fullness of him, deep inside her, her muscles involuntarily gripping and releasing him. 
 
   Shawn groaned and his mouth was on hers again and then he moved, slowly at first until she matched his rhythm. When their tempo and intensity increased, he wrapped his arms about her and rolled over so that she was on top, her thighs locked about his hips. 
 
   The suite was warm and in no time they were both slick with perspiration tumbling over and under and next to each other, hopelessly tangled in the sheets until Shawn cast them aside. They didn’t stop for what seemed like forever until finally, Riley cried out her release. When Shawn moved she dug her fingers into his shoulders.
 
   “No,” she said, trying to catch her breath. “Don’t.”
 
   So he was still, his eyes locked with hers until the tension dissipated and he began to move again, bringing her back to where she’d been just moments before. This time, he climaxed with her and instead of rolling free as she’d expected, he held her face in both his hands and kissed her.
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   When she awoke, the sky outside was gray. It was almost sunrise. Riley held her breath as she turned to face Shawn.  
 
   “Hey,” he said. He was sitting up and had a lit Phillies blunt in his hand that didn’t smell like tobacco.
 
   Riley glanced at the clock nearby. It was just after five a.m. Shawn reached over to put out the cigar he’d been smoking but not before offering it to Riley who shook her head. As he leaned forward, exhaling the last of the pungently sweet smoke, the sheets fell loosely about his naked hips.  
 
   “There is no way I’m going to kiss you if you taste like smoke,” she said, drowsily regarding him through half-open eyes.
 
   “I think you want to kiss me anyway,” he said.
 
   They looked at each other for a moment and he leaned into her. When their lips touched, he did taste like smoke, but it was not unpleasant. Far from it. He slid downward so their chests were pressed against each other and Riley pulled back, exhaling deeply.
 
   “Wow,” she laughed softly.  “Still.”
 
   “Still what?” he asked, pressing his lips to hers once again. 
 
   “You know that feeling?” she said. “That feeling when you want someone, when you really, really want them, but before you have them?  I’ve still got that feeling.”
 
   “You do?”  
 
   He shifted his attention to her neck and Riley felt the breath catch in her throat. She could stay here all morning, and afternoon and into the evening. She could drown in this man if she let herself.
 
   “I do,” she said, her breathing still uneven. “It’s weird, right?  Because you’d think that after last night . . .”
 
   “Riley,” he stopped her mid-sentence. “Not everything was meant to be analyzed.  Y’know?”
 
   “Why not? If I find it interesting, I analyze it.”  
 
   “You find me interesting?”
 
   “Yes. But not just you. This.” She traced a finger along his arm and watched as goose bumps rose on his flesh. “See?”
 
   He smiled at her then, as though she’d scored a point at his expense. “Chemistry,” he said. “It’s a crazy thing.”
 
   Over his shoulder she saw that it was growing even lighter outside. Soon it would be bright. Things would look very different then. She would be reminded that this wasn’t a date that had gone particularly well, this was in fact Riley Terry, surrendering her professionalism in spectacular fashion.  
 
   And there was something else. Something she had inexplicably put completely out of her mind until just that very second.
 
   She sat up, reaching for her bra. 
 
   “What’re you doing?” he asked as she snapped it on.
 
   “Getting dressed.” She lowered her feet to the floor and stood, looking through the sheets for her top. “Have you seen my shirt?”
 
   “What’s the rush?”
 
   “I have to go,” she insisted. “It’s almost morning.”
 
   “So all of a sudden you’re sorry you came up here.”
 
   She stopped her search and sat on the edge of the bed for a moment, looking right at him, smiling.  
 
   “No. I’m not sorry I came up,” she said realizing as she did that it was true. “Not at all. It’s just that I have work.”
 
   “So be a little late for work. Get back in here.” 
 
   He threw back the sheets and patted the space next to him on the bed. Riley averted her gaze, shaking her head. 
 
   “I really have to go, Shawn.” 
 
   “I’ll holla at you later then.”
 
   “Maybe,” she said, “we should just leave it at this.” 
 
   He narrowed his eyes, looking as confused as though she’d suddenly spoken to him in an entirely different language.
 
   She looked at him.  “The thing of it is, I’m with somebody.”
 
   He leaned back into the pillows. “You’re with somebody,” he repeated.  
 
    Riley pulled her pants on and crouched to look for her shoes. “I know how that sounds, especially after . . . everything. But . . .” She gave up trying to explain – how could she when she didn’t even understand it herself?
 
    Shawn watched as she stood in front of the mirror, running her fingers through her hair and was still watching her when she finally turned around, ready to go.
 
   “You in love or something?” he asked finally. There was a mocking note in his voice that she didn’t too much appreciate.
 
   “I didn’t say that. Just that I’m with somebody.”
 
   He leaned back against the headboard but said nothing more. He still seemed to be processing this new information when Riley turned toward the door pausing to look back at him one last time.
 
   “Have a good show in Baltimore. And . . . you take care.”
 
   He didn’t answer and so she left, shutting the door quietly behind her.  
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   “So how was it?”
 
   Riley froze at the question and reached down to glance through the menu, hoping it covered for her inordinately long hesitation.
 
   “Your interview,” Brian prompted. “How’d it go?”
 
   “Oh. It was fine,” she looked up and gave him a quick smile then turned away to get the attention of their waiter. “You ready to order?”
 
   “I always get the same thing,” Brian said. “So tell me what it was like being around rap royalty. Was Russell Simmons there?”
 
   Riley laughed, in spite of herself. “No, Russell Simmons was not there. It was a crowded, noisy nightclub full of nineteen year olds. Ahm, I’m thinking maybe I’ll get the duck curry to change things up a bit.”
 
   “But you went someplace else for the interview, right? Where was it? Like Nobu or . . .”
 
   “No, we went to Pepper Island. He didn’t strike me as the Nobu type to be honest.”
 
   Then the waiter arrived and Riley was relieved to be talking about Vietnamese summer rolls instead. Once he was gone, however, Brian seemed to want to resume grilling her for information.
 
   “So what type was he?”
 
   “You sound like you want me to fix you up with him,” Riley teased. “It’s not like you even listen to rap. All I’ve ever heard you listen to is neo-soul.”
 
   “I’m just curious, that’s all. He’s one of the few who stays out of trouble. Seems like he might be smarter than most of them.”
 
   “Well, I can confirm that he does seem pretty smart. But in most other respects, he was completely what you would expect.” 
 
   The lie tasted bitter on her tongue and she regretted it immediately. From what she’s seen he was nothing at all like you would expect. But it wasn’t like she knew Shawn at all – it might be true; it was likely to be true that he was the same as the rest. Certainly one-night stands with random women had to be a staple in his profession and it wasn’t as though she’d broken new ground with him or anything. 
 
   And besides, she’d been seeing Brian for two months. He had at least learned some measure of loyalty. More than she had displayed the previous night. Between them there had been none of those awkward conversations about exclusivity, just a seamless blending of lives in an extremely short period of time. He liked the same movies she did, and got the same jokes. They talked about politics, books and music and found to their surprise that in those areas as well, they were more alike than not. He had left a job in finance to go to law school and was busy most evenings studying with other 2Ls but that was fine too.  
 
   Riley liked that he was fully occupied with his own ambitions, didn’t expect her to act like a “girlfriend” and was curious about her work instead of threatened by how demanding it was. On this occasion though, she would have preferred to be spared his curiosity. Each question only raised the possibility that she would have to tell another untruth.
 
   “The important thing is that you got enough out of it to write a good story,” Brian said now.
 
   “I think I did,” Riley mumbled.
 
   For the rest of their meal, they talked only about neutral topics and Riley pretended to herself that she wasn’t having trouble looking Brian in the eye.
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   “So let me get this straight – you slept with him after what, just three hours of conversation?”  
 
   After dinner, when Brian had to run back to the law library, Riley called Tracy over and they’d opened a bottle of wine.  
 
   “It was a little more time than that.”
 
   “Okay. Four hours,” Tracy laughed. “So much for journalistic integrity.”
 
   “You’re supposed to be making me feel better about this, remember?” Riley stepped over her friend’s legs, propped on the coffee table.
 
   Tracy shook her head. “And then you ran out like a scared little girl afterward? That is just classic.”
 
   “I didn’t know what to do! I woke up and all I could think about was how crazy it was that I was even there, and how crazy it was that I wanted to stay.”
 
   “So in spite of your high-minded feminist ideals, you became just another casualty of thug-appeal.” Tracy said. “How hot was he?”
 
   “Pretty damn hot,” Riley said. “And he wasn’t a thug. Not at all.  He was actually kind of interesting.”
 
   “A rapper who’s interesting?” Tracy said. “Then he must be the best kept secret in hip hop. And if he was so interesting why’d you high-tail it out of there like that?”
 
   “Brian.”
 
   Tracy nodded. “I forgot about him for a second.”
 
   “I forgot about him for the whole night,” Riley said. “That was what was so terrible. I was vibing with this man and when he touched me it was like . . . I don’t even know how to explain it.”
 
   Tracy was suddenly serious. “And you stayed the whole night?”  
 
   “Yeah. At one point we just kind of sat around and talked.”
 
   “What do you talk about with a rapper?” Tracy asked dryly.
 
   “Will you stop it with the ‘rapper’ stuff? We talked about . . .” Riley broke off and laughed. “We talked about the Baltimore Orioles. And scuba diving. And music. He liked talking about his music. And I talked about the story I’m working on and . . .”
 
   She stopped and smiled.
 
   They had talked a lot, she now remembered. The sex was amazing and at first had overshadowed just about every other memory she had of the evening but now she recalled how their conversation had continued once the first rush of hormones had been dealt with. 
 
   For at least two hours, they talked about everything and nothing. And then while he was explaining something – she couldn’t remember now what – she wanted him again so she reached for him and he came to her like they’d been doing this for years.
 
   “Hello? You there?” Tracy was waving a hand in front of her face.
 
   “Y’know what’s awful? Brian literally did not enter my mind the entire evening. Until I woke up naked. I mean, who does that?”
 
   “Well, it’s not like you’ll see him again, right? So no harm, no foul,” Tracy shrugged.
 
   “That’s right,” Riley agreed. “No harm, no foul.” 
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   Shawn watched Riley navigate the tables, her hips swaying to avoid the backs of diners’ chairs as she made her way through the dining room. This time they were meeting in the L’Atelier de Joël Robuchon in the Four Seasons where he had booked a suite. She’d called just as he was checking in to tell him she was late leaving work and was starving, so they agreed to meet in the restaurant for a change.  
 
   As usual, she was dressed like a teenage boy, in army-green cargo pants and a white tee-shirt, with a lightweight pea coat. Looped around her neck was a multi-colored scarf that hung well below her knees. On her feet were those black boots; the ones that laced halfway up her shins, were seriously scuffed at the toes and had clearly seen better days. But she was still the sexiest woman in the joint as far as he was concerned.  
 
   Shawn stood so she would see him and her face brightened when he came into view. This was not a woman who played it cool. She had no game, and she didn’t care if he knew it. She hugged him, pressing her face to his chest for a moment and inhaling him, then pulled back to run her hand over the stubble on his jaw. It had been a full month since the last time and Shawn wanted to kiss her right then, but instead pulled out a chair into which she collapsed, shedding her coat and that ridiculous messenger sack she called a bag.  
 
   “Nice place,” she said without greeting.  “What’re we eating?” 
 
   “I got the tasting menu.” 
 
   He didn’t care what they ate. The meal was just an unwelcome pit-stop so the tasting menu was his best bet to cover all possible bases.
 
   “How was Paris?” she unfurled her napkin and spread it across her lap. “Beautiful, I bet.”
 
   “If you really want to know, I’ll take you.”
 
   She smiled, which was about all he’d expected in reply, because they had exchanges like this all the time. He offered her things and she refused them or more often, didn’t acknowledge the offer at all.
 
   “You have to go to Pittsburgh,” she reminded him, gently chiding.
 
   “Pittsburgh. Yeah,” he said dryly. 
 
   She was probably busy anyway. Because hell, she had a boyfriend. Over the last few months, the “someone” she was “kind of with” had become much more than that. Brian sometimes came up in casual conversation but no matter how closely Shawn studied her tone for clues, it was impossible to tell how she really felt about dude. He never asked her things like that, because it broke their unspoken rule. Since the second time they’d gotten together there was no talk of other people they might see. 
 
   Without saying the words, they agreed: ‘when I’m with you, I’m with you and what happens when I’m not with you doesn’t matter.’ And it had worked. At first.
 
   Until Riley he’d forgotten that when he was working and travelling things seemed to stand still and move really fast at the same time. Shawn raced through cities and meetings, shows and appearances at lightning speed, almost expecting that when he was done, he could pick up right where he’d left off with the rest of the world.
 
   But it didn’t work like that. When he was doing his thing, she was doing hers – working, meeting new people, dating and eventually transforming a “sort of” boyfriend into the real deal. Riley’s life was a universe of events, friends and ideas that he had nothing to do with and that had nothing to do with him. It should have been a relief.
 
   Her shirt was close-fitting and scooped in front exposing the length of her neck. All he could think about while she stretched her arms and rotated her head as though to work out a crick, was whether Brian kissed her neck and if she liked it. When he did it, he could feel a low, rumbling vibration in the back of her throat that excited the hell out of him.  
 
   “What’s on the tasting menu?” she asked, idly playing with the ends of her scarf.
 
   Shawn impatiently signaled for their server, who brought the menu right away. Riley skimmed it and looked up.
 
    “Can’t wait,” she said. “But why would you leave Paris and come eat at a French restaurant in New York?”
 
   “It’s not like you think,” he said, still impatient. “Y’know what I see when I’m in Paris? The inside of a suite in the Hotel Champs Elysees, the arena and the airport. Most of the time I eat crap that someone brings to me in plastic containers.”
 
   “You should do something about that,” she said seriously. “Maybe spend more time before your shows. Or after. What’s the point of visiting these amazing places if you never see them?”
 
   “The point is to work and get the hell out of there, he said reaching for his glass of water.
 
   “Wow, someone’s a little testy this evening,” Riley said.
 
   What he didn’t say should have been obvious by now. If he lingered to sightsee in every city where he had a show, he probably wouldn’t get to see her when he did, which was only about once every three weeks or so for maybe two, three days at a time. She never asked for more than that. She never asked for anything. 
 
   Nine months of this and most women were screaming for something more. Hell, he couldn’t remember ever having spent nine months with the same woman exclusively or otherwise. His lifestyle wasn’t conducive to that, but it had suited him just fine.  
 
   “Shawn?”
 
   He looked up.
 
   “You’re probably just tired from the flight,” she said. “Maybe we should’ve eaten in your suite.”
 
   “Nah, I’m good.” He leaned forward and smiled at her, which she returned right away with one of her own.  
 
   “Guess who finally got an interview with the schools’ chancellor, by the way.”
 
   “You did? Cool.”
 
   “You remember what I’m talking about? The piece I’m writing on that case where they gave that kid Ritalin without his parents’ consent?”
 
   “Yeah, I remember.”
 
   She sent him text messages when he was away. Sometimes they were just about the weather, sometimes about her work or a story she’d read in the newspaper. She asked him about music she’d heard and wanted to know whether he’d heard of the artists as well. Even while they were apart, her presence was almost tangible to him, more real than some of the people he saw every day.
 
    “Anyway, someone Greg knows saw him at a cocktail party and let slip that we were investigating it and . . .”
 
   He only half-listened as she went on. Mostly he watched her face, the way her eyes lit up when she talked about her work and the big gestures she made with her hands as she spoke. 
 
   She had an even oval-shaped face, a cool dark-olive complexion that glowed when she was embarrassed and sleepy dark almond-shaped eyes that needed no help from all that smoky eyeliner and mascara crap that other women plastered on. Knowing her, wearing her hair naturally curly hair short and cut evenly was probably her way to ensure that running her fingers through it occasionally would be enough to take care of grooming.  
 
   Shawn smiled to himself. He was jonesing for her and she was sitting right across from him. But of course, it was way worse when they were apart. 
 
   In Paris, some groupie tried to jack him up in the bathroom of the show promoter’s penthouse apartment. She was a half-French, half-Ethiopian model, with reddish-brown hair and large gray eyes, and no joke, she was even more beautiful in person than she was on the pages of fashion magazines. 
 
   She didn’t speak a word of English so they’d barely even exchanged ‘hellos’ but that didn’t stop her from shoving him into the closet-sized latrine and falling to her knees in front of him. Shawn was surprised at what he’d felt looking down at the top of her head.
 
   Exhaustion. Exasperation. Anything but lust.  
 
   He’d pulled her to her feet and gently but firmly steered her back out to the rest of the party where he had to endure her dirty looks for the rest of the evening. She was a beautiful girl, no question. But he was on edge, wound up and could think only about the twenty-some hours standing between him and this moment, when he would be with this girl, right here.
 
   When the food came out Shawn realized that the last time he’d eaten had been ten hours earlier during the flight from Charles De Gaulle. The rest of the time, he listened to music and got a few hours of restless sleep, impatient for the moment when the airplane would touch down on the tarmac at JFK.
 
   Sometime during the meal Riley suddenly stopped eating and smiled at him, reaching across the table with her napkin to wipe the corner of his mouth. He drew back and laughed at her.
 
   “What are you doing? I’ve been wiping my own mouth since I was five, thank you very much.”
 
   “It’s just that you’re so handsome,” she said. “I could eat you up.”
 
   Shawn grinned back at her. “Who says stuff like that? I mean, who under seventy-five years old?”
 
   Riley laughed and tossed her napkin at him. “I say stuff like that. That’s who.”
 
   He shook his head in amusement and took the napkin she’d thrown at him, using it to wipe the area she’d been reaching for. And then, because he couldn’t help himself, he slid a hand across the table until the tips of his fingers brushed hers.
 
    They went through almost two bottles of wine with dinner and when they were done, Riley leaned back in her chair with a satisfied and slightly tipsy smile.
 
   “So do I get to see what fancy rooms at the Four Seasons look like?”
 
   “You’ve been here before,” he reminded her.
 
   Shawn signed the slip and stood to pull out her chair.
 
   In the elevator, they were finally alone. When Riley turned to face him with her chin slightly raised, he leaned in to kiss her, feeling himself grow hard as her tongue met his. She placed one cool hand on the back of his neck and the other gripped the collar of his shirt. They kissed until they heard the ping of the elevator, and the doors opened on his floor. As they walked down the hallway, Riley reached over and laced her fingers through his. 
 
   After their first night together when he’d left for Baltimore he hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her. The way she’d walked out on him had been a first. Women never walked out on him - they often had to be shown the door, in fact. But Riley, even after talking about how amazing their chemistry was, had left without a backward glance. For the two weeks following, thinking about that, and about her, became an itch he couldn’t scratch. 
 
   No matter what he did, the itch didn’t go away. And the more he thought about her, the less it was about ego. He remembered sitting up in bed, Riley astride him so it was difficult to see where he ended and she began; her arms locked about his neck, and his face between her breasts. She had trembled from the intensity of it, her breath soft and ragged, brushing the shell of his ears. He remembered how later she laughed at something he’d said, throwing her head back, completely herself and unconcerned about how she might look, but how she looked was beautiful, her face flushed and almost glowing in the dim light. He remembered her dark, intense eyes fixed on his while they moved in unison, like she wanted to see right through to his very soul. 
 
   Most of all, he remembered feeling like he was making love to her; even though they’d just met, nothing about what they did could be called fucking. So he wanted to test his memory – had it really been that good?
 
   So finally he gave in and called her. The Boys and Girls Club had invited him to come to a rally so he had a reason to be in New York that would pass muster, even with Brendan who was a stern gatekeeper for his time. 
 
   Shawn remembered the sound of her voice when she realized he was on the other end – the little trill of pleasure that she tried to conceal. They talked for a few minutes about the scheduled release of the article she’d done on him. She told him that her editor had liked it so much he’d decided to make it the feature. He told her he would be in town and offered to do a photo shoot for them then.
 
   “I’ll pass that message on to our folks here,” she said. “But I wouldn’t be the person who’d set that up,” she added.
 
   “I want to see you,” he said simply.
 
   There were a few beats of silence, which he struggled not to fill with words of persuasion. If they were going to do this, she would have to meet him halfway. 
 
   “Okay,” she said finally. “Yes.”
 
   That second time, when they met, she was almost shy. She’d come to his suite at the W and seemed not to know whether to hug him, kiss him or shake his hand. He’d cleared up that confusion right away.
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   Now, when they arrived at the suite, there were few words between them. Shawn shut the door, slowly unwound the scarf from her neck and tugged Riley’s shirt free of her jeans. Underneath she was wearing a hideous black cotton bra that looked like something that would have been standard-issue in a Catholic girls’ school.  
 
   “Don’t you dare make fun of my bra,” she laughed, seeing the look on his face. 
 
   He grinned and leaned forward to kiss her between her breasts, lingering there when he felt encouragement in the subtle push of her hips toward him. When Shawn raised his head, Riley’s eyes were closed and her lips slightly parted. He kissed her, reaching between them to unfasten her pants and slip a hand inside. She was already wet; her fingers worked frantically to unbuckle his belt.
 
   Shawn stopped her by gently shoving her back onto the bed and peeling her cargo pants down by the waist. In his eagerness, he’d forgotten about those damned boots. 
 
   “Oops,” Riley said.
 
   They both laughed out loud and he reached up the pant-legs that had been turned inside out and unlaced them, which seemed to take an inordinately long time. Riley kicked them across the room and threw herself backward onto the bed once again.
 
   Looking at her lying there in her funny Catholic school bra, he wanted her as much as he ever had. 
 
   After all this time, why wasn’t it going away? 
 
   He sank to his knees in front of the bed and peeled her underwear over her hips, kissing a path down her legs until he got to her knees. Her breathing was audible now, her excitement matching his. Shawn pushed her legs back against her chest and buried his face into her, teasing, licking and gently nipping her until she was quivering, moaning and gasping his name. She tried to move, but he held her fast by the ankles, keeping her knees pressed apart so she was wide open to him. 
 
   Soon she was bucking beneath him, convulsing as though she wanted to throw him off, but still he held her there until she cried out and went limp. He moved up and rested his head on her stomach, feeling it rise and fall as her breathing returned to normal, closing his eyes as she raked her fingers across his scalp. When she reached down toward him, this time he gave in.
 
   Riley drew him into her holding him in place, her nails digging into his buttocks. As he began to move, slowly at first, she moved with him, her mouth against his neck, legs locked about his waist. He wasn’t just inside her, he was surrounded by her – he could taste her, smell the citrus scent of her hair, feel the smooth softness of her skin. In this place and time, there was nothing else. She was everything.
 
   Afterward, Riley lay on her side facing him, her eyes half-shut and heavy-lidded. Shawn reached out and traced a finger down the center of her forehead, along the bridge of her nose and over her lips. She opened them and pulled his finger into her mouth, sucking the tip for a moment before releasing it. His body responded immediately, even to this small gesture. She traced a raised scar on his arm and lifted her head for a moment to kiss its length.
 
   “What’re you up to tomorrow?” he asked. “I don’t have much time in town.”
 
   “Tomorrow morning I’m interviewing a very boring young man who works for the Queens Borough president and who wants to see his name in print, so he shares information he probably shouldn’t. What’re you doing later?”
 
   “Playing a show at the Mellon Arena.”
 
   “And yet all my friends say we have nothing in common,” Riley joked.
 
   “You tell all your friends about me?” Shawn asked.
 
   “Well. Tracy.”
 
   “But no one else.” 
 
   Riley shook her head. Shawn was surprised to feel a twinge of disappointment.
 
   “Nope. Unless you count my mother. But that’s just incidental.”
 
   “Incidental how?”
 
   “Incidental because really it’s just that I tell her everything about my life. And you’re part of my life.”
 
   “Am I?”
 
   “One of the best parts,” she said, moving closer.
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   Riley was gone when he opened his eyes the next morning. She never stayed. Work was generally her excuse but most often there was no reason, just her absence. They’d been up for much of the night, exploring each other and filling in the blanks since they’d last been together. Around three in the morning, Riley announced that she “needed” vanilla bean ice cream so there’d been a quick trip to a 24-hour grocery store. 
 
   When they returned to the hotel, she’d turned on MTV and danced around the room in her underwear to a Gwen Stefani music video, ice cream carton and spoon in hand. Shawn watched her, laughing until she collapsed into bed and he peeled away all traces of clothing so they were skin to skin once again. He fell asleep with her leg draped across his torso, her fingers tracing circles on the back of his neck.
 
   Now, the message light on the phone was glowing red and Shawn vaguely remembered the ringing sometime during the night, right after he’d let his mobile phone go unanswered. Only Brendan would be that persistent. He hauled himself out of bed and headed for the shower thinking of the mere six hours he had in New York before he would have to be on the way to Pittsburgh.  
 
   An hour later when he opened the door to his suite in answer to insistent knocking, Brendan was standing there, his face carefully devoid of expression
 
   “So how’s she doing?” he asked, taking a seat in front of the television and switching it on.
 
   “Do you care, or are you just trying to start some shit?” Shawn said.
 
   Brendan shrugged. “I like Riley. You know that.”
 
   “But? Just get it out of your system, man. We go through this every single time, so why make this trip any different?”Shawn said impassively.
 
   “It’s just . . . you’re K fucking Smooth, dawg. You know how many bitches are dying to get next to you?”
 
   “No,” Shawn said. “Tell me.”
 
   “A’ight. I forgot that this one subject is off limits,” Brendan held his hands up.  
 
   “So what we’re doing today again?”
 
   “KISS FM. That’s all we got time for.”
 
   “What time are we done?”
 
   “About one or so.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   Radio interviews were among the easiest, but also among the most tedious things he had to do for career maintenance. They were also essential. Currying favor with disc jockeys meant getting your music played, and there was no substitute for having the fans listen to you talk to someone just like them over the airwaves. Whenever he had a limited stop in a major city, Brendan would set up an appearance on the most popular hip-hop show in town.  
 
   Since New York set the tone for so many other markets, he had to be on his game here of all places. Good thing it was second nature for him now. He could give them the full K Smooth flavor without even thinking about it. And he definitely wasn’t thinking about it. He was thinking instead about his travel schedule. After Pittsburgh, all of the remaining cities were out west, and he wouldn’t be back on the East Coast until December. Damn near three months.  
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   “So what you do when you’re jus’ chillin’?” the fan on the phone was asking.  
 
   “That’s right,” the deejay chimed in. “What’s a multi-platinum recording artist do when he ain’t workin’?”
 
   Shawn began to answer when something caught his eye. An issue of Power to the People was sitting in front of one of the mikes. Without thinking he reached out to pick it up, and by then there had been four seconds of silence. A big no-no in radio.
 
   “I golf,” he ad-libbed.
 
   The deejay and sidekick roared.  
 
   “For real?” the fan asked, sounding skeptical.
 
   Shawn laughed. “I ain’ tryin’ to say I’m Tiger Woods or nuthin’ but, yeah. I golf.”
 
   “Charles Barkley golfs,” the sidekick said. “Hell, every Black man in America golfs nowadays, so that’s cool.”
 
   “Well, if K Smooth golfs, it’s definitely cool,” the deejay said.
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   “Golf,” Brendan said, as they exited the studio. “That’s some funny shit.”
 
   “Think of it this way. Now you’ll be fielding offers for me to be on the cover of Golf World magazine.”
 
   Brendan thought about it for a moment. “Could open up a completely new market for you.”
 
   Shawn glanced at the face of his cell phone. It was just after one o’clock, as Brendan had predicted.  
 
   “Let’s head downtown,” he said.
 
   “What for?”
 
   Shawn looked at Brendan, who was tapping out a text message. “Riley’s office.”
 
   He ignored Brendan’s obvious exasperation and opened the issue of Power to the People that he’d lifted from the radio station, flipping through until he found what he was looking for. There was a small thumbnail photo of her above her byline. Instead of the short curls she had now, her hair was in shoulder-length dreadlocks, and her face was slightly rounder. 
 
   The article was titled “Post-Racialism & Paradox.” Shawn read a random sentence: The very notion of a post-racial society is a paradox, presuming as it does that we must maintain race-consciousness if only for the purpose of denying its significance. 
 
   His eyebrows raised a fraction of an inch. He had never looked at any of her stuff before – hadn’t even read the article she wrote about him – and didn’t realize until this moment, just how out of step a piece on a hip-hop artist was with her usual work. 
 
   He looked up to see Brendan looking at him quizzically. 
 
   “You ready or what?”
 
   “Yeah.” Shawn rolled up the magazine and stuffed it into his back pocket.
 
   Twenty minutes later, they pulled up in front of her building and double-parked out front. Brendan immediately made use of the time to respond to email and Shawn punched out Riley’s number on his mobile. With midday traffic there was no telling how long it might take to get out to Long Island to the airstrip for the flight to Pittsburgh, so this would have to be quick.
 
   “C’mon down a sec,” he told her when she picked up.
 
   A couple minutes later Riley came bounding out of the building, her colorful scarf trailing behind her. She looked no worse for the wear, even after being up most of the night. After quickly scanning the vehicles at the curb, she spotted them in the rented SUV and drummed a quick beat on the passenger side window with her knuckles. Brendan released the locks, giving Shawn a weary look. When the door swung open, Riley climbed in and astride his lap. Before he could speak, she was kissing him and Shawn felt a gradual loss of tension that he hadn’t even known was there.  
 
   “I missed you,” she said as though they hadn’t just seen each other the previous evening.  
 
   Then she seemed to notice for the first time – but only peripherally – that Brendan was there as well and playfully punched him in the arm.  Shawn held her by the waist for a moment then ran his hands down over her hips, hoisting her up and pulling her closer.
 
   “Hey, hey,” Brendan protested. “You need some privacy or what, man?” 
 
   Riley laughed. “It’s just about lunch time,” she said. “You want to take me out?”
 
   “After Pittsburgh I’m going to L.A.,” he said ignoring her question. “Come with me.”
 
   Beside them, Brendan was suddenly very still.
 
   “You know I can’t,” she said, avoiding his gaze.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Shawn, I work. And besides, do you really want me hanging around all day while you work?”
 
   Actually, that didn’t sound bad at all.  
 
   “I thought so,” Riley said, misinterpreting his silence. “Why not just enjoy the times when we’re together like right now?” 
 
   “There is no ‘right now’ Riley. I have to jet in a couple minutes.”
 
   Brendan opened his door and slid out, shutting it quietly behind him.
 
   Riley looked away, reaching down to pull the magazine Shawn was now partially sitting on out of his back pocket.
 
   “Hate this picture,” she grimaced, noting that he’d folded it over at her feature. “So what did you think?”
 
   “I haven’t read it yet,” he admitted. 
 
   “Don’t get your expectations up. It isn’t my best work.” She tossed the magazine aside and focused fully on him once again.
 
   “Did you hear what I said? I’m leaving in a few minutes. I want you to come to L.A.,” he repeated.
 
   “Shawn,” she groaned.  
 
   “Oh yeah. I forgot about Brian. That’s what this is about, right? The other dude you’re fucking?”
 
   “Why are you being like this?” 
 
   She slid off his lap and into Brendan’s seat.  
 
   Because I don’t want you to be with anyone else, he thought.  
 
   Riley reached for the door. “Have a good trip, Shawn.”
 
   Before he could make himself respond, she had shut the car door and was on her way back into the building. She didn’t even look back.
 
   Brendan got in and looked at him. “What happened?”
 
   “Mind your business,” Shawn mumbled.
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   Pittsburgh wasn’t exactly a disaster, but it definitely wasn’t among the best shows he’d ever done either. When the lights went down, and he heard the crowd reacting to the light show and the bass beats, he just couldn’t make himself feel the energy. Then in the middle of his second set, he forgot the words to one of his rhymes. No one seemed to notice because the crowd was so loud. No one except for Brendan, who was standing just offstage, arms folded like a high school principal waiting to scold him for being late getting to class. 
 
   To make matters worse, at shows this size the front rows were almost always just industry people who were more interested in assessing the performance than enjoying the music. This time he was more irritated by it than usual and moved from one end of the stage to the next, avoiding front row center as much as possible. The lights, hot on his neck and back, the rattling vibration of the music in his chest, perspiration making the mike slick and difficult to hold – everything seemed off. 
 
   Shawn kept his eyes shut, moving to his own inner rhythm, increasing the intensity in his voice to compensate for the fact that he had already mentally moved beyond the show and was thinking about what he would do afterward. Tonight all the applause in the world wasn’t going to change that. When the lights finally went down, he left and didn’t return for an encore.
 
   Shawn showered backstage instead of waiting to get back to the suite as was his habit. He didn’t want to go back to the hotel. At least not alone. He would think too much and what good could come of that? 
 
   At least there was the reception and an after-party to go to. Brendan insisted on receptions after every show so he could rub elbows with local deejays, industry writers and fans and generally, he only had to do a walk-through. No one expected him to stick around, but sometimes there were reasons he wanted to. 
 
   Shawn had noticed her in the front row, sitting with a dude he recognized as an Arista executive and made the educated guess that she would be among the reception guests. She was, wearing jeans with a suit jacket as though she’d changed at work. Something about the way she watched him onstage made Shawn sure he could have her with minimal effort, which was good because he didn’t feel like working for it tonight.  
 
   As soon as he walked into the room, he spotted her with two men, all three of them holding glasses of champagne. Without bothering to check who else might need his attention, Shawn approached them.
 
   “I’m Shawn,” he said, extending a hand to the men first. “Glad you could make the show.”
 
   “Enjoyed it,” one of them said. “Glad we could be here.” As he spoke, he rested a hand on her back in a subtle indication of possession and she moved a fraction of an inch away from his touch. 
 
   Shawn smiled at her.
 
   “Glad you could make it,” he repeated, looking her directly in the eye.
 
   She smiled. “You’re a hell of a performer.”
 
   He shrugged, feigning modesty. “Well, it’s what I do.”
 
   “You do it well.” 
 
   His competition stepped forward again. “We’re from Arista, by the way. I’m Keith Mason, this is Lee Hadwell; and this is Stephanie Downing.”
 
   Shawn kept his gaze focused on Stephanie. She had a flawless complexion, the color of rich, dark chocolate and a mane of jet black hair that she’d swept back and up into a loose knot. When she smiled, she had a slight overbite, which turned him on for some reason. He assessed her figure unselfconsciously and smiled as she shifted her weight from one leg to the other, embarrassed by his frank stare.
 
   “So, what’s your interest in me?” he asked still looking directly at Stephanie.
 
   “Excuse me?” she said.
 
   “Arista Records,” Shawn said innocently. “What’s your interest?”
 
   “We’re always looking to expand our stable of artists,” Keith said, an edge to his voice. 
 
   “Then you should meet my manager,” Shawn said.  
 
   He looked around and quickly found Brendan, calling him over. Brendan sized up the situation in less than thirty seconds and immediately occupied Keith and Lee in conversation. Shawn turned his back to them, deftly separating Stephanie from the rest of her group.
 
   “You’re going to get me in trouble,” she said.
 
   “Only if you want me to.” 
 
   Shawn took two steps closer to her. To see Keith and Lee now, she would have to stand on her toes and peer over his shoulder. Stephanie took a swallow of her champagne and pursed her lips, still clearly unsettled by his gaze.
 
   “Well?” he asked.
 
   “Well, what?”
 
   “Do you want me to get you in trouble?”
 
   Her eyes rose to meet his.
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   Shawn rolled out of bed and stepped over the jeans Stephanie had shed on the floor nearby.
 
   “You do this all the time,” she said in a teasing sing-song voice as he walked away. “Convince women to do things against their better judgment.”
 
   “Not lately,” Shawn said truthfully, from the bathroom.
 
   “Well, you’re good at it. I can’t even believe I came up here with you.”
 
   They always said that.
 
   “I’ll probably get fired,” she continued. “But it was worth it.”
 
   Shawn rolled his eyes. He flushed and washed his hands, wondering how long it would be before he was alone. Fucking Stephanie had cleared his head, but now his uninterrupted thoughts would be welcome.
 
   “I have your latest CD. Haven’t listened to it, though.”
 
   “Maybe now you will.” 
 
   He found his boxers and pulled them on before sitting on the edge of the bed, searching the sheets for the remote.
 
   “Maybe I will.”  
 
   She was running her hands up and down his back in a way that should have been relaxing, but instead put him on edge. Shawn fought the urge to shrug away from her touch and stood, trying to seem casual about heading for the bar.
 
   “You want something?” he asked.
 
   “What’ve you got?”
 
   “Anything. Everything.”
 
   “Bombay Sapphire?”
 
   “Sure.” He poured them each a drink and sat next to her again.
 
   “Here’s to spontaneity,” she said.
 
   They clinked glasses and he finally found the remote, switching the TV on and finding ESPN.
 
   “Wow,” Stephanie said dryly.
 
   Shawn looked over his shoulder at her. She was reclining against the headboard and sipping from her glass.  
 
   “What?”
“I’ve had some dismissals in my time, but switching on a sports channel?  That’s got to be one of the all time most obvious.”
 
   Shawn didn’t deny it.
 
   “Why’d you invite me up here?” she asked. Despite what she’d said about being dismissed, she didn’t look too pressed about leaving.
 
   “Why do you think?” he asked.
 
   “Fair enough. But I mean, really. Didn’t you think beyond that? To this precise moment?”
 
   “I didn’t think you were expecting a slumber party.” 
 
   Stephanie laughed, sounding genuinely amused. She sat up, the sheets falling to her waist. She was really something to look at. Damn near perfect in fact, but now that he’d had her, she left him completely cold, and with no urge whatsoever to revisit the experience.
 
   “So what you’re saying is that most women leave without being asked to do so.”
 
   Shawn looked at her evenly.
 
   “Well I’m going to shower first. If you don’t mind.”
 
   “Knock yourself out,” Shawn said looking away once again.
 
   She padded to the bathroom naked and Shawn watched her progress, waiting for the sound of the water before punching out the number. He listened for the ring, not knowing for sure whether he was really going to go through with it. Apologies weren’t his thing. Never had to do much of it.
 
   Riley picked up on the third ring, sounding a little groggy as though about to drift off to sleep.
 
   “Hey,” he said. “It’s me.”
 
   “Hey you.” Her tone was wary. “What time is it?”
 
   “Late,” he said. “You alone?”
 
   “Yes, I’m alone.” 
 
   She said it as though it should have been obvious. Like there was no other possibility. He wished that were true, but her boyfriend had the right to call her up and be in her bed within the hour if he wanted. It was Shawn who was the interloper.  
 
   “How was the show?” she asked now.
 
   Shawn felt a twinge, thinking about the woman in his shower. 
 
   “It was a’ight,” he said softly. 
 
   “And how about you? How are you doing?”
 
   He’d woken her up past midnight after having insulted her just that afternoon and she wanted to know how he was doing.  
 
   “I’m good.”
 
   “I was planning to call you,” she said after a moment. “About L.A.”
 
   Shawn leaned back, waiting.  
 
   “I mean, I’ve never been to one of your shows. So maybe I could come out. For the show this weekend. If you want me.”
 
   “Yeah, I want you,” he said. “I’ll get B set things up. We can fly you in on Friday. Or Thursday night if  . . .”
 
   “Shawn. Stop,” she said. “I’m doing this, okay? I don’t need Brendan to set anything up. Just call me around Wednesday or so,” she said yawning. “I should have a more solid plan by then.”
 
   “I’ll call you tomorrow,” he said. “And look, about this afternoon . . .”
 
   “Forget it. You’ve been traveling a lot, you’re tired and cranky. I get it.”
 
   “Yeah, but  . . .”
 
   “No, really Shawn, forget it.”
 
   “Damn, can’t a brother apologize? I’m sorry. I was trippin’. I know if I heard anyone speak to you like I did today, I’d kick his ass.”
 
   “Apology accepted. Goodnight.”
 
   “Goodnight.”
 
   He looked up at the sound of someone clearing their throat just as he hung up. It was Stephanie, at the bathroom door, looking at him archly. 
 
   “That was quick,” he said.
 
   “Well, I figured I’d better hurry up and get out of here.  In case you wanted to, I don’t know, call your girlfriend or something.”
 
   “She isn’t my girlfriend,” Shawn said.
 
   “Yeah. Whatever.”
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   Dylan was a nineteen-year-old UCLA sophomore who wanted to be in the music business. A towheaded kid from Nebraska, he’d developed a love affair with hip-hop when he was thirteen and hadn’t recovered since. 
 
   It had been Brendan’s idea for Shawn to have a personal assistant on the West Coast and even though most of the time it was an annoyance trying to think of things for the kid to do, on this occasion, Shawn actually found him useful. A couple days ago, he’d given Dylan the task of finding every article Riley had ever written, including any she wrote before she started at Power to the People and damned if he didn’t come back with about ninety Xeroxed articles in a binder, organized by date, indexed and separated by color-coded tabs.
 
   “This is tight, Dylan,” Shawn said, flipping through the first few pages. “Thanks, man.”
 
   “No problem. I put a sticky on the one about you that she wrote last year,” Dylan pointed out. “I read some of it. She’s pretty good. But I guess it runs in the family or something.”
 
   Shawn looked up from the binder. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Lorna Terry’s her mother.” And when Shawn looked back at him blankly. “She’s one of the foremost radical feminist writers in the country. Maybe even the world. She’s a professor at Gilchrist College, in New York?”
 
   Radical feminist professor? Once in awhile Riley made references to her mother teaching but the picture Shawn had called to mind was of someone standing in front of a roomful of sixth graders, not this. Definitely not this. 
 
   Suddenly, so much about Riley came into focus; like the way she never seemed to want to take anything from him, no matter how small. She wouldn’t even let him order a car to wait for her since she insisted on skulking out of his hotel rooms at four-thirty in the morning. When he suggested it, it was the closest he’d ever seen her to annoyed.
 
   I don’t need any perks, thank you very much, she’d said. 
 
   What perks? I’m thinking about keeping you from getting mugged on the subway platform at five in the fucking morning, he’d retorted.
 
   Shawn, she said, in a tone that made it clear her answer was final. I think I’ve got this.
 
   She would never take anything material, but treated every one of his phone calls like a gift as though she never knew whether he would come back to her and was a little surprised when he did. It used to be that he was surprised too. He had access to some the most beautiful women out there and yet he was drawn over and over again to this cute, annoyingly independent hippie chick. He’d asked for Riley’s articles because he wanted to know more about her but information about her mother would probably tell him more than every single thing she wrote combined.      
 
   “I need a computer,” he said, almost to himself.
 
   “Do you know what kind you want? We could run over and get one,” Dylan suggested.
 
   Shawn considered for a moment. The chances that he could make his way unmolested through an electronics store, especially on the day of his show were slim to none. “If you went on your own how long will it take you to pick me out a high-end laptop?”
 
   “All the bells and whistles?”
 
   “Everything,” Shawn confirmed. “High-speed, lots of memory. The whole nine.”
 
   “Mac or PC?”
 
   “Whatever you think is best, man.”
 
   “I can head over to a place about four miles from here. Take me about an hour and a-half tops to bring you something back.”
 
   “Cool. And Dylan?”
 
   “Yes sir?”
 
   “I keep telling you, call me Shawn.”
 
   Dylan smiled, flipping his long, blonde hair out of his eyes. “Yes sir. I mean, Shawn.”
 
   “Pick yourself up something as well.”
 
   Dylan looked incredulous. “You mean . . .”
 
   “A computer. Yeah. In college you can always use a new computer, right?”
 
   “Yeah! Thank you so much.”
 
   “Don’t get happy. Just get back here before I have to leave for the show,” Shawn said reaching for his phone. “I’ll get B to hook you up with enough cash.  And don’t count it till you’re at the register. Wouldn’t want you getting robbed.”
 
    Kicking back and emptying his mind before the show at the Staples Center was about all he was supposed to be doing right now, but the binder full of Riley’s work lay open next to him. So he’d reached for it and began reading. It was just as he’d suspected. She wrote about politics and politicians, but her favorite theme was hypocrisy in all its forms. People who claimed to be one thing and were exposed as another. People who gained trust and then threw it away.  
 
   Riley had written all this. He knew she was smart and had imagined that she came from the kind of family that valued that kind of thing, but a mother who was known internationally as a thinker and writer was way more than he would have guessed at. 
 
   And now, the confirmation was in his hands that Riley herself pondered the world a lot more than he ever had. This pretty much sealed it. She was from the other Black America; the one he had glimpsed when he was growing up in DC but had never been a part of. The one that was populated by what seemed like mythical creatures straight out of the Cosby Show. 
 
   Shawn set the binder aside and lay back on the bed, strangely anxious and jumpy. It made sense now that there was someone else in her life. 
 
   Without ever having seen the dude, Shawn was sure he could describe him right down to the shoes on his feet. He would be a professional of some kind – a doctor, stockbroker or lawyer. Around the end of the year, he would show his commitment by taking Riley home with him for Thanksgiving to meet the family. He was the kind of brother who had a five-year plan for his life, because there had never been a time when he had to consider that he might not live that long.  
 
   No matter how many ways Shawn turned it over and over in his mind, the fact that she was in this little arrangement with him for this long didn’t make sense. Even though most women found him at least somewhat attractive, for the ones who were lawyers, bankers and professionals, he was their personal little adventure, like going on ghetto safari. 
 
   They got a thrill from visiting his world but most of them didn’t want to live there – they were always very clear about that unless they were gold-diggers. And Riley was no gold-digger. So maybe all he was to her was a nine-month adventure before she settled into the life she was meant to have.
 
   A series of rhythmic knocks on the door to the suite startled him into a sitting position. He swung his legs over the edge of the bed, annoyed. One of these days, he would have to tell B that he wasn’t a seventeen-year-old knucklehead anymore, and didn’t need someone to sit around and watch him, just to make sure he made it to his own concert. 
 
   The door swung open and it took him a few seconds to process the fact that it wasn’t Brendan but Riley standing there. There was no time to compose his features or pretend he was anything other than overjoyed to see her. She stood on her toes and wrapped her arms around his neck.
 
   “Surprise,” she said, so quietly it was practically a whisper. “We got an earlier flight.”
 
   Shawn lifted her off her feet and she wrapped her legs about his hips as he backed into the room. He was about to kick the door shut when he noticed someone standing a few feet away in the corridor, surveying them with open curiosity and a hint of something resembling disapproval. Her burnt sienna hair was almost shoulder-length and she had large liquid eyes, full lips and legs for days swathed in close-fitting dark jeans. Her hazel eyes met Shawn’s and she gave him a thin smile. Riley unwrapped herself from him and turned.
 
   “Shawn, this is Tracy,” she said.
 
   “Hey Tracy,” he held out a hand which she stepped forward to take it, barely holding his fingers before dropping them again.
 
   “Thanks for the upgrade,” she said.
 
   “Oh. Yeah. No problem.”  
 
   Shawn had instructed the hotel to automatically bump their booking to a suite on the same floor as his when they checked in.
 
   “That was sweet, thank you,” Riley echoed. 
 
   “Just want you to be comfortable,” he said, turning his attention to her again. 
 
   Riley was wearing black tights and a gray turtleneck, both garments more snug on her frame than he was accustomed to seeing. Shawn suspected that Tracy had had a hand in choosing the outfit. The only thing Riley would be concerned about on a six-hour plane ride was comfort but if Tracy’s meticulously composed exterior was any indication, she would be preoccupied with looking good and not having a traveling partner who might cramp her style.
 
   “So I’m not staying in here with you?” she asked, her voice low.
 
   Shawn looked at her. “You better.”
 
   Almost involuntarily, his eyes scanned Riley from head to toe once again. As always the pull toward her was overwhelming and this time all the more surprising since he’d just looked at Tracy and felt nothing like that, despite her obvious assets. Riley took one step closer to him so that they were less than a hair apart and her chest almost pressed against his. 
 
   “So, I just wanted to meet you and say thank you in person,” Tracy said from the hallway. “But I’ll leave you guys to it and go get rested up for later. If I don’t see you, Shawn, have a great show.”  
 
   She had a very slight Southern accent that he recognized as Buckhead bourgeois. She gave Riley a small wave before turning to head down the corridor.  
 
   This time Shawn did kick the door shut, and turned his full attention to his girl.
 
   “Go ahead and say it,” she coaxed. “I know what you’re thinking, and it’s perfectly fine.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Tracy. I know she’s beautiful. Lord knows, I’ve heard it from a million guys.”
 
   Shawn made a scoffing noise. “I didn’t notice.”
 
   “You’re a lousy liar, Shawn Gardner,” she said. 
 
   “Okay, so I noticed. But I didn’t care.”
 
   “Hey,” she said her voice suddenly more alert as she pulled away. “What’s this?”
 
   “What’s what?” Shawn said, pulling her back toward him.
 
   “This.” Riley twisted out of his arms once again and reached down to the bed.
 
   When Shawn looked around she was holding the binder Dylan had put together for him. Busted. It was open, and she must have caught sight of her own photo and byline.
 
   “That’s . . . something I had my intern put together,” he admitted.
 
   Riley sat on the bed and flipped through the pages as Shawn watched her, tensely awaiting her reaction. She stopped after a moment, her head down, and was so still that Shawn crouched next to her.
 
   “I was just trying to . . .” He tipped her chin up and completely lost his train of thought when he saw her face.
 
   “God, I’d forgotten about some of these,” she said almost to herself.
 
   He expected suspicion, or if she misinterpreted what he was trying to do, maybe even anger. Instead, she drew in her lower lip and for a second he thought there might actually be tears pooled in her eyes.
 
   “You wanted to read all my stuff?” she said.  
 
   “Yeah,” he said slowly.  “I just thought that . . .”
 
   But he didn’t get to finish, because she shut him up with a kiss.
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   Riley was still sleeping when he had to drag himself out of bed to head over to the arena. Lying on her side, head tilted back, she was snoring softly. Shawn forced himself to walk away from her and hit the shower. This was the first time he could remember leaving her in bed rather than the other way around. He wouldn’t mind this arrangement if he could be sure she would always be there when he got back. 
 
   He stopped himself mid-thought and got ready as quickly as he could. If he wanted the show to go well, he would have to clear his mind, even of thoughts of her. The Staples Center was the one of his biggest venues and there were lots of cues that he had to remember for the show to go off without a hitch. 
 
   He would spend the next two hours on sound check and a final rehearsal and only get a breather when his opening act was on. If you could call it a breather. In reality, that was when his adrenaline began to flow, as he listened to the music and the crowd and saw the flashing lights.  
 
   Brendan was in the lobby when he got downstairs, impatiently flipping through a magazine.
 
   “You’re late, man,” he said.
 
   “Then why we standing here for?” Shawn said good-naturedly. “Let’s roll, dawg.”
 
   “So I guess Riley made it in alright?” Brendan asked as they pulled away from the hotel. “You got your fix?”
 
   “Shut up, man.”
 
   “You want me to send a car for her or what?”
 
   “Yeah. But make sure you call her first. Oh, and she’s got a friend with her too.”
 
   “Oh yeah?” Brendan looked interested now.
 
   “Exactly your type.”
 
   “Sounding better every second. What’s her name?”
 
   “Tracy. A little stuck up, but you like that shit.”
 
   Brendan laughed. “Riley ain’t exactly from ‘round the way either, Shawn.”
 
   Shawn nodded. “True, but wherever she’s from, ain’t another like her.”
 
   “Whoa,” Brendan said. “Ain’t another like . . ? This is starting to sound like something more than a piece of New York booty to me.”
 
   “Watch your mouth, man.”
 
   Brendan looked at him, serious now. “Shawn, you’re the one who told me she’s got somebody. I mean, this is just a little something-something. Right?”
 
   “I don’t know,” he said, almost to himself. “I don’t know what it is.”
 
    
 
   g
 
    
 
   That the show was sold out was no surprise but Riley hadn’t been prepared for the all-out exuberance of the crowd. Teenagers were there of course, but also men and women that looked to be in their late-forties, all of them practically vibrating with excitement. Shawn had offered her and Tracy a spot backstage, but she wanted to experience it the way everyone else did.  A car had picked them up at the hotel as soon as they arrived at the arena they were ushered to seats that gave them an enviable view of center stage. Riley hadn’t heard from Shawn since he left her asleep in his suite that afternoon and hadn’t expected to. He’d once told her that when he was getting ready for a show, he had to get into what he called ‘The Zone’, emptying his mind completely of everything other than the music and what he had to do.  
 
   Like a boxer? she’d asked, teasing him.  
 
   And he grinned at her for just a flash then grew serious. 
 
   Yeah, he said, as though he hadn’t thought about it before. Exactly like a boxer.
 
   The stage was much larger than she expected, with complicated scaffolding and lighting set up on either side. She’d been to concerts before of course, but never with seats this good. From this vantage point, the scale and scope of what went into the production was difficult to ignore. When she looked over her shoulder, Riley was staggered by the sight of the full house. Some people were so far away from the stage, they were practically specks in the distance. And yet they still wanted to be here to see Shawn perform live.
 
   “This is insane,” Tracy said, as though she’d read her mind.  
 
   A live band played as even more people came streaming in, and gradually the tempo grew more and more urgent. Then unexpectedly and abruptly, it stopped altogether and the stage went completely black. Lights flashed and popped onstage and overhead, creating the illusion of fireworks, and the audience screamed, beginning a chant for K Smooth. When the music began again, this time it with a deep bass beat, followed by the opening chords of a song that Riley was not familiar with. Two young men came out, introduced by a disembodied voice as “Glock, the hottest new artists on the hop-hop scene.”
 
   Their lyrics were rough and rage-filled, raw and mesmerizing. Even Tracy, who didn’t like just about any rap music, was moving to the beat. They looked so young; too young to be this angry, or this talented. Soon they were both sweating, and beginning to sound slightly hoarse, but by the time they were done, the crowd had been whipped into the appropriate state of frenzy and was even more insistent in their demand for K Smooth. 
 
   Pyrotechnics were followed by a sudden silence as the stage went completely dark once again. The crowd seemed to hold their collective breaths. This time it was a beat everyone in the audience knew and they screamed in recognition. And then as if out of nowhere, there was Shawn.
 
   He strode onstage, his head defiantly cocked to one side and chin pointing in the direction of the audience. He stood there for a moment, soaking in their adulation before raising the mike to his lips. Just that gesture was enough to trigger the screams and whistles once again. For a moment, he turned away from the audience and spoke to his sound crew. There was silence, and when he faced them once again, he was grinning from ear to ear. The women in the audience shrieked their appreciation as a close-up of his face was projected at them from the JumboTron.
 
   “You ready to do this?” he said, and the music began again.
 
    He swayed to the music, one hand holding the waistband of his jeans. They were baggy but not ridiculously so; they sagged in the seat and puddled about his ankles. With the jeans, he wore a plain red shirt with a dark knit cap pulled down over his head, so low it almost covered his eyebrows. He paced the stage, swaying back and forth as he rhymed, face hard and focused, voice strong and deep. As he disappeared into the music, he gestured with one hand, the other gripping the microphone. 
 
   Shawn often closed his eyes, and threw his head back, as though he was alone. She could see it; what he’d talked about – he was definitely in a Zone and the crowd loved it. They didn’t allow him to get through a single rhyme without joining in. He paced the breadth of the stage with what seemed like impossible stamina, his voice always strong, always insistent. 
 
   Twenty minutes in and he was perspiring heavily, finally removing his shirt and hat, much to the delight of the women in the crowd. When he turned away for a moment, the camera zeroed in on his back muscles, capitalizing on the audience response, and Riley spotted the deep red welt, a scratch across his back. She’d made the mark just this afternoon. Seeing it magnified up there on the enormous monitor caused an unfamiliar and profound wave of possessiveness to course through her.  
 
   About three songs in, he spotted her in the front row and Riley noted a change in his eyes and around his mouth that would have been barely perceptible to anyone else, like the beginnings of a smile that he didn’t allow himself to complete. 
 
   He walked across the stage until he was standing just above her and as he rapped, not missing a beat; he stared directly into her eyes. Then he moved to the other end of the stage, belonging to everyone else once again.
 
   When he was done, he smashed the mike onstage in his signature K Smooth move, and was gone. The audience kept cheering long after he was gone. By the time the music stopped, Riley had to remind herself to breathe. He was more than a good performer, he was a powerhouse. She didn’t have time to turn to Tracy for her reaction because as soon as the last chord was struck, an usher had come to lead them backstage, bypassing the crowds and public exits. It seemed like only minutes had gone by since they’d gotten there, but Riley saw now that it had been more than two and a half hours.
 
   “How’d you like the show?” 
 
   Brendan was walking toward them and to his credit he only missed half a step when he caught sight of Tracy. 
 
   “Brendan, Tracy,” Riley said, quickly getting the introduction out of the way.  
 
   As they exchanged pleasantries, she looked behind him toward the dressing rooms where dancers were coming down from the high of being onstage, talking and laughing among themselves.
 
   “The reception’s just around the corner,” Brendan was saying. “He’ll meet us there.”
 
   “Oh. Okay. Let’s go then,” Riley said.
 
   Brendan laughed at her obvious eagerness. “It’ll take him a little while to get ready, but yeah, let’s head on over.” 
 
   At least a hundred people were at the reception, and it was clear to Riley from the moment they walked in that it would be work for Shawn, just as surely as attending a press conference was work for her. Brendan set them up with drinks and then worked the room, greeting executives, fans and other celebrities. 
 
   Shawn showed up about forty minutes in, looking like he’d taken a shower, wearing faded jeans and an L.A. Lakers jersey over a crisp white long-sleeved t-shirt. Riley watched as he flashed smiles at everyone who approached him, but he was distracted and his eyes scanned the room even as he tried to pay attention to the conversations he was having. He was looking for her. 
 
   And when he finally spotted her, he barely excused himself before walking away mid-conversation with a woman holding a champagne flute. Riley met him halfway and he stopped a couple feet away, taking her in with his eyes before finally pulling her into a hug and pressing his lips briefly to her forehead.
 
   “Now I see what all the fuss is about,” she said from the enclosure of his arms. “You’re pretty incredible when you’re up there.”
 
   “Just when I’m up there?” he asked, teasing.
 
   “No. You’re always incredible. But when you’re up there, you’re really incredible.”
 
   “Thanks,” he said. 
 
   She’d expected some of the brash, over-confidence that the public was used to seeing but he just seemed happy she’d liked it. And if she didn’t know better, she thought he might even have blushed a little bit.
 
   “I need to go talk to some people for a little while,” he said quietly. “You’ll be okay for a few minutes?”
 
   “I’m fine,” she said. “You go do your thing.”
 
   “It won’t take too long.” Then he turned to Tracy. “Enjoyed the show?”
 
   “It was great,” she said coolly. “Much better than I expected.”
 
   Shawn laughed as he walked away. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”
 
   Riley turned and shot her a look.
 
   “What?” Tracy feigned innocence. “It’s true. It was better than I expected.”
 
   “Tracy. He’s been nothing but nice to you.”
 
   “I don’t care how nice he is to me. How he treats you is what matters.” Tracy seemed to think about what she’d said for a moment. “Okay, fine. So that look on his face when he saw you outside his hotel room cannot be faked. I’ll give you that.”
 
   “So then be nice,” Riley warned.
 
   “I am just dying to see how you resolve this,” Tracy shook her head, taking a sip of her wine.
 
   Riley looked across the room where Shawn was talking to the two young performers who had opened for him.  
 
   “There’s nothing to resolve,” she said lightly. “Shawn and Brian are two completely different people who each bring something unique to my life.”
 
   “Putting aside for the moment that that’s your mother, the polyamorous feminist theorist, speaking and not you?” Tracy said. “I’ll tell you why you have to resolve it, Riley. You’re lying to Brian, who we both know deserves more than that. And besides; will you look at that man?” 
 
   Riley looked. Shawn was working the crowd with his usual quiet, commanding brand of self-confidence.  
 
   “Seriously. Does he look like someone who shares?”
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   When Shawn had done his rounds, Brendan quietly spirited them out a side door and down a corridor that led outside. A black SUV with tinted windows was waiting for them and they all piled in. The driver stared straight ahead, not once looking over his shoulder even to see who was in the backseat. Brendan rode up front and instructed him to take them to the Millennium Biltmore. 
 
   Once there, he led them inside to a modern lounge-style Japanese restaurant for a late sushi dinner. The maître d showed them to private table in the rear near the kitchen and within moments the sommelier brought over bottle of champagne. Shawn glanced at the label nodding his assent. Then he reached for Riley across the table. Brendan’s eyes fell to their joined hands for a fraction of a second before he looked discreetly away.
 
   “So are there clubs we could go to tonight?” Tracy asked. “I’ve only ever been to L.A. for work so I’d love to see what all the fuss is about.”
 
   “We can show you what all the fuss is about,” Brendan promised. “The question is can you hang?”
 
    “Oh, I can hang,” Tracy said.
 
   “How ‘bout you? You feel like going to a club?” Shawn asked leaning in closer to Riley.
 
   “Whatever you would normally do.”
 
   Brendan laughed. “Oh, we couldn’t take you along for what we normally do,” he said.
 
   Shawn gave him a look. “We could hang out for a couple hours and then head back to the hotel,” he said to Riley.
 
   As far as she was concerned they could skip the club altogether, but there was Tracy to entertain. Under the table, Shawn was bouncing his leg up and down. He was still coming down from the high of the show and had excess energy not yet expended. He fidgeted with her hand, turning it over, looking at his fingers intertwined with hers, then idly traced circles in her palm while glancing at the menu. Riley smiled and pulled away, gently placing her hand over his and just like that, he was still. 
 
   “Where are you guys headed after this?” Tracy asked.
 
   “Seattle.” Shawn didn’t look up, still studying the menu.  
 
   “Big hip-hop following in Seattle?” Tracy asked, taking a sip of her champagne.
 
    “Haven’t you heard?” Shawn said evenly. “There’s a big hip-hop following everywhere.”
 
   Riley stifled a smile.
 
   After two bottles of champagne were done and they’d made their way through what seemed like dozens of rolls of sushi, Riley was actually looking forward to the club. The drinks had loosened everyone up and Tracy even seemed to have lost interest in picking on Shawn. Instead, she was engaging in a little tipsy flirtation with Brendan who was eating up every moment of it.
 
    When they pulled up in front of the club, there was a huge crowd and paparazzi snapping pictures of anyone even marginally famous as they went in.  
 
   “Pull around to the side, man.” Shawn tapped the driver on his shoulder.
 
   “Why?” Tracy asked. “Then we won’t get the full on L.A. vibe.”
 
   “Pull around to the side,” Shawn insisted.
 
   The driver maneuvered the SUV around the corner and into an alleyway. After Brendan made a quick call, someone came out of a door obscured by darkness to usher them in. 
 
   In no time they were seated in a semi-private area of the exclusive nightclub, sipping drinks and watching L.A.’s glitterati at play. Riley had never seen so many beautiful women in one place before – not even in Manhattan where beautiful people seemed to sprout from the sidewalks. In her jeans and black top, she must look positively dowdy next to them. 
 
   To make matters worse, Shawn was suddenly keeping his distance, sitting at the other end of the sofa, his head bopping to the music. Riley watched him for a few moments out of the corner of her eye, but he seemed oblivious to the women who walked by their cordoned off VIP section, just happening to slow down, flip their hair or drop something precisely as they entered his line of sight. This was probably his standard nightclub experience. Riley leaned back and exhaled sharply. 
 
   Of course it was; he was a rap star.
 
   His fame and all that came along with it had always seemed so far removed from what went on between them in the quiet, dark hotel suites. In those rooms, there was just the two of them – Shawn’s hand on her face, her lips on his and the rest of the world ceased to exist. 
 
   But here, it was being thrust into their faces and though he seemed perfectly capable of ignoring it, she was not. Watching the parade of women walk by making eyes in his direction, Riley felt a strange hot ball form in the pit of her stomach and rise into her chest. 
 
   “Tracy,” she leaned over toward her friend. “Let’s go dance.”
 
   Tracy shrugged and tossed her purse aside, getting up and reaching out to hold her hand. Riley allowed herself to be dragged onto the dance floor where they spun and moved together, the way they had when they were in college and date-less at a party. 
 
   Tracy’s head was thrown back, her eyes closed as she disappeared in the music. Riley did the same, turning herself completely over to the beat. After sometime, she didn’t even notice when, two guys joined them. They were clearly way too young, but it was a welcome distraction. The one dancing with her kept trying to pull her closer and she moved deftly out of his reach, smiling at him so as not to hurt his feelings. At a lull in the music, he leaned in and spoke in her ear.
 
   “Can I buy you a drink?”
 
   “No thanks,” she shouted back. “I’m good.”
 
   “You sure?  You look thirsty.”
 
   Riley laughed. “Ok, buy me a drink,” she capitulated.
 
   Tracy motioned that she was going to sit and Riley waved at her. She would stay put and dance until she was exhausted, or until it was time to go, whichever came first. It was hard to maintain a coherent thought while she was dancing, and that was just what she needed right now. Her mother was always telling her she lived in her head too much, and it was true. 
 
   Even now, she was thinking ahead to Sunday when she would leave L.A. and Shawn. For the first time since they’d been together, she was finding herself preoccupied with what happened when she wasn’t around. Thank God, she had plans for dinner with Brian to take her mind off things. She would be way too distracted to think about Shawn on the road being deluged by offers from women far more attractive than she was. But Brian – and New York – seemed so far away right now. 
 
   While she was daydreaming, her young dance partner had returned with two drinks in hand. She took one and smiled at him. It looked very sweet, like something she probably wouldn’t have ordered herself. Just as she’d made up her mind to take an exploratory sip, Shawn was there and took it from her, putting the drink on the tray of a passing server. Before he turned and pulled her away, he leaned in to say something to the guy she’d been dancing with. Whatever it was, the guy took off toward the other end of the club.
 
   Riley looked up at him quizzically.
 
   “Why are you taking drinks from some dude you don’t even know?” he said, his lips pressed against her ear.  
 
   Riley rolled her eyes. “Just a harmless kid.”
 
   He led her off the dance floor and over to a quieter corner, standing so that his back was to the room and he was blocking both her view and access to the rest of the club.
 
   “How do you know he’s harmless? He would’ve had his hands on your ass a few minutes after you had that drink. He might have slipped you something.”
 
   “What did you say to him just now?” she asked. “I hope you weren’t rude.”
 
   “I told him to please get the fuck out of your face, so no, I wasn’t rude,” Shawn said.  
 
   “You’re not turning into that guy are you? You know the one who flips out when his girl talks to anyone else, or dances with anyone else?” Riley looked up at him. 
 
   She was only half joking. Neither of them knew the rules of engagement when they were out together at places like this. In New York, except for the occasional meal at a restaurant, all their time was spent alone together.
 
   “No. I’m not that guy who doesn’t want his girl talking to anybody or dancing with anybody but him.”
 
   Riley nodded, keeping her eyes fixed on his, waiting for him to finish his thought.
 
   “But the fucked up thing is, you’re not my girl, Riley. I don’t even have a right to let it bother me. Shit, I’m the dude you’re sneaking around with. And that’s all I am.”
 
   Riley shook her head.  “That’s not true.”
 
   “If it’s not true, how come you didn’t stop me when I told the driver to pull around back? You didn’t want Brian seeing pictures of you and me together. Just admit it.”
 
   Riley looked at him, incredulous. “That was your idea. I had no clue why you were doing that.”
 
   But even as she said it, she knew it wasn’t precisely true. She’d had an inkling that Shawn had been protecting her anonymity and she’d let him do it. She’d been relieved that he had, unlikely as it was that Brian would ever happen to see a photo of them together, even if one were to wind up in a tabloid someplace.
 
   Shawn shook his head. “I might as well be some guy climbing out of your window late at night. What we do is no different from that.”
 
   “And that bothers you all of a sudden?” she demanded. 
 
   “What bothers me is that every dude in here has as much right to step to you as I do. No matter how many times we’ve been together, that never changes. You’re with somebody else.”
 
   “But not tonight. Not this weekend. I’m here with you Shawn.” 
 
   “What did you tell him anyway, about this weekend?”
 
   “That I was going to L.A. to see a friend.”
 
   “A friend,” he repeated. “That’s what we are, you and me? Friends?”
 
   “Yeah. Sure, there’s more to it than that, but . . .” she trailed off into silence.
 
   “Exactly how many of your friends are you fucking, Riley?”
 
   “Just stop,” she said, holding up a hand. “You wanted me here and so I came. I don’t understand why you’re picking a fight with me. Nothing’s different except the geography.”  
 
   “Maybe that’s the fucking problem,” Shawn said.
 
   Then he was gone.
 
   The sudden absence of his body heat caused her to shudder. A moment later Tracy was standing in front of her.
 
   “What the hell just happened?”
 
   Riley shook her head. “I don’t know anymore. Look, let’s just go, okay?”
 
   Tracy’s eyes were wide. She didn’t protest, as Riley expected she would. “Okay. Sure. Let me get Brendan.”
 
   “No, we’re taking a cab.” Riley pushed past her and toward the exit.
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   When Riley finally emerged from the mass of blankets and sheets on Saturday, it was well past noon, and Tracy was coming in from what was apparently a very fruitful shopping trip.
 
   “I just saw Colin Farrell on Robertson Boulevard,” she said tossing her shopping bags in a corner and yanking aside the drapes. “And I swear to God he gave me a second look.”
 
   “How exciting,” Riley said, her voice croaking. “Wait. How’d you get to Robertson Boulevard?”
 
   “Brendan. And no, Shawn was not with us.” Tracy sat on the edge of the bed. “Let’s go grab something to eat, okay? He’s not essential to your having a good time, Riley.”
 
   “I know that,” she said impatiently. “But I came here to spend time with him.”
 
   “And evidently he would rather act a fool. So what’re you going to do about it? Curl up in a ball and mope? We have all of today and tonight. We can still have fun this weekend.”
 
   “You’re right.” Riley rolled over onto her back and kicked her legs free of the covers. “I’ll be ready in a half hour.”
 
   Tracy leaned over and smoothed her hair, just as she got up to head for the shower.
 
   “Riley,” she said. “You’re going to have to consider whether you might not be in over your head here.”
 
   They rented a car and went to Griffith Park, the Hollywood Walk of Fame, and the L.A. Farmers Market where Riley picked up a couple of tchotkes and a t-shirt for Brian. 
 
   Just before sundown they ended up at Venice Beach and ate hot dogs while standing around watching bodybuilders flex and preen for out-of-towners. 
 
   Tracy kept up a steady stream of chatter, transparently trying to help her stave off the funk that she was barely holding at bay. They would be on a plane early tomorrow afternoon and back in New York in time to get a few hours in preparing for work on Monday. She tried not to think about the expanse of time that would follow, during which she would not see Shawn at all. She tossed the butt of her hot-dog bun onto the sand for the seagulls and watched the sun set.
 
   Before heading back, they stopped at a sidewalk café and Riley people-watched while Tracy went inside to order their drinks. There was a warm breeze, making her feel sleepy and mellow. She wondered what Shawn was doing and whether he was thinking about her. Fighting with him was so unfamiliar and uncomfortable she almost didn’t know how to be angry with him. But over the last couple of months, there was no denying that something had changed, and he at least, seemed to have no problem getting angry with her.
 
   In her mind, Riley carried pictures of people who were important to her. Usually, there was one image, one that gave reason to how she felt about them. With her mother, it was of a Saturday afternoon when she was still a senior in high school. It had been a stressful time because Lorna was behind on a book deadline and up for tenure. But still, there was no trace of that strain as they sat together, mother and daughter, cross-legged on the floor of their living room, eating strawberries and cream, arguing good-naturedly about Nella Larsen’s tragic mulatto novellas. 
 
   With Tracy it was of the night in college when they’d both spotted Riley’s freshman year boyfriend kissing some other girl at an off-campus party. Tracy had held Riley’s head in her lap and stroked her hair, staying up with her all night while she cried like it was the end of the world. With Brian, the picture was of him playing soccer and looking over at her in the stands like a kid seeking his parents’ approval when he scored the winning goal. 
 
   But Shawn; with Shawn, the pictures she carried in her mind were numerous. It seemed as though every time she saw him, she added another. Like the look on his face when he opened the door to his suite yesterday afternoon. His face was so open and so joyful for just that split second; and her heart went ‘click’ – another image too precious to forget.
 
   “Coffee for the morose lady in white,” Tracy said as she sat, sliding Riley’s cup toward her.
 
   Riley smiled. “I had a good time today, actually.”
 
   Tracy nodded. “I know. But not as good as it could have been.”
 
   “Well, nothing is ever as good as it could have been,” Riley said.
 
   Tracy sipped her tea. “If I went around thinking like that, I would have killed myself a long time ago.”
 
    
 
   It was almost eight-thirty when they straggled back to the hotel, carrying their spoils; Tracy walking barefoot, high-heeled sandals in hand.
 
   “Now I feel comfortable saying that I saw L.A.,” she said, as they rode up on the elevator.
 
   Riley looked at her. “Thank you,” she said. “For today.”
 
   Tracy nudged her affectionately. “I know you would do the same for me.”
 
   “Don’t be so sure,” Riley looked at her. “I know I wasn’t exactly the best company.”
 
   “Let’s go out for a crazy-expensive dinner,” Tracy suggested.
 
   Riley manufactured a smile. “Only if it’s at least four courses and at least one of them involves chocolate.”
 
   “I’m sure we can manage that.”
 
   The first thing Riley noticed when they got to the suite was the absence of a message light on the bedside phone. And her cell phone had remained reproachfully silent all afternoon. Shawn had allowed the entire day go by without trying to contact her, even though she’d flown six hours to see him.
 
   Who did he think he was?
 
   It wasn’t as though she didn’t have other options. She could just as easily have stayed in New York and had a perfectly pleasant, uncomplicated weekend with someone who was completely into her and didn’t have crazy-ass mood swings.
 
   “I’ve got first on the shower,” she told Tracy, flinging her bags aside.
 
   Riley adjusted the water so that it was as hot as she could stand it and washed her hair with the harsh, too-fragrant hotel shampoo. This trip had been a bad idea to begin with. Whatever it was she had with Shawn clearly only survived on the island of Manhattan. Tracy had been right all along – she and Shawn were completely wrong for each other and this could only end badly if they continued. 
 
   As it was, she was getting too attached. Watching him walk away from her in the club, she’d felt a split second of sheer panic, experiencing in that moment what it would be like when he walked away for good. And it was inevitable that he would. She was a phase with him, like many others before her, she was sure. They had amazing chemistry and for the moment, he couldn’t get enough of her but that kind of connection didn’t last, especially not for guys in his business. And when it was over, really over, she would  . . . she didn’t know what she would do. That was the problem. What she had with Brian was comfortable, so why mess that up?
 
   So this little spat with Shawn was a good thing, really. Maybe she wasn’t in so deep right now and could go back to New York and let it die a natural death. He would be on the West Coast for a long enough time for her to get over him. 
 
   And then maybe things with Brian would develop the way they were supposed to. If she was honest with herself she would admit that they couldn’t move forward with Shawn in the picture. There was always part of her that was torn and held apart. 
 
   By the time her shower was done and she stood in front of the mirror putting on moisturizer, she almost felt good about her decision. So that was that. This thing with Shawn had been destined to end at some point, and now it would. On her terms.
 
   Then she opened the bathroom door.
 
   Shawn was sitting on her bed, wearing gray sweatpants and a white t-shirt with a red fitted baseball cap turned to the side. In an instant, all her resolutions dissolved. He looked so ridiculously good it only pissed her off all over again.
 
   “Hey,” he said. 
 
   Riley stood stock still with the towel wrapped loosely about her. Tracy was standing silent nearby, obviously trying to read her expression.
 
   “What are you doing here?” she asked, grateful that her voice didn’t quaver.
 
   Shawn stood and advanced toward her, his gaze fixed on her face. With each step he took, she took corresponding steps backward until there was nowhere to go and her back was literally against the wall. 
 
   “I had a teacher in the seventh grade,” he said, leaning in so that his forehead was touching hers. “He used to say, ‘manage your expectations and you’ll manage your emotions.’ I haven’t been managing either.”
 
   “No, you haven’t,” she agreed.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said simply.
 
   His kiss was feather-light at first, and then it deepened. Riley reached up and put her arms about him. When Shawn turned his head so that his mouth was instead on her neck, she reluctantly pushed him away, grabbing her towel just before it hit the floor. Over his shoulder Riley caught sight of the weary resignation on Tracy’s face. 
 
   “Is Brendan around for dinner?” she asked.
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   Shawn looked over at Riley, on her stomach, stretched naked across the bed at his feet, her face resting on a pillow. She sighed.
 
   “I’m hungry,” she said raising her head suddenly, as though she’d just identified the solution to a long-perplexing problem.
 
   “Let’s order something then.” He reached for the menu in the side-table drawer and flipped it open.
 
   “I feel awful about ditching Tracy,” she said.  
 
   “She’s a’ight. Brendan will take care of her.”
 
   “Not sure I like the sound of that,” Riley murmured.
 
   She reached for the remote, switching channels until she found the news and was suddenly absorbed by television, watching with one leg raised, swinging it back and forth. Shawn traced a finger along her calf and tugged the sheets so that she slid toward him and her left leg was resting against his. She turned to smile at him briefly over her shoulder and caught sight of the computer in the corner.
 
   “What’s with the laptop?” she asked.
 
   Shawn followed her gaze to where he’d propped it, still in the box. He’d forgotten all about his plans to look up Riley’s mother. When she was back in New York, he would revive that little project.
 
   “I thought I should have one,” he said vaguely.
 
   “That’s a pretty serious piece of hardware. Are you hacking into NASA or something?”
 
   “You want it?” he asked.
 
   Riley looked at him. “No I don’t want it. Will you stop?”
 
   “Stop what?”
 
   “Why do you keep thinking you have to give me stuff?”
 
   “I don’t think I have to give you stuff. I want to give you stuff.”
 
   “I don’t see the difference.” She sat up and took the menu from him. “Anyway let’s get this show on the road. I’m starving.”
 
   They ordered lobster, sirloins, Cobb salad and chocolate cake with a bottle of cabernet sauvignon from room service, promising a substantial tip for express service. 
 
   While they waited they got going again, Shawn rolling over onto his back and pulling Riley along so that she was astride him. Hands on her hips, he watched as she moved, eyes closed, lips slightly parted, and neck arched backward. Watching her like this usually got him there quicker, but not this time. She moaned quietly and her breathing and movements quickened, and Shawn could feel deep inside her, as she pulsated, gripping and releasing him. He closed his eyes and tried not to think, until finally she climaxed, collapsing on his chest, her head resting just beneath his chin. 
 
   “You okay?” she asked, her breathing still uneven. “You didn’t . . .”
 
   “No,” he said.
 
   “Well then let me help you with that.” 
 
   She smiled naughtily and raised herself off him sliding down, taking him in her hands. While he’d watched her move, a small, cynical part of Shawn had wondered if she made the same noises and faces with Brian. And just the idea that she’d done to Brian what she was about to do to him  . . . Shawn bit down hard on his lower lip to repel the thought which felt exactly like a knee to the gut. 
 
   None of the usual distractions worked to keep his mind off her when they were apart, but he’d grown accustomed to that long ago. Now he realized he couldn’t keep his mind off her even when they were together. Difference was, when he didn’t have to wonder where she was in the moment, he wondered instead about where she had been.
 
   “Let’s get married,” he said, just as she lowered her head.
 
   The words came far more easily than he expected. It was something he’d been thinking about without admitting it to himself until yesterday; something that had been nestling in the back of his mind for weeks.
 
   Riley froze and then all of sudden she had rolled free of him and was sitting up, in stunned disbelief.
 
   “What did you say?”
 
   “I said, let’s get married,” Shawn repeated.
 
   “Are you serious?”
 
   “Look at me,” he said. “Do I look like I’m joking?”
 
   Riley studied his face for a few moments, eyes wide. Finally convinced that it was not a ruse, she heaved a deep sigh.
 
   “Why, Shawn? Because you think then you’ll own me?” she said. “I’ll have to come whenever you call? And you won’t have to worry about competing with Brian anymore?”
 
   She was pissed, he realized with surprise. 
 
   Of all the emotions in the range of human experience, this was furthest from what he might have expected. He’d never even come close to asking someone to marry him before, never for a single, solitary moment even considered it. And here she was, acting like he’d asked her to turn tricks on the corner or something.
 
   A few short raps on the door caused them both to look up. Shawn stood and pulled on his sweats, waiting for Riley to pull his shirt over her head before he opened the door.
 
   They stared at each other tensely as the servers set up the food in the living room, and Shawn absently signed the slip, ushering them quickly out the door, while Riley stood by, motionless.
 
   “Let’s eat,” he said.
 
   Riley seemed to contemplate for a moment until her hunger won out. She sat at the table, uncovering her cutlery methodically, barely looking up. Her brow was furrowed, her lips pursed. 
 
   Shawn joined her and began on one of the lobster tails, waiting for her to speak first. Several minutes passed as they ate in silence. Riley slowly and methodically cut her steak into several small, symmetrical pieces, still not looking at him.
 
   On the trip before the last one when they’d fought about her coming out to L.A., he was in the middle of prepping to go to Europe for shows in London and Paris. For weeks he’d walked around pissed and difficult to work with, not even knowing why. Then one night while listening to Riley on the phone describing with amusement, a run-in she’d had with someone in the Mayor’s office, it hit him. It was the thought of being so far away, in such a different time zone from her and for so long that had gotten under his skin. Being away from her at all was growing a lot more difficult than he expected. 
 
   Prep meetings and rehearsals on the West Coast didn’t leave him much time to fly to New York but he’d strong-armed Brendan into making it happen anyway. One night. That was all the time he could spare. Riley had a work event, something she couldn’t miss. So they made plans for him to pick her up there when she was done. 
 
   Shawn had pulled up in front of the restaurant at the appointed time, just as Riley emerged from building. She was wearing a short skirt, which she seldom did. With it she had on a red turtleneck, black opaque tights and those boots of hers. Still, she’d looked so pretty, that at first, he’d smiled just at the sight of her.
 
   But she wasn’t alone.
 
   With her was a tall, blonde guy, one of those downtown hipster types, with skinny pants and snug jacket. He had his arm about Riley’s waist as though to steady her. They stood in front of the restaurant chatting for a few moments and then before turning to head in the direction of the subway, the blonde guy had leaned in to kiss her directly on the lips. 
 
   Riley smiled and blew him a kiss as he walked away waving; something in her manner reassuring Shawn that the guy was just a friend. But there had been a moment before that realization took hold – just a moment, but it was time enough to mess up his mood – of deep, searing, irrational anger. 
 
   He was angry because he was leaving for Europe and wouldn’t see her for almost eight weeks. 
 
   He was angry because while he was gone, her life would go on as usual like he didn’t even exist. 
 
   He was angry because even though this current joker was just a friend, she did in fact have a boyfriend who, while he was gone, would kiss her, and hold her about the waist like this guy had and would even make love to her and Riley would let him, and would like it.
 
   That night Shawn had fucked her hard. That night he didn’t care if anyone got off, his sole intention was to make sure she was so sore she wouldn’t want anyone to touch her for weeks. And now, despite seeing her in New York last week and having her here with him in L.A., those feelings hadn’t gone away. Hell, they hadn’t even subsided.
 
   “What is this all about?” she finally asked now, her voice quiet. 
 
   She set aside her knife and fork and rested her hands on the table as though preparing for a negotiation.
 
   “What is this ab . . ? Riley I just think we should get married, that’s all.”
 
   She swallowed. “That’s all?” she demanded. “Do you even know my middle name?  What elementary school I went to?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then why?”
 
   Because she couldn’t care less that he was K Smooth. 
 
   Because minutes after she left, he was already thinking about when he’d see her again. 
 
   Because her mind excited him as much as her body. 
 
   Because he couldn’t stand the thought of her smiling at someone else the way she smiled at him, or holding their hand the way she did his. 
 
   Because with her, he was that guy who didn’t want his girl dancing with anyone else. Little things. Big things. Everything about her.
 
   “I can’t lose you,” he said simply.
 
   She looked up at him, and her eyes were brimming over.
 
   “Think about it,” he said putting down his fork. “I’ll be away for awhile. Take that time and think about it.”
 
   “Is this because of last night? Because of Brian?” she asked, sounding desperate. “We never talked about being together exclusively and I never thought that that’s what you wanted, but if it is, maybe . . .”
 
   “No,” he cut her off. 
 
   He finally identified the look on her face and what it meant. Panic. Hell, he should be the one in a panic. He had never thought in his wildest imagination of marriage as an option for him. Never believed there was a woman out there that would make him sign up for that particular brand of madness. And, in the abstract at least, it still sounded like madness but this wasn’t about marriage, it was about Riley. With her, he knew that boyfriend-girlfriend shit wasn’t going to be enough. He had to have her locked down.
 
   “No,” he said again. “I don’t want you to be my girlfriend, Riley. I need you to be my wife.”
 
   She looked down again, thoughtful.
 
   “I wasn’t being honest with you,” he continued, and Riley looked up into his eyes once again, waiting to hear what the deception had been. “But I wasn’t honest with myself either. All this time I’ve been pretending this is just about sex. And it stopped being about that I don’t even know how long ago. I don’t want us to meet in my hotel and screw and then you go back to your life and I go back to mine.”
 
   “Shawn . . .”
 
   “Wait a second, let me finish. I made you think it was about that, I know. And it was in the beginning. And then later I thought that’s all you were down for, so I rolled with it. 
 
   “But even if it is, I can’t keep doing that. Because it’s about more than the sex for me, Riley.”
 
   She said nothing so he reached into his pocket and pulled out the pale robin’s egg blue ring box that had been in there all afternoon, sliding it across the table toward her.              
 
   “It’s gotta be all or nothing.”
 
   “You bought a ring?” she asked, sounding pained. 
 
   “That’s usually how it works.”
 
   “And ‘all or nothing’? That sounds like an ultimatum.”
 
   “It is.”
 
   She expelled a sharp breath, and the tears finally spilled onto her cheeks. “How could you just go and do this?”
 
   “Riley, I’m not saying you have to wear the ring, or even that you have to tell me right now. Take all the time you need.”
 
   She looked up at him, her eyes imploring. “So if I give the answer you don’t want to hear, you’ll what? Stop seeing me?”
 
   “Look, let’s just forget about it for the rest of the time you’re here. You’re leaving tomorrow and I don’t want to waste time going back and forth about this.” 
 
   “Forget about it?” she echoed.
 
   Shawn was strangely calm. As far as he was concerned, everything from here on out was on the real. From now on, until he had an answer, he had no intention of standing back and watching other dudes step to her as though he had no prior claim. 
 
   Riley reached over and gingerly opened the ring box and Shawn had the satisfaction of watching as her eyes opened wide for a split second before she snapped it shut again. The ring was a three-carat cushion cut solitaire surrounded by bead-set diamonds. He wanted to go bigger but even if he didn’t know what elementary school she went to, he knew her well enough to be certain that anything bigger than this she would find vulgar.
 
   “So now I’m supposed to just sit here and eat chocolate cake?”
 
   She leaned back in her chair.
 
   “You did okay with that steak and lobster,” he pointed out.
 
   She gave him the barest hint of a smile and taking that as encouragement enough, Shawn poured her another glass of wine and slid the cake across the table. 
 
   After a moment, she picked up her fork and took a bite. 
 
   “Yum,” she said.
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[bookmark: _Toc335582247]Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Everyone was holding up their glass, beer spilling over onto their wrists. Across the table, Brian’s eyes were bright and a little unfocused. They’d all been drinking for at least three hours, toasting the man of the hour with pitcher after pitcher of beer. Riley was feeling a little woozy herself. She didn’t usually drink this much, but Brian had been named president of the law review – a feather in his cap that surely meant he was on his way to brilliant career.
 
   “Here’s to the smartest brother in the five boroughs.”  
 
   “Wait, wait, wait,” Brian said holding up a hand. “I actually think I’m the smartest in the tri-state area,”
 
   Everyone laughed.
 
   “My bad.” His friend Malik gave Brian some pound. “I wouldn’t want to geographically limit you to New York City when we all know your intellect is boundless . . .”
 
   “Shut up, Malik, your ass is drunk,” someone else cut him off.
 
   “Yeah, he has this tendency to get verbose when he’s in his cups,” Brian said. “But the sentiment is appreciated.”
 
   They all took a swig and for a moment, there was quiet.  Brian had called her at work with the news and Riley had left early to join him and his study group for drinks and dinner at a bar near the university.
 
   She knew all of them well by now – Malik, the tall, dark-skinned bald West African, Serena the boriqua who was the first in her family to go to college let alone make it to law school; and Terence, a Wisconsin native who’d come to New York for law school and been excited to meet other smart, driven African Americans and not be considered a curiosity.
 
   Over the time that she and Brian had been together, they’d all become good friends because Riley recognized them: young, ambitious, upwardly-mobile people-of-color who lived in a world of ideas and achievement. Many a Sunday afternoon had been spent with this group, eating Indian food and arguing good-naturedly about politics, religion and the state of the world. Afterwards, they went off to study and Riley returned to her writing, which was always enriched by her time spent with them. Even though Brian and his friends had chosen different paths in law school and no longer took the same classes, they’d remained thick as thieves.
 
   “You okay?” Brian leaned toward her. “I know you have lots of work to do, so if you have to leave early . . .”
 
   “Oh hells no,” Serena said. “She is staying right here and taking one for the team. If we can blow off all our work, Riley can too.”
 
   “That’s right,” Terence said. “At least she’s already gainfully employed.”
 
   Riley smiled at them. “Don’t worry, I’m not going anywhere. Let’s get another round and order up some of those greasy Buffalo wings.”
 
   “Now you’re talking.”
 
   Brian kissed her on the neck. “Thank you,” he said.
 
   It was past midnight when the party finally broke up and Riley stood a little apart, watching as Brian and his friends said their boozy goodbyes. She’d managed to sober up just a little by drinking only water for the last couple hours, but Brian was still pretty wasted and unsteady on his feet.
 
   “You up to the train?” she asked him once everyone else had gone.  “Or should I call you a cab?”
 
   “Call me a cab?” Brian said, leaning on her. “I’m coming with you. We can continue the celebration back at your place.”
 
   Riley’s heart pounded against her ribs. She had only been back from L.A. for a week and hadn’t slept with Brian since. It had been easy to avoid him, breaking a couple of their dates because she had to play catch-up at work. And he’d been stressed about law review, so hadn’t wanted to sleep over. 
 
   She had the engagement ring in her apartment, stuffed in the back of one of her dresser drawers where she didn’t have to look at it and face the confusion and longing that just the sight of it aroused. 
 
   Shawn had called her once since the trip and was a little different on the phone, like he was holding back. The careful distance in his voice made the call unsatisfying and they’d only spoken for about five minutes.
 
   “You’re in no shape for that kind of ‘celebrating’,” Riley finally managed, putting an arm about Brian’s shoulder.
 
   “Want to bet?” 
 
   Brian turned her in his arms and kissed her, and she responded more out of habit than genuine feeling but he was too inebriated to notice.
 
   “Okay, come home with me, but I think we both better try to get some rest. Tomorrow all eyes are going to be on you.”
 
   Within minutes of them getting into her apartment, Brian was passed out on the sofa. Riley sighed with relief and removed his shoes, peeling his sweatshirt over his head and covering him with an afghan. In bed, she reached for her phone, wanting to hear Shawn’s voice. Instead, she dialed Tracy’s number on the off chance that she was still awake. She was, though barely.
 
   “What’s the matter?” she asked.
 
   “I just got back from a little party celebrating Brian making president of law review.”
 
   “Don’t sound so excited.”
 
   “I am excited for him. He’s worked very hard for this. You should have seen him . . .”
 
   Tracy said nothing.
 
   “I really wanted this for him,” Riley said.
 
   “And he got it, so what’s the problem?”
 
   “The problem is I have to tell him. About Shawn.”
 
   “Not that I’m condoning what went on before, but why would you tell him now? Unless you’re planning on accepting Shawn’s proposal.”
 
   “I can’t accept his proposal,” Riley snapped. “I barely know him.  He barely knows me.  It would be crazy.”
 
   “Then I guess I don’t see the problem. And I definitely don’t see why you would play true confessions all of sudden either.”
 
   All or nothing, Shawn had said. All or nothing.
 
   “Are you saying I should break it off with Shawn?”
 
   “Don’t sound so hysterical at the thought, Riley. You’re asking me to give you answers that only you have,” Tracy said yawning.
 
   “No, I’m asking you to tell me what you think.”
 
   “What I think . . .” Tracy yawned again, “. . . is that Shawn is crazy about you. It was practically coming out of his pores. And I think you feel the same way about him. Where that leaves you, I have no idea.”
 
   “Me neither,” Riley said, her voice barely audible.
 
   “Look, get some sleep. You don’t have to decide anything at one in the morning.”
 
   After Tracy hung up, Riley lay awake for hours more, thinking about her non-response when Brian kissed her. She tried to recall the early days when she and Brian lay in the sun in Central Park, hands at their sides, fingers barely touching and it was effortless. Those memories – and dozens more like it – were easy to summon but the feelings that once came along with them were gone.
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   “Are you hung over?” Brian asked from across the breakfast table. “Because I feel like shit.”
 
   Riley smiled. “No, I’m not hung over.”
 
   Riley watched him as he went to get more milk from the refrigerator for his cereal. He was good-looking in a pretty-boy GQ sort of way. Café au lait complexion, light brown eyes and curly hair that made people constantly question his racial heritage. That and the fact that he sounded like exactly what he was – a kid who’d grown up in the privileged community of Darien, Connecticut and not seen a moments hardship in his entire twenty-six years. 
 
   He tended to overcompensate for his lack of street cred by wearing a lot of Afrocentric symbols, like the Black Power fist carved in wood that hung on a leather string around his neck. His physical appearance was not what had attracted her to him.  In fact, he was totally against type for her.
 
   They’d met at a lecture she’d audited at his law school titled “Race and the Criminal Justice System.” He was the only person in the lecture who didn’t just ask questions of the professor, but issued challenges and engaged in spirited debate. And you got the sense he wasn’t showing off, but was genuinely present and thinking critically when everyone else just wanted to make sure they took good notes. 
 
   “I emailed Lorna,” he said now. “About law review.”
 
   Riley looked down into her breakfast. Lorna. That’s right. Brian and her mother had their own relationship as well, forged over time mostly through email and the occasional phone call. They’d only met once, but on that occasion – a lunch at Sylvia’s – they had slipped easily into conversation like old friends.
 
   “What did she say?”
 
   “She said she wasn’t surprised. Which I appreciated since everyone in my family seemed to think I must have paid someone off.”
 
   Brian came from a family of well-heeled trial lawyers. His father, brother and sister were all members of the bar, high-powered types who didn’t understand Brian’s fascination with the messier side of the law like civil rights cases and the death penalty. He was snide when he talked about them but only because it hurt so much that he had yet to gain their respect. Riley knew all this about him and more because he was more than a “boyfriend”, he was one of her best friends. A confidante. And yet she’d lied to him so convincingly and for so long.
 
    “Brian,” she said abruptly.  “I have something to tell you.”
 
   He leaned forward. “Okay?” Something in her voice must have told him it was important because he put down his spoon and gave her his full attention.
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   It shamed her to admit it, but her first reaction to Brian’s departure was relief. And then she’d simply gotten up from the breakfast table, showered, dressed for work and left. On the subway, she sat staring, strangely devoid of emotion. She’d just ended a yearlong relationship; surely that should have commanded more feeling than it had.
 
   When she got to work, Riley was hoping that Shawn had called and left voicemail, but there was nothing there. Occasionally he did that, leaving her messages that were almost stream of consciousness in nature – disjointed and exhausted, talking about his schedule or the view from his hotel room. Just the sound of his voice made things better. When he spoke to her, even if it was just a voicemail message, his tone was always different than it was with other people; deeper, richer and more intimate. And when they were together, he leaned in ever so slightly, completely focused on only her when she spoke to him, making her feel like she was the only person in the world. 
 
   Things like this were difficult to explain but they tugged at something deep inside her that no one had ever touched before, as though she was tethered to him with an invisible string. Brian had been a buffer to all that. Without him, honestly, she was feeling a little frightened and completely exposed.
 
   She dumped her things on the chair next to her desk and sat. She’d promised Tracy a phone call, but reliving the scene with Brian felt like more than she could handle right now. The look on his face, the sound in his voice when she admitted that she’d deceived him for more than nine months. 
 
   No, not Tracy, not now. She would call her mother instead, make small talk, get caught up, and fill the silence so she wouldn’t think so damn much.
 
   Lorna picked up the phone after only two rings, sounding like she was in a good mood and Riley hesitated for a moment before speaking, making sure her tone was carefully neutral.
 
   “Hey, it’s me.”
 
   “Riley? Did you get my message?”
 
   “No, what’s going on?”
 
   “Nothing urgent. I have a symposium at Columbia next week and I wanted us to have lunch or something. Maybe I’ll take Brian out to celebrate his news.”
 
   Her mother was a Sociology professor at the same college Riley and Tracy had attended upstate. Her expertise was Women’s Studies and she was one of only a handful of remaining true radical feminists. All over the country she was in demand for speeches and presentations about feminism, but, as she was always telling Riley, these days it was more because of the ‘freak factor’ than anything else. 
 
   “I’m sure he would love that, Mom.”
 
   “You sound distracted. What’s wrong?”
 
   Never mind Tracy, her mother had the original bullshit-o-meter – it only ever took her a couple of syllables to hear when something wasn’t right. And the fact that she’d called her ‘Mom’ was a dead giveaway.
 
   “I don’t know that you could say something is wrong exactly,” Riley stalled.
 
   There was no reply for a moment. She could hear her mother exhaling and pictured her sitting at the kitchen counter, one of her Marlboros suspended between her lips, her eyes squinting against the smoke. It was morning, well before she customarily walked over to the college, so Lorna would be wearing one of those dashikis Riley had always hated, blue jeans and her braids pulled back into a loose ponytail with some escapees falling about her heart-shaped face.
 
   Riley didn’t look at all like her mother, so she assumed she resembled her father. Not that she had too many memories of him. Her parents had never married and her father was nothing more than a vague and blurry picture in her mind. Sometimes she thought she remembered a mocha-skinned man with curly hair and slightly crooked front teeth, throwing her into the air, kissing her face, giving her chocolate and Archie comic books. 
 
   Other times, she thought she may have imagined it all, made up those memories in her head when she was a kid. Now she could no longer tell the difference between what was true and what she’d wished for so long ago.
 
   “Tell me,” her mother said finally.
 
   “Brian and I broke up.”
 
   “Oh.” Lorna did not sound particularly shocked by the revelation. “Lousy timing for him, I would think. Unless he did the breaking up.”
 
   “I guess it was mutual.”
 
   “I thought you two were pretty comfortable.”
 
   “We were.” Maybe too comfortable.
 
   “So what happened?”
 
   “Shawn . . .” she began.
 
   “Are you pregnant, Riley?”
 
   Riley laughed. “Where is that coming from? No. I’m not pregnant.”
 
   “I don’t know,” Lorna said sounding mollified. “I just had a premonition something big was going on with you, that’s all.”
 
   “Shawn asked me to marry him, Mom.”
 
   “Oh, you have got to be kidding me,” Lorna said with a derisive laugh. And when Riley didn’t respond, there was a brief silence followed by a sigh. “Jesus Riley. You’re not considering it, are you?”
 
   “I . . . I don’t know. I never thought . . .”
 
   “You know what this is about, right?”
 
   She held the phone away from her ear for a moment.
 
   “It’s like he’s acquiring property. That’s all. It’s that misogynistic rap subculture.”
 
   “Mom, please. Could you stop? Stop being a sociologist for once and just be my friend?”
 
   “I am being your friend! By pointing out what I see and what you’re obviously not in the state of mind to see for yourself. What have you been telling me all these months about Shawn? 
 
   “About how jealous he gets when he’s on the road and can’t reach you? How he keeps trying to get you to fly with him all over the damn country? How threatened he is about Brian? And now all of a sudden he wants to get married. How very convenient that would be for him.”
 
   “It’s not that sudden. We’ve been seeing each other for almost a year.”
 
   “Seeing each other? I think that overstates it just a little, don’t you?”
 
   Riley gritted her teeth, willing herself not to respond.
 
   “Just how much of that time have you actually spent together? Three nights at the most per month? Riley. You don’t need to attach yourself to a man to be a woman.”
 
   “Now you’re being insulting. Don’t you think I know that?”  
 
   “Riley, you’re a strong, beautiful, intelligent woman. Shawn is not the kind of man who can handle you trying to make your own place for yourself in the world. He wants a ‘wife’, Riley. Not some rabblerousing, loudmouthed writer. He doesn’t see who you really are.”
 
   “Thanks a lot. That’s a really nice thing to say. And how would you know what kind of man he is anyway?”
 
   “Newsflash: they’re all very similar. At least in this regard.”
 
   “That is absolutely not true and you know it. The least you could try to do is muster up something more original than your old man-hating diatribe!”
 
   “Well, he can’t know how important your work is to you.” Lorna said, heading straight to the heart of what she knew was most important to Riley. “He hasn’t seen you consistently enough to know that.
 
   “All he knows is that the sex is good and you don’t hassle him to make a commitment. Men are not that complicated, Riley. Just because you seem so casual about this relationship, it’s made him desperate to keep you. And what do you do? You break up with Brian just to placate him.”
 
   Riley said nothing. The same things had occurred to her. Maybe that was the only reason Shawn wanted her so badly. Because he was competing with Brian and because she didn’t seem to want him as much. God, if he only knew. If her mother only knew. 
 
   Or maybe she had an inkling.
 
   “Riley,” she said finally, her voice almost desperate. “You’re only twenty-five.”
 
   For her to have resorted to such traditional objections, Riley knew Lorna must really be scared. Was there something in her voice that betrayed how much she wanted to say yes?
 
   “I’ve thought about that,” she admitted.
 
   “Think about it some more. Do you know how many people you’re going to meet in the course of your adult life? Fascinating, interesting people who will help you grow and learn. Isn’t it a little early to foreclose all of those possibilities?”
 
   Maybe so, but she was having a hard time seeing any other possibility besides Shawn. And no, she didn’t know who she might meet later, but she remembered her mother’s parade of lovers and that hadn’t seemed like such a great bargain either. If there had been ‘growth and learning’ in those relationships, Riley had missed it.
 
   All she recalled were the messy endings. Sometimes older, sometimes younger, they were men who came and went – some lasting as few as three days, one as long as five years. And when they were gone, her mother’s explanation was always the same. 
 
    It ran its course, Riley. 
 
   That was Lorna’s theory of relationships. They simply reached the point of diminished returns and had to be terminated quickly and painlessly. Painless for her at least. Some of the men in her mother’s life Riley had liked. Even loved. And when they were suddenly gone, no one bothered to stop and ask her how she felt.
 
   “Y’know what’s funny about this conversation?” Riley said. “You haven’t even asked me if I love him.”
 
   “Because it’s irrelevant.”
 
   “How can it be irrelevant? We’re talking about marriage.”
 
   “Exactly. An institution that – as you well know – has very little to do with how you feel.”
 
   “Maybe that’s true in your classroom, Mom. But in the real world, people still like to think that love has a little something to do with it . . .”
 
   “Look. You’ve obviously made up your mind. So go ahead. Marry him. But don’t expect my support on this. And don’t think I’ll be there wearing some goddamn frilly mother-of-the-bride dress either. Because I won’t. If you do this, you’re doing it on your own, girl.”
 
   Riley ignored the pang in her chest and took a deep breath.  
 
   “Fine. I’ll take that into consideration. Look, I have to go, okay? I’ll talk to you later.”
 
   There was a sharp click and the phone went dead. 
 
    
 
   g
 
    
 
   The magazine was one that she never read, and that often featured cover stories about the latest pop star heading off to rehab, or affairs on movie sets. This issue was no different, but what immediately captured Riley’s attention was one of the smaller captions and the accompanying photo.
 
   Shawn was wearing a brown leather jacket, dress shirt with a crisp pressed pant and looked like he was on the way to, or coming from a big event. He was grinning conspiratorially at his companion. Riley was used to seeing him on the occasional magazine cover, so that wasn’t at all unusual. She often marveled at how disconnected she felt from the shots. Those weren’t pictures of Shawn, really. They were of his alter-ego, K Smooth.
 
   This time though, his smile was familiar to her and felt personal, only it was directed at the young woman next to him. She was the latest hot young thing, a pop-star who had three top-ten songs on the charts and was known not only for her voice, but for her waist-length platinum blonde hair and highly sexual onstage persona. In the photo, she was smiling back at Shawn in a way that looked more than casual.
 
   Riley grabbed the magazine off the newsstand and paid for it, almost forgetting to wait for her change. She read it while she rode the train to the office.  
 
   An unnamed source claimed that K Smooth had been “secretly hooking up” with pop’s newest sensation for “several weeks” and that the couple – the “couple”! – was planning to take their romance public for the Continental Music Awards. The strange white-hot surge that filled Riley’s chest was a feeling she was so unaccustomed to that she almost didn’t recognize it for what it was. 
 
   She folded the magazine and stuffed it into her backpack, planning to toss it as soon as she got to the office.  
 
   Was this why she hadn’t spoken to Shawn in so long? 
 
   He’d called her twice since she’d been out West, but the first call didn’t count. Neither did the second one, which had lasted all of five minutes, as he dashed off to catch a flight to Vancouver. 
 
   All he’d had time to tell her was that he’d read all of her articles and that his touring schedule had him exhausted. He was about to say more when Brendan interrupted and rushed him off the phone.
 
   That small contact had sustained her for a week or so, but now, almost a full month before she would see him again, this. 
 
   She fought the urge to pull the magazine out again and study the photo for clues. But she couldn’t bear to see the headline above it which asked salaciously: ‘Secret Lovers?’ At her stop, she took the steps two at a time out of the subway, bypassing her usual spot at the Greek deli for a bagel and cream cheese. She had no appetite. But coffee . . . she made a U-turn then looked at the time. It was early, so in Arizona where Shawn was, it was just after seven? He was generally up early if Brendan had anything to say about it.
 
   And so what if he wasn’t? She was owed an explanation. You didn’t just ask someone to marry you and then practically ignore them for weeks and go on dates with starlets. She spun round once again and almost sprinted toward her building. Riley waited impatiently for the elevator, head down, hoping not to run into anyone. She couldn’t carry on a conversation until she cleared this up. Not until he told her it wasn’t true. 
 
   The office was quiet. Most of the writing staff usually straggled in around ten a.m. and even when they did come in early, it was to sequester themselves in their offices and bang out their pages to meet deadline. No one would think anything of it if they came in and her door was shut.
 
   Riley sat at her desk for a moment before picking up the phone. She would have to measure her words and tone very carefully. She’d never confronted Shawn about something like this before and even now wasn’t sure she should. But there was no way she was going to be able to make it through the day, the week, and certainly not the next month until he came to New York, if she didn’t know the truth. She pulled the magazine out one last time and it was the sight of his fingers, and the hand of the pop tart reaching as though to grab hold of them that finally spurred her to action.
 
   Riley almost never used his cell phone number unless they were texting. She’d called him for only one reason in the past – to tell him she was on her way to his hotel and her estimated time of arrival if she were running late. He was the one who generally called. And often enough that she’d never had reason to call him before.
 
   “Hey baby, what’s up?”
 
   The sound of his voice, gravelly and tired as though he’d been woken out of a deep sleep, but still calling her “baby” swayed Riley momentarily and her confidence that she was owed an explanation waned.
 
   “I woke you didn’t I?” she said, her voice uncertain.
 
   “You a’ight?”
 
   She could hear rustling as though he was getting out of bed, and then the sound of running water. 
 
   Shit. He’d had his show in Tempe last night. He was probably dead on his feet. 
 
   “Yeah. It was just this thing that . . . never mind.”
 
   “What thing?”
 
   “It’s not important. How was your show?”
 
   “The show was tight. But what thing?”
 
   “It’s nothing,” she insisted.
 
   “It’s got to be something, Riley. Otherwise you wouldn’t have called me. And I’m up now, so you may as well tell me what it is,” he said, yawning.
 
   She hesitated for a moment then described the photo, omitting what the caption read. He said nothing for what seemed like a really long time.
 
   “What’s with this ridiculous silence?” Her voice rose higher than she intended.
 
   “I don’t understand what you want me to say,” he responded. 
 
   To his credit, he did sound genuinely confused.
 
   “I want to know what it is.”
 
   “What what is, Riley?”
 
   “The photo. What was going on there, Shawn? That’s what I’m asking.”
 
   “Work,” he said as though speaking to a three-year-old. “Work was going on there.”
 
   Riley said nothing. She hated jealous women. Hated them. And if she went on, that was what she would sound like. Clearly, it was already what she had become, but to sound that way as well would be intolerable.
 
   “What’re you thinking?” he said finally. “That I’m with her?”
 
   “The story said you were.” She was much less certain now, and sounded it.
 
   “The story,” he repeated. “Fairy-tale is more like it. Why’re you reading that crap anyway?”
 
   “I didn’t plan to. I just spotted it at the newsstand and . . .”
 
   “We’re on the same label,” he continued patiently. “Sometimes they leak stuff like that to generate buzz. She’s going for a more edgy, urban sound so it gives her some street cred when people see us together. And it helps mainstream my CD. It’s all made up, Riley.”
 
   Of course. That made perfect sense.
 
   “Besides. I don’t think she’s even eighteen,” he added, a hint of mischief in his voice. “That would make it illegal in most states.”
 
   Riley smiled in spite of herself.
 
   “You looked like you were having a good time,” she said lightly.
 
   “I was having a good time. But not for the reasons you’re thinking.”
 
   Neither of them spoke for almost a minute.
 
   “I’ve been away too long,” Shawn said finally, his voice barely audible. “I should’ve called you more.”
 
   “No, it’s . . . I don’t know what made me think . . .”
 
   “I’ve been away too long,” he said again, his voice firm this time.
 
   This time Riley didn’t argue. He had been away, she now realized, longer than ever before. She cradled the phone in the crook of her neck and listened to him breathing on the other end.
 
   “I’m sorry I called so early,” she said. “Maybe we can talk later when you’re awake?”
 
   “Oh, I’m wide awake now,” Shawn said.
 
   Riley blushed, embarrassed now by the whole thing. What had she been thinking, anyway? Who was she turning into?
 
   “I’ll hit you up a little later,” Shawn said. “I’m sure Brendan’s got something going on this morning anyway.”
 
   “Okay. I’ll talk to you later,” she said, her voice small. 
 
   She hung up and rested her forehead on the desk, mortified.
 
   The day dragged, with only an editorial meeting to break up the monotony. After Riley read the rest of the tabloid during lunch, she understood the appeal. It broke celebrities down to these pitifully messed up caricatures, making the rest of the world feel okay about being ordinary and unremarkable. If she was the least bit unhappy or dissatisfied with her life, this would probably be part of her regular reading material as well. She was finishing up her tuna on rye when a shadow at her door caused her to look up. 
 
   Dawn was a freelance photographer, and didn’t really work for Power to the People, but somehow managed to always be there. She was a tall, dark-skinned sister with enviable cheekbones, an untamed six-inch-high ‘fro and a melodious Trinidadian accent. All she ever seemed to wear was faded blue jeans, an assortment of black t-shirts and her Doc Maarten boots - a girl after Riley’s own heart.
 
   “So you up for Happy Hour today or what?” 
 
   “Sure,” Riley said noncommittally.
 
   “Asia de Cuba,” Dawn sang.
 
   “What time?”
 
   “Five-thirty,” she said, apologetic now. “I know. Not exactly primetime.”
 
   Riley shrugged. “Makes no difference to me. But why such a fancy place? What’s the occasion?”
 
   “My birthday,” Dawn said reluctantly. “And don’t ask me how old I am ‘cause I’m not telling.”
 
   “Who else is coming?”
 
   “Peter, Walsh, and Jill.”
 
   Peter and Walsh were two of Riley’s best friends at the magazine, and Riley frequently went drinking with them. Jill, on the other hand, was not her favorite person. She wrote a regular column that reviewed new African-American owned businesses and liked to behave as though she was a reviewer for Zagat’s, often trashing perfectly good businesses just to exercise her verbal muscle.
 
   “Okay. Sounds good. I’ll meet you all downstairs at five and we can head on over.”
 
   “Perfect.” Dawn breezed out.
 
   Peter showed up at the door of her office at around a quarter to five, just as Riley was beginning to consider whether she should head to the Women’s Room to make herself more presentable for such a trendy spot. With that hair, Dawn was a show-stopper no matter what and Peter, well, here he was looking like something out of a Ralph Lauren ad, as always. 
 
   He was a tall blonde, with striking Nordic features; ice-blue eyes a lopsided smile that made him seem perpetually sardonic if you didn’t know him. A former model, he’d come to New York five years ago twelve credits short of his degree in Accounting, thinking that he would attain fame and fortune if he could only get cast for a Bryant Park show. He eventually got to walk for Luca Luca and followed that up with several promising assignments and a contract with Ford. But unfortunately for Peter, he’d come to New York at the crest of the demand for ethnic models, and the work quickly ebbed. 
 
   So he finished his degree at Fordham and had been working at Power to the People ever since. He had just about aged out of the high fashion market, but still liked going to places frequented by the fabulous people, so it was no surprise that he would be game for a night at Asia de Cuba.
 
   “Do you think Walsh will ever go out with me?” he asked without preamble. “Because I’ve been throwing myself at him for months.”
 
   “No, I don’t think Walsh will ever go out with you,” Riley said. “Because he’s straight.”
 
   Peter stuck out his tongue at her. “Technicalities.” 
 
   “You could always ask Jill. I think she would go out with you in a heartbeat.”
 
   “I occasionally date women, but I never date bitches,” Peter said walking in and perching on the edge of her desk.
 
   Riley pretended to be shocked. “Ouch. You are mean. Remind me never to get on your bad side.”
 
   “So, I heard through the grapevine that you dumped Brian.”
 
   She’d forgotten how incestuous her group of friends was. Tracy’s ex-boyfriend shared a loft with Peter in SoHo.
 
   “I didn’t exactly dump him,” Riley mumbled.
 
   “Really? I heard it was brutal. That you were two-timing him with someone famous.”
 
   Riley looked up. She was going to kill Tracy.
 
   “Now, I couldn’t care less about the two-timing part. I just want to know who the ‘someone famous’ is.”
 
   “You’re such a star-fucker. I’m not telling you a thing.”
 
   Peter laughed. “Ah. Confirmation. That’s fine. Keep secrets. I’m sure it will be revealed in the fullness of time.”
 
   “Maybe. But not by me.”
 
   Peter leaned forward and lifted the tabloid out of Riley’s trash can with two fingers, shaking the remains of her sandwich off.
 
   “You read this rag?” he drawled.
 
   Riley stiffened. If only he knew how close he was to the answer to his question.
 
   “Killing time on the subway.”
 
   “I know what you mean. I am so over my commute.”
 
   “Peter, your commute is twenty minutes long, if that. I come in all the way from Flushing.”
 
   “Where is Flushing anyway? I’ve heard of it . . .”
 
   “Shut up!” Riley laughed. “I have the coolest landlords. This great old Korean couple that cooks for me. And if you were dead in your apartment being eaten by your cats, your neighbors probably wouldn’t even call the police to report the smell.”
 
   Peter shrugged. “True enough.”
 
   He flipped idly through the magazine, pausing briefly to consider the photo of a soap actor then re-depositing it in the trash.
 
   “Meet you at the elevators in ten?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   Riley thought once again about walking over to the Women’s Room to put on lipstick or something, but finally decided against it. What was the point? Despite saying this morning that he would call her, Shawn hadn’t. 
 
   She was annoyed about that, but even more annoyed at herself for caring. This was not the way it used to be. When she had no expectations, every call from him was a wonderful surprise. Now, since he’d proposed, it was different. Why was she expecting him to behave like a boyfriend? Or worse yet, a fiancée. 
 
   Asia de Cuba was, as usual, stuffed to the gills with Manhattan’s ridiculously attractive set at play. Actor-models, model-actors and a smattering of regular folks, among whom Riley counted herself. Dawn, Peter and Jill were in their element; only she and Walsh seemed mildly bored by the whole superficial scene. The drinks were hideously expensive, and the seats at the bar were uncomfortable. Riley glanced at the time. She would leave at seven, when the others would be deciding whether to stay for dinner, or where to go dancing.
 
   “I don’t know why I ordered merlot,” Walsh said into her ear. “I already feel a nasty headache coming on.”
 
   Riley smiled at him sympathetically.  
 
   Walsh was a cute, skinny, dark-haired kid from Long Island who would probably marry his high school girlfriend and live a sweet, uncomplicated life in Great Neck. When she had first come to Power to the People he’d asked her out to lunch a couple of times and she’d sensed that with the slightest bit of encouragement from her, he would have tried to make their relationship a romantic one. She’d been careful not to provide that encouragement and they’d instead developed a comfortable, easygoing friendship.
 
   “No whispering,” Dawn demanded from a few seats down. “I know you’re both planning your escape and I won’t allow it.”
 
   Riley and Walsh both laughed.
 
   “I think we’re going to have to make a run for it,” Riley said. 
 
   Her phone was vibrating in her back pocket, so she reached for it.  Saved by the bell. Tracy would help her manufacture a reason to go home. Or more likely, knowing Tracy, she would want to come join them.
 
   “Sounds loud. Where are you?”
 
   It was ridiculous how light she suddenly felt, hearing his voice.
 
   “A birthday thing. At Asia de Cuba.”
 
   “How long will it take you to get home?”
 
   “I guess I’ll leave in about an hour or so . . .” she checked her watch again.
 
   “So why don’t I just come where you are?”
 
   Her eyes popped open. “What do you mean come where I am?”
 
   “I’m at LaGuardia . . .”
 
   “Are you serious?”
 
   “. . . so I think it might take me less time to get to Flushing than to Manhattan but if you can get home in about a half hour, I’ll meet you there. Or if you want, I could come get you.”
 
   “No, I’m on my way,” Riley was already standing, grappling clumsily at her coat in her haste to get it on.
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Shawn?”
 
   “Yeah?” he sounded exhausted. And he must be. He had to have left really early – within a couple hours of speaking to her – to have made it to New York already.
 
   “Shawn, I love you.”
 
   The words were out before she could stop them, then she hung up right away, preferring to get no response at all rather than face one that paled in comparison. She looked up into three pairs of curious eyes.
 
   “Who the hell is Shawn?” Peter asked, a smile playing about his lips.
 
   “None of your business, and I have to go.” Riley kissed Dawn quickly on the cheek. “Happy 40th birthday! See you tomorrow.”
 
   Dawn laughed. “Oh fuck off. You owe me big for ditching my party, so tomorrow you’re telling me all about this man who has you jittery like a schoolgirl.”
 
   Riley ran out to the curb and had no trouble at all getting a cab.  That was one benefit of these tony nightspots, anyway. The drive to Flushing seemed to take forever and several times she had to stifle the urge to tell the driver which route to take. 
 
   When she pulled up in front of her apartment in the two-story walk-up, just above the Joo Mak Gol Restaurant, she almost missed the dark blue Range Rover with tinted windows idling about halfway down the block. She paid the cab driver, tipping him far too much in her eagerness and watched as the SUV’s door opened.
 
   When Shawn stepped out, it was from the passenger side. He paused to lean in and speak to the driver then stretched and yawned hugely. For a moment he looked exhausted, but then he saw her and smiled. He’d gotten a little sun lately and in the dim light, to Riley appeared almost golden. Wearing jeans with a light blue button-down hanging open and white t-shirt underneath, he looked amazing. Riley ran to meet him halfway, and Shawn caught her as she jumped on him wrapping her arms about his neck, legs about his hips and burying her face in his neck.
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   Shawn walked about the apartment, looking around and taking it all in while Riley changed. There were books in every spare corner and magazines with Post-its sticking out of them. Pictures of her with Tracy and of an ever-repeating group of friends were on almost every surface and the walls. And finally, there was a large black-and-white of Riley and a woman with a vague resemblance who had to be her mother.
 
   Shawn leaned in to get a closer look. They were both dressed in white button-down shirts and jeans, and were barefoot sitting cross-legged against a light-colored backdrop. Their heads were slightly turned and inclined to face each other. Lorna Terry’s hair was in braids that fell just below her shoulders. She had a calm, serene expression and the same smooth, clear skin as her daughter, but her eyes were much more searching and intense and she had fine lines bracketing her wide mouth, like laugh lines. Or maybe they were frown lines. He would have to meet her to decide which. 
 
   One other picture interested him; Riley was with a light-skinned dude, sitting in what looked like Central Park while Frisbee players ran in the background. The expression on his face as he looked at Riley was what captured Shawn’s interest. He was definitely into her. And not just a little bit either. So this was Brian.
 
   Shawn wondered who had taken the photo. Tracy? If so, it probably explained her attitude. He turned the frame facedown and moved on.
 
   The rest of the apartment was standard New York outer-borough – slightly musty smell, like old wood, paint and varnish. Small bathroom, ridiculously small kitchen and a bedroom that looked like it had been a walk-in closet in its former life. He’d been here only once before, to pick Riley up and take her back to the hotel where he’d been staying. That time she’d seemed as eager to have him out of there as he had been to be gone. Back then, this was Brian’s territory. 
 
   But that was then, he thought.
 
   Riley came out of the bedroom barefooted and fresh-faced, wearing black leggings and a white tank. 
 
   “Is the driver waiting for you? I could’ve sworn I saw the Range Rover still outside.”
 
   “It is. He’s not really a driver, he’s a bodyguard.”
 
   “Do you need one?”
 
   Shawn laughed. “Nah. It’s just Brendan’s way of making sure I get to the plane at six.”
 
   “Six a.m.?” Riley’s face fell.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   She looked as though she wanted to say something more, but didn’t. Shawn sat on the back of her sofa, legs apart, and pulled her into his arms. She smelled incredible.  
 
   “You can take your jacket off, at least,” Riley said, sounding something just short of angry. She peeled his brown leather jacket down over his shoulders and tossed it aside. “Or are you planning to leave soon?”
 
   “At four,” he said, yawning.
 
   “That’s ridiculous.” She was definitely sounding angry now. “You must be exhausted. Why did you do this?”
 
   “So you’d stop thinking crazy shit about what you saw in that magazine.”
 
   She blushed and looked down, fidgeting with the chain around his neck.  
 
   “I’m sorry. I hadn’t heard from you . . .”
 
   “It’ll be like that sometimes,” he said, tipping her chin upward.  “When I’m working and on the road sometimes it’s just mad hectic.”
 
   “It’s never been that way,” she pointed out. “You always had time.”
 
   The tone of her voice was one he’d never heard before. Hell, this whole thing was a revelation – that she noticed or cared who he went to stupid industry parties with would never have occurred to him. It was worth the trip just to see this look on her face, and hear this tone in her voice. For the first time, he seriously considered that he might not be in this thing all by himself, that maybe she was in it up to her neck like he was.
 
   “I made time before. Time I didn’t really have.”
 
   “And now you’re not going to make time?”
 
   “I did tonight, right?”
 
   “That’s true. You did. Crazy as it is.” 
 
   She took his hand, leading him into the bedroom. The covers had been pulled back and the lights were off. The only illumination came from a row of tea lights on a bookshelf. Riley pushed him back so he was seated on the edge of the bed and kneeled to remove his boots. Then she pulled his t-shirt free of his pants and crawled onto the bed, pushing him onto his back as she lay down, and fitting herself spoon-fashion against his chest and resting his arms about her waist.
 
   “You’re not relaxing,” she whispered.
 
   “I don’t want to fall asleep,” he said.
 
   “It’s okay. I’ll wake you at four.”
 
   But if he slept he would awaken to find that their time together was spent. Still, Shawn closed his eyes and allowed himself to enjoy the softness of the bed and the smell and velvety texture of the back of her neck.
 
   “Whose birthday is it?” 
 
   “Dawn’s. A friend of mine from work. She’s crazy. You’ll like her.”
 
   He liked that she said “you’ll” like her. It assumed a future that he still wasn’t certain of.
 
   “Know what I was thinking?” he asked.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Jamaica,” he said. “I was thinking about you and me on the beach in Negril. Chillin’.”
 
   “Sounds great,” she said, sounding as sleepy as he felt. “I’ve always wanted to go there.”
 
   “Or Phuket. In a thatched roof cottage. Or in a wilderness lodge someplace.”
 
   “These fantasies are of increasingly remote places,” she said laughing softly.
 
   “Sometimes I just want it to be quiet. Quiet and still and peaceful. That’s what you are for me,” Shawn told her. “Y’know?”
 
   Riley turned so they were facing each other, their legs intertwined, faces inches apart. She smiled at him and Shawn smiled back.
 
   “That’s the nicest thing anyone’s ever said to me.”
 
   “It’s true.”
 
   “What’s it like other times?” she asked.
 
   “Hard to explain. Even when I’m supposedly taking a break, it’s like sleeping with the television on. You never really feel rested. Y’know what I mean?”
 
   Riley nodded and waited for him to continue.
 
   “When I was eighteen, I had my first hit single and all these people wanted me on their shows and in their magazines and my video was on BET and MTV all the time. People started recognizing me when I went out.
 
   “There was one day when I just wanted to go home to DC. That’s all. Just go someplace where I was just Shawn, y’know? Everything was just moving so fast, and I didn’t have a chance to even think about how I felt about it. All I wanted was to hang out in Anacostia Park.
 
    “And my manager at the time was this older white dude that the label got me, right? So I go to him and I say, ‘Man, I’m losing it. I need to get away for a little while.’ 
 
   “And I tell him the one place I want to go to is Anacostia Park, this spot where I used to chill, y’know? And he looks at me, all understanding and sympathetic. And he goes, ‘Okay, let me see if I can fix it so the Park is closed to the public for a couple of hours.’ Right then, I knew my life would never be the same. And it never has been.”
 
   Riley said nothing, listening.
 
   “But don’t get me wrong,” he continued. “I love what I do. I love my life. But after awhile, you realize that a lot of it is shit that was basically made up. Arranged for your convenience.”
 
   “This isn’t made up,” Riley said. 
 
   She kissed him, her lips soft and warm, pressed briefly against his. Shawn leaned in closer, pulling her toward him again and using his tongue to part her lips. As their kiss deepened, he shifted so that he was above her, his elbows on either side of her face. Riley opened her legs and he pressed against her, frustrated that they were separated by his jeans, her leggings. As they kissed, he moved rhythmically against her, increasingly insistent until she reached for his hand and placed it between her legs, moving her hips upward to meet it. 
 
   Shawn raised his head for a moment. Riley looked surprised, quizzical.
 
   “This isn’t the reason I came tonight, y’know that right?” he said.
 
   Riley looked amused and after a few moments trying to hold it in, spluttered into laughter.
 
   “What?” Shawn asked, confused.
 
   She put a hand up to his face and he leaned into her touch.
 
   “Are you afraid I might think you’re using me for my body?” she asked, trying to keep a straight face.
 
   Shawn shrugged. 
 
   “Well, you don’t need to worry about that,” she said. She squirmed beneath him and shimmied off her leggings. “And besides, maybe I’m using you for your body. Just sayin’.”
 
   Shawn looked at her. “That’s not funny,” he said.
 
   Riley looked at him, and her face grew serious. “It was a joke, though.”
 
   “Listen,” Shawn said, in part to change the subject, “about that magazine, and all that mess . . .”
 
   “I shouldn’t have called you about something so stupid. I didn’t mean for you to drop everything and come out here. I was just . . .”
 
   “Jealous,” Shawn finished for her.
 
   Riley opened her mouth as though to deny it then shut it again. She nodded slowly. 
 
   Shawn reached down again, slipping his hand into her underwear, stroking her, making a circular motion with two fingers, watching as her eyes closed and her lips parted, feeling her getting wet and slippery at his touch. She exhaled and her minty, cool breath caressed his face.
 
   “You thought I was doing this to someone else?” he said against her ear.
 
   She nodded, opening her legs wider to make way for him.
 
   “And this?” he unexpectedly slipped a finger inside her and she gasped, arching toward his hand.
 
   “Um hm,” she pulled in her lower lip.
 
   “If you knew that I was, how would that make you feel?” he asked, moving his thumb against her clitoris.
 
   “I don’t know,” Riley breathed.
 
   “Yes you do. Tell me,” he insisted. Shawn rested his full weight on her for a moment as he unbuttoned his jeans and lowered the zipper.
 
   “It would . . . I wouldn’t like it,” she said, panting now.
 
   “Is that all?” he said, putting his mouth against her neck. He was tempted to make his mark there, but instead kissed her again. “You wouldn’t like it?”
 
   “I would hate it,” she admitted when he released her lips. 
 
   She looked him directly in the eye, lightly biting his lower lip as she helped tug his jeans down over his hips. She pushed his hand out of the way, pulling her panties aside and guiding him toward her. Riley exhaled sharply as he entered her, and held him in place so he wouldn’t move, then Shawn felt her nails bite into him, urging him even deeper. For a moment he lost his train of thought. 
 
   “I would hate it,” she said again, this time breathing directly into his ear, “to know that you were doing this with someone else.”
 
   She sounded so possessive, he almost came right then.
 
   “Then you know just how I feel,” he managed to say.
 
   Riley’s lifted her eyes to his and blinked. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said. 
 
   Shawn closed his eyes and began moving, thrusting deeper inside her, his face buried in her neck, finally allowing himself not to think, just feel.
 
    
 
   g
 
    
 
   He was awakened at almost three-forty by the sound of a car horn blaring from the street below. Riley was still asleep, her head resting on his arm. Shawn slowly pulled free and sat up. It was cold so he pulled the comforter up and over her shoulders. He yawned, listening to the distant sound of police sirens, voices in the street and the wind. He wanted nothing more than to stay exactly where he was but he had to be back for two shows in Phoenix, and then on to Salt Lake City. Four shows, three interviews, one music video shoot and he would be back in New York.
 
   He sat on the edge of the bed watching her sleep for a few minutes more before getting dressed. As he left, first checking to make sure the door had locked behind him, he grabbed the photo of Riley and Brian from the sofa table and dumped it in a trash can at the curb underneath a greasy bag of what smelled like leftover Chinese food.  
 
   If Tiny had been responsible for the horn that woke Shawn up, he didn’t say and Shawn didn’t ask. He was still in the SUV outside, wide awake and listening to Z-100. In the proud tradition of the ghetto, Tiny’s nickname was pure irony, because he was by far the biggest dude Shawn had ever met. Three hundred and fifty pounds of pure brawn. He was a former professional football player who’d suffered a torn ACL, the most dreaded of career-ending injuries. Since then, he’d worked for dozens of celebrities, finally settling into a position as personal “body man” for Chris Scaife. 
 
   Chris was the most powerful producer and record executive in hip-hop, a close friend and perennial rival of Shawn’s. Brendan had called him when Shawn announced his plan to travel solo to New York, and asked that someone shadow him for the evening and return him safely to the airport in the morning.  
 
   Shawn had worked with Tiny only when he was with Chris, and was surprised when he insisted on sitting outside Riley’s apartment, no matter how long the wait. No doubt Chris made it more than worth his while to be this thorough.
 
   “A’ight Big Man, let’s roll,” Shawn said as he slid into the passenger seat.
 
   On the radio, the Isley Brothers were singing ‘Footsteps in the Dark.’ Shawn smiled.
 
   “Straight to the airport?” Tiny asked.
 
   “Straight to the airport,” Shawn confirmed.
 
   “She must be something,” Tiny said, pulling away from the curb. “For you to come all this way and jet back in a few hours.”
 
   “She is,” Shawn said, and then after a second or two. “How ‘bout you?  You married, man?”
 
   “Fifteen years in November. Nothing like it.”
 
   Shawn looked at him, interested now.  “For real?”
 
   “If it’s the right woman, yeah.”
 
   Shawn laughed. “But that’s the tricky part.”
 
   “Not for me,” Tiny said shaking his head. “I knew when I met her that that was the way it was supposed to be, and I haven’t regretted it since.”
 
   Shawn didn’t think he’d always known that was “the way it was supposed to be” with Riley. At first his visits were about trying to get her out of his system. He kept telling himself with each trip to New York that this was probably the last time, that this time she would be boring or the sex would have gotten old or that she would pressure him for more than he was prepared to give. But it never happened.
 
   Instead, each encounter opened a new door revealing something about her that pulled him in even deeper. She made him think, she made him laugh and sometimes she even made him forget that his life was so far from normal that even a trip alone to 7-Eleven was out of the question. 
 
   It was a relief when he’d finally accepted that he might never satisfy his curiosity about her. And that was okay, as long as she would be his wife. It was funny how quickly he’d gotten used to the idea of being married, although to hear Brendan tell it, he didn’t understand exactly what he was getting into. 
 
   When Shawn told him about the ring and the proposal, he’d been quiet for about a minute and then finally managed a piece of advice. 
 
   Y’know man, it ain’t just Riley who’ll be on lockdown. You ready for all that?
 
   I’ll think about that part later, Shawn had said.
 
   Brendan looked at him, his face expressionless. That’s the dumbest shit I ever heard.
 
   And he still hadn’t thought about “that part.” Although, he had to be doing okay because the last time he’d even thought about messing around with anybody besides Riley was Stephanie in Pittsburgh and even then he’d been perfectly capable of walking away without feeling like he was missing much.
 
   The truth of it was, sometimes he reached for women just because he could; more out of habit and boredom than lust. It would be like any other habit – broken through practice, and the occasional act of sheer will.
 
   He slept for the entire flight to Phoenix Sky Harbor and landed just after eight a.m. local time. Since he had no luggage he was out in no time, managing to avoid most of the curious gazes in the terminal. Shawn could almost see the thought-process on people’s faces as they tried to decide whether he was who they thought he might be and their final decision that he couldn’t possibly be K Smooth, because otherwise, why would he be walking alone through the airport with no luggage, and no entourage?
 
   The key was to avoid eye contact at all costs and keep stepping. That’s why so many celebrities wore sunglasses all the time – it made the “no eye contact” rule so much simpler to follow.
 
   Brendan was waiting outside with a car and Shawn got in, startled by how bright it was already, and how warm.
 
   “Hope it was worth it,” Brendan said under his breath.
 
   “Always is.”
 
   “How’s she doing?”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “Just good?”
 
   “You’re fishin’, B.”
 
   Brendan shrugged. “Just wondering if a wedding is happening anytime soon, that’s all.”
 
   “As soon as I know, you’ll know.”
 
   They drove in silence for awhile until finally Brendan’s restraint gave out once again.
 
   “So she give you any indication either way?”
 
   “No, man. We didn’t even talk about it.”
 
   “You didn’t even talk about it?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   Brendan made an impatient sound. “I don’t understand,” he muttered to himself.
 
   “I know you don’t,” Shawn said.  “That’s why it’s best you stick to managing my career and leave my personal life to me.”
 
   “Cool with me. But can I just say one last thing about this?”
 
   “Can I stop you?”
 
   “You can stop me, but you shouldn’t.”
 
   “Then say your piece, B.”
 
   “Riley’s not just any chick,” Brendan said. 
 
   Shawn looked at him.  
 
   “There. I admit it. And I would hate to see you fuck that up just because your ego can’t let you accept that she’s got someone else.”
 
   That got his attention.  
 
   “Is that what you think this is about? That I’m ego-trippin’?”
 
   Brendan shrugged.
 
   “B, you’ve known me what? Nine years? You think I would get married just to cock-block some nigga I don’t even know?”
 
   “Not just to block but that’s part of it. And I feel you man. When did knuckleheads like you and me ever even have access to the type of women like Riley before we stacked all this paper? But if you get one, one who wants your sorry ass, you best be ready to tighten up.”
 
   Riley wasn’t a “type” but he could forgive the observation. Before he knew her he’d thought the same thing. At first, the thrill had been the same as it always was with women he never could have gotten back in the day. 
 
   He’d looked at Riley and all he saw was the girl in the private school uniform, driving by in her parents’ Volvo who looked right through him and the other homeboys as they stood idling on the corner. The girl who watched, bemused when he got called out of class for the hundredth time, summoned to the principal’s office for his most recent transgression. She was the girl he’d secretly wished he could ask to the school dance instead of the hood-rats who hovered around all the time, excited by his bad-boy image. 
 
   But now he knew she was so much more than that. He’d asked himself whether he saw Riley at all, or just the girls he thought, a lifetime ago, that he could never have. Asked and answered, a million times over.
 
   “If that’s all that’s bothering you B, you can put your mind at ease,” Shawn said leaning back and closing his eyes against the bright Arizona sun.
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   New York was one of those cities where Shawn’s fan base was so solid that it was impossible to get through the airport without being accosted a dozen times. When they were in JFK, Brendan always walked a couple feet in front of him and tried as subtly as he could to discourage or deflect attention but it hardly ever worked. This time it wasn’t happening either.
 
   Just his luck that at his arrival gate, a high school girls’ basketball team was waiting to board. As soon as he deplaned, there was a single shriek, followed by a chorus and the next thing Shawn knew, he was surrounded by more than a dozen fifteen- year-olds with cell phone cameras. It only took a couple minutes for airport security to show up but by then he had to pose for photos and sign autographs for almost a half hour before he was able to make his way toward baggage claim.
 
   Once he got there, more good times – a baggage handler approached him with a magazine to sign, and that was all it took for a crowd of about thirty to show up. Brendan watched from a safe distance, making calls until the crowd thinned some; then he intervened, leading Shawn out to the curb where a car waited.
 
   December in New York. The weather hadn’t yet turned bitter but it was cold enough to make visible the fumes from the exhaust of vehicles idling in the pick-up zone. Shawn was relieved to slide into the warm interior of Chris Scaife’s Mercedes. After the temperature and the plush leather interior, the first thing he noticed was the blaring music. It was a track from his latest CD. Chris smirked as he looked over at him.
 
   “Kill that noise, man,” Shawn said. 
 
   “You’re the only nigga I know who don’t like to listen to himself,” Chris said, lowering the volume.
 
   “You only do it to fuck with me,” Shawn said.
 
   Chris turned to look at Brendan in the back seat as they pulled away.
 
   “B, we need to work on his swagger, y’know what I’m sayin’? All this modesty just ain’t appropriate for hip-hop.”
 
   Shawn looked out the window and tried to ignore Chris. This was the nature of their relationship and had been ever since Shawn was a skinny, eager kid from DC, looking to break into the East Coast rap scene.
 
   He’d met Chris at a showcase organized by a Baltimore radio station, and been picked out of a group of forty other performers to come to New York for development. 
 
   For six months, he’d lived in Chris’ mansion in Short Hills, New Jersey being groomed and packaged to become rap’s next big thing. Chris orchestrated everything from his haircut to the color of the Pumas on his feet, and produced the first track he released. Chris took him to all the right parties and introduced him to all the right people, and under his wing, within a year, Shawn had a hit single, and in two, he had more success than he had ever believed possible. 
 
   He couldn’t have imagined then that he would have a career in hip-hop that was almost a decade long, and even more money and fame than his young mind would have been able to grasp, even after his first taste of both.
 
   Although Chris was only about seven years older, his and Shawn’s relationship was more like a father-son rivalry than that of siblings, where the master was ever vigilant that the student not outshine him one day. But surpassing Chris would be almost impossible. His tentacles seemed to be in every aspect of hip-hop – clothing, publishing, music and even a couple screenplays in development.
 
   “So word is you’re jumping the broom,” Chris said casually.  
 
   Shawn looked at Brendan. “I don’t know yet. I asked her . . .”
 
   “Then of course you’re getting married,” Chris interrupted him. “What woman would say no to all this?”
 
   “The kind of woman who would say no to all this,” Shawn said.
 
   Chris laughed. “Ah, I got you. College girl.”
 
   “Something like that,” Shawn mumbled.
 
   The last thing he wanted to do was discuss Riley with Chris-fucking-Scaife. Loved him like a brother, but with Chris, nothing was sacred. Especially nothing that pertained to women.
 
   “So what’s her name? Do I know her?”
 
   Shawn laughed. “No. You don’t know her.”
 
   “Why you holdin’ out on me? My feelings are hurt.”
 
   “Yeah. Sure they are.”
 
   “C’mon man, what’s her name?”
 
   “Riley.”
 
   “Riley what?”
 
   “Riley Terry.”
 
   “Why is that name familiar?” Chris said under his breath.
 
   Shawn looked at him. If he found out Chris read Power to the People then he’d have to alter his whole worldview.
 
   “She’s a writer,” Brendan supplied. “For a magazine. She did a feature on him last year.”
 
   Chris looked at Shawn. “Damn. So she’s got her own. Good move. So when can I meet her?”
 
   Shawn shook his head. “How about never? Does never work for you?”
 
   “That’s cold,” Chris said. “I introduce you to all my significant others.” 
 
   Shawn laughed. “That shit kind of loses impact after I meet number three and four in the span of a couple weeks.”
 
   “Okay, so keep her to yourself, Smooth. Can’t do that forever. If you marry her, you gon’ have to let her out sometime,” Chris said.
 
   Shawn felt a sudden rush of apprehension. Chris was right. Riley hadn’t told him so in as many words, but he sensed Brian was completely out of the picture. For the first time since they met, he felt like she was his alone – a safe space he’d managed against all odds to carve out in his crazy life.
 
   But if she said yes – and he was still nowhere near sure that she would – as his wife, she would be exposed to all the craziness. So far, all she really knew was Brendan who was practically a saint compared to the likes of Chris Scaife. 
 
   The dirty truth about hip-hop was that the music videos were a pretty accurate depiction of the lifestyle – the women, the parties, the drugs, the spending like there was no tomorrow; and for some, the guns and drama. 
 
   The last thing in the world he wanted was for Riley to see any parts of that mess. His nostrils flared at the thought.
 
   “So where you want to go, man? I told you, you can stay at my crib.” 
 
   Chris had moved on, thankfully, to other subjects, probably bored now that he realized Shawn wouldn’t be goaded into talking about his almost-fiancée.
 
   “The Four Seasons is good,” Shawn said.  
 
   He glanced at the time. It was just after four so by the time he checked in, he could go get Riley at work, or call her to come by.
 
   “I told you I been talking to Glock, right?”
 
   “Yup.” 
 
   Glock was the two young guys who’d opened for him. 
 
   Shawn hadn’t spent much time with them on the seven-city tour. Had avoided them a little bit, in fact. They were hot-headed and irresponsible – magnets for trouble; the same as he’d been at their age.
 
   He wasn’t down for all that anymore. Just twenty-eight he still felt as though he’d lived five lifetimes’ worth of running around acting a fool.
 
   “I see big money from those two,” Brendan predicted.
 
   “I’m banking on it,” Chris nodded. “As a matter of fact, they’re in the city right now. I’m about to check them out at the studio. You interested, Smooth?”
 
   “Lemme check in at the hotel and make some calls.”
 
   He would make sure he had a suite, get things set up so Riley could meet him there later, and go check out the new wünderkinds of hip-hop. He didn’t want to work at all these next few days but he’d already slacked off by not paying close attention to Glock’s performances at his shows, so putting in some time with them in the studio was probably a good idea.
 
   Chris dropped him off and he checked in, getting a Tower Suite with a skyline view and terrace. He left a key at the front desk for Riley and called her as soon as he was got to the room.
 
   “Can I see you tonight?” he asked without greeting.
 
   The excited intake of breath on the other end was almost as good to hear as her voice. “You’re here already?”
 
   “Just checked in at the Four Seasons.”
 
   “Of course I’ll come tonight. What time do you want me?”
 
   “As soon as possible.”
 
   Riley laughed. “Do I get to finish my work first?”
 
   “If you have to,” he said. 
 
   “Yes, sadly I do. But I’ll come right after.”
 
   “So I might head to the studio then, check some things out. I’ll leave you a key downstairs in case I’m not back by the time you get here.” 
 
   “Should we go out someplace nice for dinner?”
 
   “Oh, no we’re definitely not going out,” Shawn said.
 
   After he’d showered and changed, he headed back to the lobby where Chris, and Mike and Darryl a.k.a. ‘Glock’ were already waiting for him.
 
   “I have to swing back by here in a couple hours,” he told Chris as they left. 
 
   “We got plans to hit the club tonight though man.”
 
   “That’s what you’re doing. But I have to be back around seven.”
 
   “Oh I got you,” Chris said. “Riley Terry.”
 
   He’d remembered the name. If he was right about the way Chris operated, he’d probably already asked someone in his office to look into Riley’s background. By tomorrow he would know more about her than Shawn did.
 
   Chris shrugged. “She wouldn’t like it at the club anyway. Females pushing up on you, all that mess.”
 
   Shawn sucked his teeth. “Fuck them ‘hos.”
 
   Darryl laughed. “You can always hand them off to me, Smooth.”
 
   “So you out the game, man?” Mike asked.
 
   Shawn thought about it. Slowly, and almost to himself, he nodded.
 
   As usual, the studio was overrun with people who didn’t have any business there. Apart from him and Chris, a couple technicians and Mike and Darryl, it should have been empty, but a parade of girlfriends, and friends of friends were hanging around trying to turn a recording session into a social occasion, making it almost impossible for him to think about the what he was there to do. He needed quiet when he worked but some dudes thrived on constant chaos. It wasn’t enough they wrote about it – they had to live it too.
 
   Shawn always tried to keep his head down, hoping to discourage visitors to the studio from approaching him, but it never worked. Now, despite the fact that he was sitting by himself, head down and writing in his book, he could see the legs of the person standing directly in front of him, even before she spoke. Tight jeans and pink high-heeled boots. Pink boots.  He had to look up.
 
   “What’s up, Smooth?”
 
   She had her arms folded across her chest and her head cocked to one side, looking like she had mustered up all her courage just to approach him. She had a cute smile and one dimple in her left cheek. Long, dark brown hair with auburn highlights was piled atop her head in a ponytail that cascaded out of a rubber band in glossy waves. 
 
   Shawn smiled back at her.
 
   “Nothin’. What up with you?”
 
   “I just wanted to say that your last CD was nothin’ but the truth.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   He waited for her to say more, but she just stood there, smiling that single-dimpled smile.
 
   In the beginning, when he was just starting to get a taste of what fame was like, he would look at girls as fine as this and not believe that they were offering themselves to him. Then after awhile, not only did he believe it, he started to think he was entitled to their attention. Now he’d reached the stage where he almost didn’t notice them at all. They were part of the scenery unless and until they stepped to him like this one had.
 
   “What’s your name?” he asked her.
 
   “Keisha. I’m Mike’s cousin.”
 
   He held out a hand and she took it, holding it a little longer than was necessary, letting go one finger at a time.
 
   “So I heard you was filming a video next week,” she said. “In the Bronx?”
 
   So that’s what this was about. “Yeah. You a dancer?”
 
   “Trying to be.” She looked suddenly shy again. “You think maybe I could get a part or something?”
 
   Shawn shrugged. “I don’t do casting for the videos.”
 
   “C’mon now,” she said, sitting next to him. “You know you could put me in the video if you wanted to.”
 
   “Yeah but I don’t even know if you can dance,” he pointed out.
 
   “You’ll be at Sans Souci tonight with Mike and them, right?”
 
   He said nothing. 
 
   “So look for me on the dance floor. If you like what I can do, can I be in the video?”
 
   “I’ll see what I can do.”
 
   “What else could I do for you to put me in the video?” Keisha asked, looking him right in the eye. She held his gaze for a moment until Shawn smiled and shook his head.
 
   “If you can dance, I’ll put in a word for you,” he said, ignoring her question. 
 
   It was funny how she had that shy, innocent act down pat and then the next minute she was issuing invitations for him get into her drawers. The rap game could show you some crazy shit.
 
   “So maybe I’ll see you tonight.” 
 
   The twitch in her hips as she walked away made it clear she knew he was watching.
 
   “You like that?” 
 
   Shawn glanced over his shoulder.  It was Chris, grinning at him. 
 
   “Nothing wrong with looking,” Shawn said.
 
   “Yeah, but how you can look at a piece like that and not touch is what fucks me up.”
 
   “You need to clear the studio so we can do some work and stop worrying about my dick,” Shawn said.
 
   Chris laughed. “I give you two months, playa. Two months before you trip up. Married, my ass.”
 
   He got more writing done than he expected and spent the afternoon listening to Mike and Darryl free-styling, watching how they moved and dissecting their technique. They had an old-school flavor about them, but unlike the old-school rappers they didn’t rhyme about their skills, they rhymed about guns and the ghetto and bodies laid out in the street. All the grim realities that had gradually crept into the music and culture, threatening to take the whole damn thing over. 
 
   He tried to stay away from most of that unless he said something very definite to say, but the young hotheads like Glock liked their rhymes bloody. And nowadays, if you left that out entirely, people started hollering about how you weren’t “keepin’ it real”.  
 
   During a break, Mike and Darryl were eager to hear his opinion, excited that he’d liked what they did. He’d been doing this for almost ten years, so to a couple of teenagers, that had to seem like an eternity. Shawn gave them high praise, not letting on what he really thought. To some ears, they weren’t just different from him, they were better. Across the studio, Chris raised his eyebrows. No words needed to be exchanged - they were thinking the same thing.
 
   Shawn left the studio around seven-fifteen, taking a cab back to the hotel. When he opened the door to the suite, he saw Brendan first. He was flipping through a magazine and laughing at something Riley must have said. She was sitting cross-legged on the bed.
 
   “Alright Brendan, pay up,” she said as soon as he walked in. Then she looked at him. “He said once you got into the studio, there was no telling when you’d leave. Bet me a hundred dollars you’d be there until at least midnight.”
 
   She shoved herself up and off the bed, taking a couple of steps toward him, looking hesitant for a moment until he opened his arms to her. She leaned into him and he held her for a few seconds before letting her go to look her over. She was wearing all black – a close-fitting Henley, skinny pants, boots and a cropped light leather jacket that fit her snugly. 
 
   Shawn gave Brendan a look over her shoulder, silently inquiring.
 
   “I was in the neighborhood and thought I’d see whether you wanted to grab something to eat,” Brendan explained.
 
   “You knew I was in the studio,” Shawn pointed out.
 
   Brendan shrugged. “I figured I’d check and see whether Riley was here.”
 
   “And I am,” Riley said oblivious to the subtext. “So let’s go eat.”
 
   “Yeah. Let’s go do that,” Shawn said looking at Brendan.
 
   They walked to a nearby Thai restaurant that Riley recommended and were seated – at Shawn’s request – way in the back and well out of sight. If he’d had his way, Brendan wouldn’t be with them and he and Riley would be in bed eating out of cartons. Once in the booth, Riley slid in closer to him, lifting his arm so that it was draped over her shoulder and she was leaning back onto his chest. As she grabbed the menu and began poring over it, Shawn could feel Brendan’s eyes on them, studying every gesture. 
 
   “So what was up at the studio?” Brendan asked.
 
   “Same old thing. They’re hittin’ Sans Souci later.”
 
   Brendan nodded, not really listening. He had an agenda, but Shawn couldn’t figure out what it was just yet.
 
   Riley snapped the menu shut and looked over at Brendan. “I just realized something. You look different.”
 
   “No goatee,” he said automatically.
 
   “I like it,” she said.
 
   As she spoke, she wrapped an arm about Shawn’s waist so that she was practically hugging him. The gesture seemed so fluid and natural for her that it was easy to forget that not so long ago things had been very different. No public displays of affection at all. He liked this; this was definitely better.
 
   She was describing for Brendan one of her trips to a tenement in Camden, talking about a family she found living in an apartment with no heat, hot water or electricity. Shawn watched Brendan watch her, and knew that he wasn’t listening. They gave their orders and presently, the food came out. When Riley excused herself to go wash her hands before eating, Shawn leaned back and arms folded, raised an eyebrow. He didn’t even need to ask the question.
 
   “A’ight, so I thought I’d check her out.”
 
   “Check her out, how?” Shawn demanded.
 
   “You know what I mean. She seems cool, but you never know, right?”
 
   “This is all Chris’ idea, right?”
 
   Brendan shrugged and helped himself to some rice.
 
   “He made me think about some things. Asked me some questions I didn’t have the answer to, that’s all.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   Brendan shrugged again. “Doesn’t matter right now.”
 
   “Y’know what,” Shawn said in an angry whisper. “Y’all need to back the fuck up.”
 
   Brendan shook his head and gave a short laugh.
 
   “What?” Shawn demanded.
 
   “How much are you worth, Shawn?”
 
   “What . . . this is about the . . .”
 
   “Yeah. The money. Do you even know?” Brendan asked, his voice quiet. “Do you even know how much you’re worth?”
 
   Shawn looked at him evenly.
 
   “Well I can tell you. As of January 15th, you were worth sixty-eight million. This year alone, you’ll net another ten. That’s a lot of cake.” Brendan scooped some shrimp and vegetables onto his plate as he spoke. “You don’t have any kids. The house in DC is paid for. You don’t buy cars, do hard drugs and you don’t gamble.”
 
   “What’s your fucking point?” Shawn asked impatiently. But he already knew.
 
   “The point is that some women might be excited at being asked to marry someone in your situation.”
 
   “I was there. Believe me, she wasn’t excited,” Shawn said leaning across the table, lowering his voice to avoid raising it. “And a few weeks ago, you were thinking I might be not be good enough for her. Now, all of a sudden it’s the opposite?”
 
   Brendan raised his hands as though Shawn was pointing a gun at him. 
 
   “No one ever said anything about her not being good enough. It’s obvious you’re not in her league. But we’re not talking about that right now. We’re talking about the money. Like I said. I never thought about it till Chris . . .”
 
   “Yeah, we should listen to Chris,” Shawn scoffed.
 
   “He’s been there man.”
 
   “Yeah, with skanky-ass video ‘hos that he gets knocked up just about every year. You pluck a bitch straight outta the projects and then act surprised when she start asking for shit?”
 
   “Okay, so not the same kinds of women as Riley. But when he says you need a pre-nup, he has a point.”
 
   Shawn leaned back. “A pre-nup.”
 
   Just then Riley returned, so the subject was dropped.
 
   While they ate, she did most of the talking, and didn’t seem to notice the subtle change in mood. A pre-nup. Shawn hadn’t even considered one. If the situation were reversed, he thought, looking at Brendan, he would most definitely be doing and saying the same things. So why did it still feel like it didn’t apply to this – to him and Riley?
 
   After dinner they walked back to the hotel where Brendan said his goodbyes, giving Shawn a silently imploring look as he left. But it had only taken as long as dinner for Shawn to make up his mind. If Brendan thought he was going to mention a pre-nup to Riley, he was crazy. She was already skittish about the marriage thing as it was. He didn’t need to give her any reasons to say ‘no’ when he was pretty sure Tracy was already supplying those by the dozen.
 
   “So how long do I have you for?” Riley asked as they entered the suite.
 
   “You have me for as long as you want me,” Shawn said pulling her to him.
 
   “You know what I mean,” she said against his lips as he kissed her.
 
   “Okay. Seriously.” He sat on the bed and pulled her onto his lap. “I don’t have anything solid till January, so I have almost three weeks off. But I have to go to Maryland next week to list my townhouse. Other than that, I’m here.”
 
   “You’re putting your house on the market?”
 
   Shawn nodded. “I’ll get something here in New York.”
 
   Riley chewed on a nail, and Shawn tried without success to read her expression.
 
   “It could be a rental,” he continued. “Or it could be something more permanent. So I’ll be around for a minute.”
 
   She nodded. “Okay.”
 
   “Why don’t you get some stuff from your place and stay here with me?” he asked impulsively.  
 
   “All week?” she asked.
 
   “Or longer.”
 
   “Are you asking me to move in to the Four Seasons with you?” she teased.
 
   “No, I’m asking you to marry me,” he said seriously. “But to stay with me here in the meantime.” 
 
   “I would love to stay here with you this week,” Riley said, pointedly avoiding the underlying, much bigger question. “I could be back by ten if I go now.” 
 
   She made as though to stand but Shawn pulled her back.
 
   “Hey, hey. Not now. We can go together tomorrow. Tonight you’re not going anywhere.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” she laughed.
 
   “And I’m not letting you run out on me at six in the morning either.” 
 
   He pushed her back and rolled over on top of her, the weight of his upper body resting on his elbows.
 
   “But I have to go to work tomorrow,” she pointed out, amused. “And people would talk if I showed up in the same clothes I left in today.”
 
   “So I’ll get you a car to take you home early, and you pack your stuff, and send the car back here with your stuff after it takes you to work. Sound good?”
 
   “Sounds perfect.”
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   Later, Shawn watched from bed as Riley walked across the room to go start the shower. Her body, her skin, her hair, her face. That was the standard now. Any deviation from that would be wrong, and somehow inadequate. 
 
   After a few moments, he heard the water and Riley stuck her head out of the bathroom, beckoning for him to follow. They stood in the shower that was big enough for six people, jets of almost too hot water massaging them from all sides. Riley reached for the hotel shampoo and worked the lather into her hair, turning her back to Shawn so he could rub it into her scalp. As he washed her hair, it was difficult not to let his hands roam down her neck and back and then around.
 
   “Don’t you start,” she said, her tone more encouraging than not.
 
   He ran his hands over her sides and back up, over her arms and briefly across her breasts before finally focusing on her hair once again. He scrubbed for a few minutes then pulled her back into the direct stream of one of the shower jets to rinse.
 
   Her eyes were shut and her neck arched backward. It was impossible to resist kissing her there, right at the point where her throat curved. This time, she responded by turning her head so that her lips were on his, and the tip of her tongue met his own. Shawn reached down and stroked her until she was pressing herself against the heel of his hand, her breath coming harder and faster. Just as he could feel the tension building, he pushed her against the shower wall and slid his hand along her inner thigh, lifting her leg so that he could enter her from behind.
 
   The friction was slow and sweet and hot. He leaned in, feeling a pulse from deep inside her. They moved together slowly and in perfect rhythm, Shawn’s hands coming up to cup her breasts. Finally Riley reached back and gripped his shoulder, her jaw clenched. One of them cried out their release. He couldn’t be sure it wasn’t him. Riley went slack in his arms and winced.
 
    “I think my leg’s asleep,” she said. 
 
   “You want me to carry you out?” Shawn asked.
 
   “No,” she allowed her head to hang forward limp and pushed back against him so they remained connected. “The water feels good. Let’s stay a little while longer.”
 
   “Okay,” he said, kissing the back of her neck. “A little while longer.”
 
   At dawn, he opened the French doors to the rooftop terrace. The air was clean and clear, and the city seemed almost peaceful in the early, soft gray light. Even the traffic below was muted. Shawn looked back into the room where Riley was regarding him from the bed, her eyelids heavy. They had barely slept all night and spent hours talking until occasionally one of them reached for the other, and a touch in the right place, or the right way would get them going again. 
 
   “What’re you looking so intense about over there?” she asked.
 
   “Just thinking about stuff.” 
 
   He leaned against the door and stayed where he was, just so he could look at her. Shawn felt a tug in his core so fierce it was almost painful.
 
   “What kind of stuff?”
 
   “Like why we never did this before.”
 
   “I seem to remember us doing this plenty of times before,” Riley said.
 
   “I mean why you never stayed before.”
 
   She half-shrugged and turned onto her back, looking away from him and at the ceiling.
 
   “No. Really,” he said seriously. “Why didn’t you ever stay?”
 
   “Because,” she said slowly. “It would have been too risky, I guess.”
 
   “Risky.”
 
   “Yes. Because I knew that . . .” she turned over again and looked directly at him, “because I knew that if I let myself, I could love you.” 
 
   She gave him a wry smile and shrugged. “And then it happened anyway.”
 
   “Loving me is risky?”
 
   “Loving anyone is risky, Shawn,” she said quietly. “Isn’t it?”
 
   “So it wasn’t because you had to go home to . . .”
 
   “To Brian?” Riley said. “No. I would always avoid him for like three days after you left. I don’t know how he never figured it out. It was awful. I was awful.”
 
   “I didn’t like that,” he admitted. “When you left.”
 
   “But I always came back to you, didn’t I?”
 
   Shawn said nothing. It didn’t feel that way; it felt like he was the one who always came back to her.
 
   Riley stretched and groaned happily. “I wish I could ditch work today.”
 
   “So do it.”
 
   “It’s Friday. I may as well go in. I’m going to be so late though. I should call now and leave voicemail for Greg and see whether . . .”
 
   “I love you too,” Shawn interrupted her. 
 
   No risk, no reward. 
 
   Riley smiled, her eyes becoming warm. She looked almost shy, like a little girl.
 
   “More than anybody,” he continued. “More than anything. You know that right?”
 
   “Yeah,” she said after a moment as though just realizing it for the first time. “I know.”
 
    
 
   g
 
    
 
   For the last four years, almost every Sunday morning, Tracy and Riley met for Bikram yoga at a midtown studio. After perspiring and contorting for forty-five minutes, they showered and headed for their favorite coffee shop, Harambe, for breakfast. 
 
   This morning it was considerably more difficult to get motivated with Shawn’s arms wrapped about her waist and his face buried in the back of her neck but somehow, Riley managed to get up and out of there. She was about a half hour early, having forgotten that she wouldn’t need nearly as much lead time, since she wasn’t coming from Flushing. Standing outside the studio in her yoga attire, her mat rolled under her arm, she tried to process everything that had happened over the last couple days.
 
   Shawn had said he loved her. 
 
   Just thinking about it made her feel just as she had then – giddy and excited. It was probably unfair to compare it to how she’d felt when Brian said the same words and quite frankly there was no comparison. For the past few weeks she’d been desperately trying to come up with some reason for what she’d done to him, and the truth was, there was none. 
 
   When Tracy showed up, she was breathless and flushed, her hair pulled back into a swing ponytail. She kissed Riley on the cheek and looped an arm through hers, pulling her toward the studio’s entrance.
 
   “What’s all the love about?” Riley asked suspiciously.
 
   “Does it have to be about something?” Tracy said, feigning disappointment.
 
   “I’m pretty sure it does, yes.”
 
   Tracy said nothing as they climbed the stairs to the second floor.  They passed some of the folks from the early class as they descended, some of them still sweating profusely. Tracy carefully avoided physical contact, pressing herself against the wall of the narrow steps as they walked by her.
 
   “So what is it?” Riley said when as they shed their shoes for class. “Spit it out.”
 
   Once they got started, talking would be next to impossible given the challenges of Bikram yoga.
 
   “Okay there is something,” Tracy admitted.
 
   “I knew there was. What is it?”
 
   “Well I heard Barbra Streisand is coming to the Garden and I thought maybe . . .”
 
   “Barbra Streisand,” Riley said dryly.
 
   “Yes. Now, I don’t expect that she and Shawn move in the same circles or anything, but he is in the music industry, so I’m sure he knows someone.”
 
   “Sure. I’ll ask.”
 
   “You will?”
 
   Riley shrugged. “Why not?”
 
   “Huh. That was easy. I know you never want to ask him for anything, so I have to say, I’m completely surprised by how cool you’re being about this.”
 
   “I don’t know that he’ll be able to do anything but I’m happy to ask.  And besides, it’s not for me.”
 
   Tracy grabbed her shoulder. “But you mustn’t tell him that. Or he won’t try as hard.”
 
   Riley laughed. “Fine, I won’t tell him that.”
 
   Bikram yoga had just the kind of intensity Riley was craving. The temperature in the room was somewhere between ninety-five and one hundred degrees, so the towel she brought along was essential. There were twenty-six poses in all, and by the time class was done, she always felt as though she’d been to a spinning class, and it didn’t hurt that her pores were completely clear after all the sweating either. She’d expected that she would use this time to think, but even that was difficult; she was unable to think about anything besides the poses and the unrelenting heat. 
 
   Next to her, Tracy moved fluidly through her own routine, her face focused, her eyes staring off into the middle distance. Riley blinked and stretched then lowered into Downward Facing Dog, surprised to suddenly find herself on her back looking up into the faces of Tracy and the Derek, the instructor, other faces from the class on the fringes.
 
   “Are you okay?” Tracy was asking. She sounded so far away.
 
   Riley blinked. “Of course I’m okay,” she said, annoyed.
 
   “You fainted,” Derek explained. “You were out for about three minutes.”
 
   “I’m fine,” Riley said, trying to sit up.
 
   “Nope. Give it a sec.” Derek pressed a hand firmly on her sternum, keeping her down. “A little help someone?”
 
   They carried her out into the hallway where it was so much cooler, Riley almost shivered.
 
   “Water, please,” Derek said.
 
   Someone produced a bottle of water and he opened it, holding it to Riley’s lips. She took it from him and guzzled.
 
   “Drinking last night?” Derek asked.
 
   “Wine. A few glasses.”
 
   “Ah. You’re probably just a little dehydrated for Bikram,” he said. He helped her sit up and pat her on the shoulder. “Sit here for a few minutes then hit the showers. A cool shower.”
 
   He winked at her and squeezed her shoulder before returning to the class.
 
   “Thanks.” Riley drank the rest of the water and looked at Tracy. “How humiliating.”
 
   Tracy smiled. “I always drink about a gallon of water the night before,” she said. But she was looking at Riley searchingly, inquisitively.
 
   “What?”
 
   “When you were out, you said ‘Brian’ a couple of times.”
 
   Riley put her face in her hands. “Oh my god, that’s even more embarrassing.”
 
   “So what’s that about?” Tracy asked softly, sitting next to her.
 
   “I’ve been thinking about that a lot lately. About how everything went down. I just still feel terrible about it. Especially now since I’m . . .” She stopped abruptly.
 
   Tracy looked at her expectantly. “Since you’re what?”
 
   Riley shrugged.
 
   “Since you’re about to get married.”
 
   Riley looked away. That was precisely what she’d been about to say. But she hadn’t made that decision, had she?
 
   Tracy sighed deeply. “Riley, you know I would never tell you what to do,” she began.
 
   “But you’re about to, aren’t you?”
 
   “Yes,” Tracy nodded. “I’m about to. You can’t do this. Not like this. Not so soon. I mean, who is he anyway? Do you even know who he is, Riley?”
 
   “That didn’t seem to bother you when you wanted me to get you tickets to Streisand.”
 
   “Streisand tickets are one thing. Trying to marry my best friend is another.”
 
   “You were the one who said you could see that he loves me,” Riley said, her voice quiet.
 
   Tracy nodded. “I believe he does.”
 
   “So what’s the . . .?”
 
   “Riley. Neither of us is dumb enough to believe that’s the only important thing when it comes to marriage. Right?”
 
   Riley nodded. “You sound like my mother.”
 
   “You already talked to Lorna about this?”
 
   “Sort of,” Riley didn’t look at her. “I told her that he proposed; that’s all.”
 
   “And that was probably plenty enough for her to be able to tell how much you want to say yes. Just like I can tell.”
 
   “I love him,” Riley said simply. She looked at Tracy and shrugged. “There. I’ve said it. So if you can tell me how to make that go away, I’m all ears.”
 
   “Do you want it to go away?” Tracy asked.
 
   Riley said nothing. Of course she didn’t. Loving Shawn was terrifying and unexpected and defied all common sense but she most definitely did not want it to go away.
 
   Tracy sighed. “Let’s go get some breakfast before you pass out again.”
 
   Harambe was crowded with the usual Sunday cast of characters – writers and dancers and assorted artsy types, eating croissant and drinking cappuccino. Riley and Tracy usually ordered the full breakfast, with pancakes and eggs scrambled with cheese and a ham steak on the side, but the tension had robbed them of their appetite. Riley got an americano with a low fat muffin and Tracy stuck to green tea.
 
   “I’m just scared for you,” she said. “That you’ll get hurt. That he’ll take you for granted, or treat you like some oiled-down video hoochie, or cheat on you or beat you.”
 
   “So basically, all of the stereotypes about rappers,” Riley said bitterly.
 
   “Yes,” Tracy nodded. “I admit it. I’m prejudiced. And let’s face it, Riley, stereotypes don’t come from nowhere.”
 
   “If I do this, Tracy, you can’t be waiting in the wings to say you told me so at the first sign of trouble.”
 
   “I won’t. But you have to let me catch my breath for a minute. My best friend, my sister . . .” Tracy reached across the table and grabbed Riley’s hand. “. . . is about to get married to a man I don’t know at all. A man she barely knows herself.”
 
   “I haven’t made that decision,” Riley said quietly.
 
   Tracy smiled sadly. “Oh yes you have.”
 
   Riley didn’t deny it.
 
   “Just promise me one thing,” Tracy said.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “That you won’t buy a Cadillac Escalade.”
 
   “No chrome rims?” Riley asked with mock seriousness.
 
   “And no chinchilla seat covers,” Tracy added, shaking her head.
 
   They both laughed.
 
   “If he hurts you, you tell him, I will hunt him down and personally kill his ass,” Tracy said.
 
   “Well. I think I’ll wait to share that until he gets you the Streisand tickets.”
 
   Tracy smiled. “Good idea.”
 
    
 
   g
 
    
 
   Shawn wasn’t in the suite when she got back so Riley crawled into bed with her laptop and turned on CNN. The hotel wasn’t home, but there was a certain reassurance to seeing his shirt thrown over the back of a chair, a pair of his boots peeking out of the closet. He was gone, but only for the moment. For a change, she had tangible evidence that he would be back. Her own clothes were still stuffed into her duffle bag. 
 
   On a whim, she shoved aside her laptop and began the task of pulling things out and putting them on hangers, folding others and placing them in the cedar chest of drawers alongside Shawn’s. Near the bottom of the duffle was the blue box. She’d brought it along telling herself that it was because she didn’t want to leave so expensive a piece of jewelry in her apartment while she was away.
 
   She took it out of the box now and turned it over in her fingers. It was the most exquisite thing she had ever been given, sparkling like a star in her hand. Riley inhaled and literally held her breath while sliding it onto the index finger of her left hand. It fit perfectly. She extended her arm and surveyed it from different angles, trying to get used to the sight of it. If she wanted it, this would be hers. But more importantly, Shawn would be hers, and there was no question that she wanted him.
 
   She kept the ring on her finger even after she was done putting her clothes away and resumed her work on the laptop, testing how it might feel to wear it all the time. After a few minutes, she didn’t even remember it was there and her fingers moved as nimbly across the keyboard as they always had. Halfway through the outline of an article she was proposing for the March issue, she heard the door to the suite.
 
   It was Shawn and Brendan dressed as though they’d been to the gym, but the grass and mud stains on their sweats told her they’d instead been outside.
 
   “Did you guys get into a street fight or something?”
 
   “Football. Prospect Park,” Brendan explained, collapsing on the sofa. Shawn dived into bed and Riley put her laptop aside, making room for his head on her lap.
 
   “How was yoga?” he asked.
 
   She raked her fingers over his scalp. “Fine until I fainted.”
 
   Shawn sat up abruptly, his eyes concerned. “What happened?”
 
   Riley shrugged. “It was Bikram.”
 
   “What the hell is Bikram?” Brendan asked idly as he flipped channels.
 
   “They call it fire yoga,” Riley explained. “They keep the room really hot. I wasn’t properly hydrated, that’s all.”
 
   “But you’re okay now.”
 
   Shawn was still looking at her as though checking for broken parts. His gaze stopped at her hands, and something flickered in his eyes, something that could only be described as elation. And then Riley remembered.  
 
   She was still wearing the ring. 
 
   Shawn’s eyes rose to hers once again, silently questioning. She looked down and took a breath. He put a hand beneath her chin and tipped her head upward so they were eye to eye once again. She could have said it was a misunderstanding. But it wasn’t. Admittedly, she hadn’t thought it completely through yet, and for sure the timing wasn’t what she would have planned, with Brendan sitting sweaty and dirty, less than ten feet away watching ESPN. But the truth was, of course she would marry Shawn. Of course, if the alternative was to lose him.
 
   So she mouthed the word ‘yes’ and watched as his face opened up into an unbelievable smile.
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   The darkness surprised him as he stepped out onto the sidewalk, and Shawn turned on his phone, disoriented for a moment. It was almost ten-thirty; he had been in the studio for eleven hours. Eleven hours and he’d accomplished absolutely nothing. Brendan exited the building right behind him and looked up. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “I didn’t realize it was this late,” Shawn said. His phone chimed as it powered on and a series of text messages flashed across the screen.
 
   “This is how it starts,” Brendan laughed. “Not even your wife yet and blowing up your shit.”
 
   Shawn ignored him and scanned the messages. Riley letting him know she was leaving work, another letting him know she figured he was working and so was going to meet Tracy for drinks. A third, telling him they were at Harambe and she would be back around midnight. 
 
   “She’s out with her girl,” Shawn said, scrolling through the messages. “C’mon take me back to the hotel.”
 
   “Which girl? Tracy?”Brendan asked, interested now.
 
   “Yeah.” Shawn looked at him. “B, believe me when I tell you, you are most definitely not her type.”
 
   Brendan laughed. “Don’t sleep on your boy. Tracy and I shared a moment in L.A., many moments in fact.”
 
   “Really.”
 
   “Yeah, when you and Riley were beefin’ I took her shopping that morning.”
 
   “She was using you for the ride, B.”
 
   Brendan shook his head. “I don’t think so.”
 
   “Okay, you want to humiliate yourself, let’s go find them,” Shawn said.
 
   “What time is it?” Brendan glanced at his wrist though he wasn’t wearing a watch. “I guarantee you I will be balls deep by one a.m., you watch.”
 
   “Maybe we should put some money on that.”
 
   Brendan shook his head. “No. Because that would be crass.”
 
   Shawn laughed. “Shut up, man. Let’s go.”
 
   It took them only twenty minutes to find Harambe Café with the help of the GPS, but parking was a lot more challenging, so Brendan dropped Shawn off out front and went in search of the ever-elusive free downtown parking spot. Inside the café, it was thankfully dark, so no one seemed to notice him other than the hostess, who smiled and nodded her recognition, asking whether he needed a table. Everyone else was focused on the stage where a brother with waist-long dreads was doing some kind of spoken word performance, his mouth close to the mike, his voice a soothing, baritone hum.
 
   “A spot at the bar would be good,” Shawn told her, keeping his voice low.
 
   The bar was in the dimmest section of the café, and would give him a vantage point from which he might spot Riley. The hostess walked him toward the bar with a flashlight which she aimed downward, like an usher in a movie theater. Shawn chose a seat that was at the far end that looked to have just been vacated, if the abandoned beer glass in front of it was any indication. The hostess, a pretty sister who was rocking an Angela Davis ‘fro, signaled to the bartender to clean it up, and nodded her confirmation that Shawn should take the seat.
 
   “It’s open mike tonight,” she whispered. “You think you might want to get up there and give our customers a surprise performance?”
 
   Shawn shook his head. “No thanks. I’m off the clock.”
 
   “Understandable. But I think you know that I had to ask,” she said squeezing his leg.
 
    He glanced down at her hand, which had lingered just a moment too long to be casual.
 
   “I’m Marnie,” she said. “If you need anything.”
 
   “Thanks Marnie,” he said. He turned to face the stage so she would know she was being dismissed.
 
   The place was jam-packed, with only a few empty seats in the whole house, and from what Shawn could tell, those seats were only vacant because so many people had chosen to sit on the floor, directly in front of the stage to be closer to the performers. He looked around, taking it all in. It was Hipster Central in here. Just about every woman was rocking a natural of some kind: dreads, braids, nappy and curly ‘fros. And the brothers all looked like some variation of Maxwell, circa 1996. 
 
   So this was Riley’s tribe. 
 
   He recognized traces of her in the distressed clothing everyone seemed to be wearing, and the casual disregard for conventional standards of beauty. No one in this crowd would be rocking Prada or Dolce and Gabbana, that was for damn sure. Even if they could afford, it, these were the folks who shunned labels on principle. Daily, he was being oriented to that world bit by painful bit. Just last week, Shawn had told Riley a bold-faced lie when she asked him whether her engagement ring was made of conflict-free diamonds.
 
   He searched the tables for her with no luck and then completely unexpectedly, saw Tracy. She was one of only a handful of women in the whole place with straightened hair and tailored clothes that looked like they actually fit. She was listening to the brother onstage with an expression of mild interest, but nothing like the rapt attention that almost everyone else was displaying. So clearly this was not her scene as much as it was Riley’s.
 
   Moments later, Shawn spotted his fiancée. Riley was about ten feet away from Tracy, in a corner of the cafe, not looking at the stage at all. Instead, she was completely focused on someone who, though their back was Shawn, seemed familiar all the same. Her face betrayed signs of strain and she was shaking her head emphatically, as though denying something. And that was when he knew who it was. Brian.
 
   His immediate impulse was to get over there and put some distance between them, but Brian wasn’t actually touching Riley, so Shawn forced himself to take a deep breath and bit down on his lower lip. He took in every detail about her gestures, trying to read what was being talked about. But of course, he knew what was being talked about; most likely the fact that she was about to be married. And to the guy she’d cheated with, no less. 
 
   Shawn was surprised that he felt absolutely no sense of empathy for his rival. Given that he knew what it felt like to almost lose Riley, he would have thought that he could muster up something. But no, all he thought looking at them across the room together was about how to get Riley as far away from Brian as possible.
 
   Fuck this shit, he thought. 
 
   She was with him now. No way was he going to sit here shadow-boxing while Riley had a heart-to-heart with her ex-boyfriend. He shoved himself up off his bar stool and tried to make out the best path to her. He didn’t care if she was mad or not, he was putting an end to this little tête-à-tête. 
 
   Maybe it was his movement that caught her eye but the next thing he knew, Tracy was looking directly at him, squinting somewhat in the dim light. She turned to look at Riley and inclined her head in the direction of the exit. Shawn narrowed his eyes, not comprehending for a moment until she did it again and turned on her heel to push her way through to crowd and toward the exit.
 
   What the hell did she want? Chances were, she’d set the whole reconciliation up. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that Tracy did not approve of him, but he’d decided for the sake of peace in his future household not to address it. For better or for worse, Riley came with an extra, troublesome appendage.  
 
   When Shawn got outside, she was already there, not wearing her coat, so clearly her plan was for this conversation to be a quick one. Rubbing her hands together to ward off the cold, Tracy took a deep breath and advanced a few steps to meet him. 
 
   “Riley didn’t mention that you were coming,” she said.
 
   “She didn’t know,” he said, looking in the direction of the café. “Obviously.”
 
   Tracy rolled her eyes. “Look,” she said. “I’ve known Riley a lot longer than you have. So a word to the wise; don’t go in there and make some kind of ghetto-ass scene because she’s having a conversation with someone.”
 
   “Wha . . . do you know me or something?” Shawn said.
 
   “Believe me, I’ve heard all about you,” Tracy said. “And I was in L.A., remember? When you emotionally blackmailed her into . . .”
 
   “Tracy, this is none of your business,” Shawn said, struggling for composure.
 
   “I disagree,” she said, her voice clipped. “But in any event, I’m telling you that Riley is not the kind of woman you try to hem up. So if you go in there and try to get into some kind of dick-measuring contest with Brian, I can almost guarantee you there will be no wedding.”
 
   That got his attention, as she had to know it would. Tracy blinked and her expression changed from confrontational to triumphant.
 
   “And I should believe you because you really want there to be a wedding,” Shawn said.
 
   “You know I don’t. But she does.” Tracy shrugged. “I don’t understand it, but there it is. She wants you.”
 
   Hearing the words spoken by someone who had no interest in them being true, placated him somewhat. But still . . . Shawn glanced at the café again.
 
   “He was her friend, too, Shawn,” Tracy said, her voice more sympathetic this time. “Try to understand that. She lost a friend, as well, not just some guy she dated.”
 
   If that was supposed to make him feel better, it had the opposite effect. To be reminded that there were layers to her relationship with Brian went right to the core of what worried Shawn most about his comparatively new connection with Riley. No matter how you looked at it, they were only just now getting to know each other. Every single day was a revelation. 
 
   Waking up with her, sharing meals, watching television – it was all new territory, and all of it was good. The last thing he needed was to be reminded of the dude who had tread all over that ground before he even got there. The photo of Riley and Brian that he’d lifted from her apartment spoke of events, good times and a shared history that Shawn had not yet built with her.
 
   “She made her choice,” Shawn said shrugging. “It is what it is. Now she’s supposed to pat him on the head and make him feel good about it?”
 
   Tracy sighed. “So you’re going in there, is that what you’re saying?”
 
   “I didn’t come here to bust anybody. But I’m sure as hell not sneaking out like some punk. She’s about to be my wife, Tracy. All this other shit? His hurt feelings and what-not, I couldn’t give a fuck about.”
 
   Before she could respond, Brendan showed up. Tracy looked at them both and heaved a deep sigh, turning on her heel and heading back inside.
 
   “What the hell did you do now?” Brendan asked.
 
   “Riley’s ex-boyfriend’s in there. Tracy was trying to get me to leave. You believe that? I should leave.”
 
   Brendan laughed. 
 
   “I’m going back in,” Shawn said. “You coming?”
 
   Brendan shrugged. “As long as they have a bar. But something’s telling me you messed my whole deal up.”
 
   “What deal?” Shawn said, shaking his head. “She was never going to give you any.”
 
   “That’s what you say,” Brendan mumbled under his breath.
 
   By the time they got back inside, the stage was empty, the patrons had resumed their chatter, and the room was in motion once again. Shawn scanned the crowd, looking for Riley and found her not far from where she’d been talking to Brian, but this time she was with Tracy alone, and was looking about the room, searching the faces. When she found him, she came toward him with no hesitation, wrapping her arms about his waist and smiling a greeting at Brendan.
 
   “Hey,” she said. “How was the studio?”
 
   “Lost track of time,” he said.
 
   Riley nodded absently. “You want to hang out for awhile, or should we head back to the hotel?”
 
   “Let’s head back,” Shawn said. He turned to Brendan who held his hands up.
 
   “Don’t look at me. It took me twenty minutes to find a place to park,” Brendan said. “I’m here for as long as it takes to make it worth my while.”
 
   Shawn shook his head, looking in Tracy’s direction. “You’re wasting your time, man.”
 
   “What are we talking about?” Riley asked. 
 
   “Nothing,” Brendan said. “I’ll see you two later.”
 
   Shawn looked down at Riley. She still looked tense.
 
   “Let’s get a cab back uptown,” he said.
 
   The ride was made in silence, and even when they pulled up in front of the Four Seasons and got out, Riley was pensive. Shawn tried but could not read her face. 
 
   In the elevator she stood apart from him and once on their floor, she walked ahead as though she was alone. It was only at the door to the suite that she turned to look at him again. Her eyes were tired, and troubled. Shawn felt the beginnings of a thread of emotion pretty close to dread begin to snake through him. 
 
   Was she having second thoughts?
 
   Riley headed straight for the bathroom and Shawn could hear her turn on the shower. She emerged moments later and began stripping off her clothes. 
 
   “Are you coming?” she asked impatiently, before disappearing into the bathroom once again.
 
   Shawn undressed and followed her. She was already standing under one of the jets, head back, eyes closed, allowing the water to course over her face. Shawn stepped into the shower behind her, wrapping his arms about her waist. She leaned back into him and he felt the tension leave her shoulders. She tilted her head backward and he leaned in to kiss her. Riley turned to face him, deepening the kiss, pulling him closer.
 
   Shawn pulled her from beneath the stream of water, uncomfortable suddenly that he didn’t know what had motivated the kiss. 
 
   “Hey,” he said, tipping her head up so she would look at him. “What’s going on?”
 
   “I really hurt him, Shawn,” she said, and her lower lip was trembling.
 
   He didn’t know what to say to that. If she hadn’t hurt Brian, she wouldn’t be here. If she hadn’t hurt Brian, she would have hurt him. And so he couldn’t pretend to be sorry that things had gone down the way they had.
 
   “I mean, I knew I had. But I didn’t know how much. And the worst part is I don’t know that it would have made a difference even if I had known.”
 
   There. That was what he needed to hear her to say. 
 
   After their shower, Riley’s mood was not even marginally improved. Instead of dressing, she pulled the plush white hotel bathrobe about her and curled into one of the armchairs, reaching for the remote and switching on the television. Shawn pretended not to watch her as he pulled on a pair of sweats and a t-shirt. Something occurred to him, an unanswered question that he knew before he spoke should probably remain that way, for both their sakes.
 
   “So how did Brian wind up at the café anyway?”
 
   Riley turned to look at him, her face expressionless.
 
   “I called him,” she said.
 
   “Why?” The question was out as soon as he thought it.
 
   Riley turned in her seat now, sitting up straighter and pulling her feet up beneath her.
 
   “I’ve been thinking about him,” she said, as though it was obvious.
 
   “You’ve been thinking about him,” Shawn repeated. He swallowed, forcing back the rush of anger.
 
   “How could I not?” she asked, her voice low. “After what I did.”
 
   “Because he’s your friend,” Shawn said, unable to keep the bitterness out of his voice. “Right?”
 
   “Yes. He is.”
 
   “Still?”
 
   “Honestly, that’s what I wanted to find out,” Riley said looking him directly in the eye.
 
   This, he hated – and loved – about her. She didn’t mince words or beat around the bush on anything, and wasn’t going to sugarcoat it for him if what she wanted was to have Brian in her life.
 
   “And?”
 
   “He’s still . . . smarting a little bit, but yes, I think we’ll make it through this and . . .”
 
   Before she even finished her sentence, Shawn was shaking his head. “Nah. I’m not going for that,” he said. 
 
   “What does that mean?” she asked. Her voice was taut. “I don’t even see what this has to do with you.”
 
   “You don’t?” His voice rose. “So you think I’m going to let you go hang out, have drinks, dinner and go to fucking poetry readings with this dude? Knowing that you and him used to  . . .”
 
   Shawn paced the floor, feeling himself wound up with an uncomfortable energy for which he had no outlet. He couldn’t remember ever having been angry enough to want to punch through a wall before, but now he could see the appeal. He visualized himself picking up a chair and just fucking slinging it across the room.
 
   “Used to,” Riley said. “Exactly.”
 
   “You’re going to be my wife,” Shawn said, as though it was his trump card. “And I’m not having that.”
 
   Riley’s eyes widened in horror. “Wow. So what, you’re going to forbid it?” 
 
   Shawn thought about Tracy’s words, about Riley not being the kind of woman he could “hem up.” He bit down on his lower lip, conflicted.
 
   “What you’re telling me is that all you did is switch us up,” he said. “Brian on the outside, and me on the in. Now I get to be the dumb motherfucker at home while you run all over town with him?”
 
   At that, Riley shoved herself up off the armchair and headed for the dresser. Without another word, she began pulling her clothing out. Then she went to the closet and found her duffle.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “I can’t believe you just said that to me,” she said.
 
   “Did he kiss you tonight?” Shawn demanded.
 
   She paused for a moment and turned to look at him, incredulous, before shaking her head and resuming her packing.
 
   “What does that have to do with anything?”
 
   “Well, did he?”
 
   “Yes, Shawn. As a matter of fact, he did. On the cheek,” she finally said, exasperated. “Like a friend would.”
 
   “Well, we both know your definition of friendship is a little flexible,” Shawn continued.
 
   “I am not doing this,” she said, her voice quiet again. “I’m not.”
 
   “Not doing what?” Shawn demanded. He grabbed her arm and spun her to face him.
 
   “Any of it!” she snapped, wrenching free.
 
   Powerlessness was not something he was accustomed to feeling, but he felt it now. With her back to him, Riley continued packing, tossing her clothing haphazardly into the duffle bag. Knowing that he couldn’t just sit there and watch her leave, he did the only thing he could do – he pulled on his boots and left before she did.
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   A blast of staggeringly hot air assaulted her as soon as Riley unlocked the door to her apartment. It had been more than a week since she’d been back. Playing house with Shawn in the Four Seasons had made her forget just how rustic her place was. 
 
   Shedding her coat, she dumped her duffle on the sofa and went straightaway to the kitchen. There was a bottle of red wine somewhere in there with her name on it. If she wasn’t mistaken, she had one bottle of merlot left from that case she and Peter had sweet-talked their way into getting after the last year’s Christmas party. It might taste like vinegar by now, but she didn’t care. She didn’t need it for the taste; she needed its intoxicating effect.
 
   It had been a shit day that had turned into an even shittier evening. Funny but it hadn’t started that way. Shawn had woken early that morning for a business meeting, so they’d had breakfast together in the suite, sitting at the little dining table, watching television and talking about not much of anything like an old married couple. Riley had even allowed herself to imagine what it would be like when they really were married. 
 
   But it was only downhill from there. When she got to the magazine, there was package on her chair, delivered by messenger. Brian had neatly packed up every item of clothing she had left in his apartment, every book, every sock, and every scrap of every tiny thing that belonged to her and sent them back to their rightful owner. Inside was a note: I believe these belong to you. And that was all. He didn’t even sign his name.
 
   For the rest of the day, she could think of nothing else besides the look on his face when she’d confessed everything about Shawn; the disbelief, followed by shock, anger and finally, the hurt. What she hadn’t felt then, suddenly assailed her – regret and even a fair amount of shame. She’d discarded Brian like yesterday’s newspaper because she was desperate not to lose Shawn. And now that she and Shawn were together and it was exactly as she’d hoped it might be, she was surprised to be plagued so frequently with thoughts of Brian and how he was doing.
 
   Had he gone to school the day they broke up? How were things going with law review? She worried about him but not because she regretted choosing Shawn, because honestly, it hadn’t even felt like a choice. It had been more like a certainty, a force that she could do nothing to stop, or change, or even slow down. No, she worried about Brian because quite simply, he was her friend and she loved him as a friend. She wanted to hear about his life and know that he was okay. And here she was, looking at a box of her personal effects that he hadn’t wanted to keep but had too much respect for her to toss out. 
 
   That was when she knew she had to call him.
 
   He was reserved on the phone but agreed to meet her at Harambe and she was grateful. She couldn’t move forward without this.
 
   When he walked in, Riley was with Tracy sitting at a table near the stage. The sight of him made her spirits lift and she realized that she’d missed him. Brian used to be her every day, when Shawn had been her once-in-awhile. It hurt when he returned her hug with a stiff embrace.
 
   I’m here he’d said simply. 
 
   Thank you, she said. 
 
   What had followed had been a difficult conversation. She’d answered all his questions, telling him about the first night she met Shawn, and how she’d spent the night, how she was drawn back to him over and over again despite telling herself that it was wrong, that he was wrong for her.
 
   So all the time with me, were you pretending? he asked.
 
   She’d been emphatic that she wasn’t. She loved him, she told him. But just not in the same way she loved Shawn.
 
   If you needed me to come here to make you feel better, then I’m happy to do that for you, Riley, he said finally. I mean it. If he makes you feel the way you say he does, then I’m glad I can make you feel okay about what happened with us. But don’t expect me to be okay. At least not for awhile.
 
   That was the moment when she realized that even asking him to come speak to her had been an act of selfishness. She needed him to tell her it was okay for her to be happy, even if he was miserable, and ever generous, he had done exactly that.
 
   Riley found the bottle of red she’d been searching for and opened it, pouring a generous glass and settling on the sofa. 
 
   She hadn’t even had a minute to process her conversation with Brian before Tracy showed up to announce that Shawn was there. And when she saw him, he was looking at her with that intense expression she had become so familiar with, his eyes searching her face for some sign or reassurance that she was still with him, and just him. 
 
   It was only over these last couple of weeks since she’d accepted his proposal that Riley had begun to realize what an act of sheer will it must have been for him to tolerate her being with Brian. It just hadn’t made sense before – it caused all kinds cognitive dissonance to look at the confident man he was – the man that countless other women would do anything to be with – and even begin to consider that where she was concerned, he might not feel completely sure of himself.
 
   Now that they spent more time out together, Riley saw firsthand how he reacted when other men noticed her. His eyes narrowed, his jaw became set and rigid and he became distinctly morose. Last week in a Dominican restaurant uptown they’d been served by a waiter who Shawn was convinced was being overly attentive to her.  
 
   You know that kid? he’d demanded. 
 
   And when Riley said she didn’t he’d become even more agitated. 
 
   Then why is he all up in your grill?
 
   It was a very short meal after that.
 
   So of course, tonight she had been happy to get him as far away from Harambe as possible, as quickly as possible. But even back in the hotel suite, he couldn’t let it go. She wanted to talk about it in her own way, in her own time and all Shawn could see was whether it affected him, and how it affected him. And when he tried to pull rank on her as The Fiancée, she had a panicky moment, thinking about Lorna’s words. Riley could almost feel herself beginning to disappear, her will replaced by Shawn’s, her judgment usurped by his, just because he was going to be her husband and just because her impulse was to please him, always. 
 
   That was the scariest part, the part that made her run back to her apartment – she almost always wanted to do what Shawn wanted, just because it was what Shawn wanted. Was that what would happen to her if they were married? Was that the woman she would become? 
 
   She’d overreacted of course, when he said he wasn’t “having it” for her to be friends with Brian. 
 
   What did she expect him to say? Wouldn’t any man have said the same thing? 
 
   Remembering now that she even implied that she wanted to break off the engagement, Riley took a gulp of her wine and with it swallowed the rush of panic. 
 
   What if he believed she meant it? What if he believed her and just let her go? 
 
   She reached for the bottle and gave herself a refill. No. She would not even contemplate that. 
 
   Over the next hour, she consumed the entire bottle and succumbed to a boozy, fitful exhaustion, hugging one of the sofa cushions and drifting off to sleep. She awoke at one-fifteen a.m., surprised that the phone had not rung. Checking her cell phone, she saw that there were no text messages either. Feeling a surge of self-pity, and a little scared that Shawn had taken her at her word after all, she cried a little and was asleep again within minutes.
 
   Her bladder was what woke her up later. The digital clock, which she glimpsed on the way to the bathroom, read four thirteen in the morning. Still no phone call? She heaved a deep sigh as she relieved herself. She would have to call him. If he wanted her to stay away from Brian, she would try. She would tell him that she was willing to give up Brian for him, or at least curtail the friendship. If there had ever been any doubt before, now she knew that Shawn had her, hook, line and sinker. It hadn’t even been one night, and already she was panicking, how pathetic was that?
 
   Tomorrow, when she wasn’t quite as drunk, she would call him and say she was sorry for being such a brat. Or better yet, she would sleep off the wine for a couple more hours and then just go back to the hotel and crawl into bed with him. She still had her key card, and in person, Shawn could not say no to her. Of that she was certain. So that’s what she would do, later. She would . . .
 
   An insistent pounding on the front door startled her and Riley’s heart hammered in her chest. She glanced quickly in the bathroom mirror and headed for the door. 
 
   Please, she thought. Please, please.
 
   When she opened it, relief flooded through her. Shawn was standing there wearing the same sweatpants and t-shirt he’d been wearing earlier with his boots unlaced, the tongues hanging out. His brown leather jacket looked as though it had been hastily shrugged on. Neither of them said anything. His eyes were bleary and red. He’d either been doing just as much drinking as she had, or was dog-tired. Riley would have been pleased with either of those options, because it meant he’d been as miserable as she was all evening.
 
   “Okay,” he said, breathing a deep sigh.
 
   Riley wrinkled her brow. “Okay, what?”
 
   “Brian is your friend. I guess I just have to try to deal with that.”
 
   She blinked, surprised. “You just have to deal with . . .”
 
   “I know.” He took a step inside and shut the door behind him. “It’s not up to me to give you permission or anything. You have the right to be friends with anyone you want to be friends with.”
 
   He had been drinking. And he sounded steady, but he wasn’t. The more he tried to stand still, the more he swayed.
 
   “So, are we cool?” he asked.
 
   “You don’t care if I’m friends with Brian,” she confirmed.
 
   Shawn gave a short laugh. “Fuck yeah, I care. But I’ll try to deal with it. That’s all I can promise to do, Riley.”
 
   “If I am friends with Brian, it would be nothing like it was before, Shawn,” she said. “You wouldn’t be . . . sharing me.”
 
   He nodded. “I know.” His eyes did not leave hers.
 
   Riley reached out and touched his chest, tentatively, still not sure how he was feeling about her at the moment. Just because he didn’t want to lose her, didn’t mean he wasn’t still angry or doubtful. And yet, this, what he was saying here was almost total surrender. Something that was so unlike him she could scarcely believe it was happening. It rocked her to know that he wanted her that much. It made her . . . horny.
 
   She touched him more confidently now, lowering her hand, and putting it beneath his shirt, feeling his skin, warm and smooth. His reaction was subtle but immediate. She could feel him hold his breath for just a moment, and then he exhaled through his nose, his nostrils flaring slightly. He leaned in to kiss her, and Riley lifted her face to meet him. 
 
   It was not a gentle kiss; it was a crashing together of mouths, like the crashing together of their equally strong wills. It felt almost competitive, Shawn’s tongue in her mouth, dominating her own. He pulled her against him, one hand at the nape of her neck and the other at the small of her back. Riley felt every part of her come wide awake and soon she was tugging at his shirt, forcing him to pull away from her to take it off. 
 
   Then they were kissing again, moving clumsily backward toward her bedroom until Shawn put his hands down under her buttocks and without removing his lips from hers, lifted her up so she could wrap her legs about his hips. His erection pressed against her in precisely the right place, but they were, maddeningly, still separated by clothing.
 
   Lowering her onto the bed, Shawn positioned himself atop her, kissing her again, but this time on the stomach and moving lower.
 
   “No,” Riley said, frustrated. “Now.”
 
   She shuffled out of her tights and when Shawn raised his hips, pulled his sweats down as far as she could. Arching her back, she maneuvered from side to side until he slipped inside her. She sighed and let her head fall, reveling in the weight and fullness of him. Cupping her ass, Shawn moved them up the bed and raised her hands above her head, pulling her top off as he did. He lowered his head, taking her nipple in his mouth and teasing it. 
 
   Riley kept her hands above her head even though he had released them and Shawn gripped the headboard with both hands, thrusting deeply into her, his face buried in her neck. With each forward motion, Riley could feel him shudder, as though he was still holding something back, like he wanted to go even harder, deeper and further, but was restraining himself.
 
   She wrapped her arms about him as tightly as she could, clenching her insides to increase the exquisite friction of him moving in and out of her. When she felt the beginnings of her climax building, Shawn felt it too, and releasing the headboard, instead laced his fingers through hers, stretching her arms above her head once again.
 
   “Look at me,” he breathed. “Look at me.”
 
   Riley opened her eyes and looked, as though from faraway. Everything appeared coated in gauze; her senses channeled to the point of their physical joining. She could scarcely even hear him, but she felt everything about him – the rough scratchiness of his face against hers, the muscles in his thighs tense and hard, his arms firm and flexed as he held her hands tight above their heads using them to give him purchase.
 
   “Say you’ll marry me,” he said against the corner of her mouth.
 
   Riley opened her mouth but could only moan in response. 
 
   "Say it," Shawn said. His voice was urgent, desperate, even.
 
   “I . . . I will,” she managed.  
 
   She was almost there . . . almost . . . just a little more . . . Riley pulled her knees back further, opening herself even wider to him.
 
   Shawn groaned, and his movements became more rigid. Knowing that he was on the brink himself was what finally pushed her over the edge. She felt herself come apart, her entire body for a millisecond, liquefying beneath him. Then Shawn’s mouth was on hers again and he shuddered, convulsing as she clenched her thighs about him as tightly as she could, wondering somewhere in the far reaches of her mind if there would ever come a time when she could stand to let him go.
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   Three days before Christmas, they were married in a private ceremony at the City Clerk’s office on Queens Boulevard. Brendan and Tracy were the only guests. Lorna, true to her word, refused to come, telling Riley in a very brief phone conversation that it would be “inauthentic” if she did. Riley wore a cream pantsuit that Tracy picked out for her. It had a cute cropped fitted jacket with three-quarter length sleeves and wasn’t nearly as corny as a white dress would have been. 
 
   Shawn wore a dark blue suit – it was the first time Riley had seen him in one – and looked painfully handsome. Because he knew they would want them later, Brendan hired a photographer to get a few shots of the ceremony, even though neither Shawn nor Riley had asked him to. Later, two of the photos would be leaked, probably by a photographer’s assistant, to a celebrity website and so the news was out, though largely overshadowed by the holidays. 
 
   That evening, they had a small dinner party at Nobu. Brendan’s date was a leggy Armenian model named Zeina who didn’t have much to say but kept stealing glances at Shawn when she thought no one was looking. Tracy came alone, and Brendan kept glancing at her when he thought no one was looking.
 
   All through dinner, it was hard not to think about the fact that Lorna wasn’t there. Even though she’d been pretty clear about her reasons, it still caused a dull ache in the pit of Riley’s stomach. 
 
   During the ceremony, despite her attack of nervousness, Riley was surprised how easily she’d said the words ‘I will’ when called on. Shawn on the other hand, got the words out almost before his cue. As soon as the ceremony was done and all through dinner he was obviously on a high. At the restaurant he even posed for photos and signed autographs for anyone who approached.
 
   Riley watched as he downed champagne and joked around with Brendan, talking a blue streak. Whenever their eyes met across the table, everything he felt about her was so plainly on his face, she couldn’t believe she hadn’t seen it all along.
 
   They spent the night back at their suite in the Four Seasons before taking an early flight to Montego Bay for their honeymoon. Negril, Jamaica was the destination they’d finally settled on, even though Shawn had tirelessly lobbied for Thailand, worried that anyplace less isolated would make it too easy for Brendan to interrupt with some not-to-be-missed career opportunity. But Riley had never been to Jamaica, and had heard so much about it from Tracy that he eventually gave in.
 
   She slept for most of the three-and-a-half hour plane ride, all of the tumultuous emotions and anticipation of the previous weeks coming crashing down all at once and resulting in an exhaustion she was powerless to fight. She only became completely alert as they drove by private car along a single-lane highway that followed the coast, offering spectacular views of the Caribbean Sea. It was so breathtaking she didn’t utter a single word until they arrived at their destination. Brendan had found them a resort where the guest quarters were grass-thatched huts, set high on rocks overlooking the water, without phones or air conditioning.
 
   Each night they were lulled to sleep by the sound of the waves and the muted rhythm of the ceiling fan and were awakened each morning by a rooster crowing in the distance. The two-week honeymoon was the first time since they’d met that they spent so many consecutive days and nights together uninterrupted by the flow of everyday life. Riley sometimes had trouble sleeping and she almost always woke up sometime around four a.m., spending at least an hour staring at the ceiling, trying to get accustomed to the sound of his breathing and the permanence of their new status as husband and wife. The waves always ushered her to back to sleep and she awoke again around noon, only when it became too hot to stay in bed. 
 
   By then, Shawn had often already gone parasailing, jet-skiing or just to hang out in town. Everyone knew who he was of course, but he got special props because he’d used reggae samples on his last CD. He loved walking the streets of what used to be a small fishing village, but was now one of the island’s most popular resort towns. People were friendly, but not pushy, wanting to shake his hand but ultimately leaving him alone to explore in peace. A few guys  in town wanted to sell him some chronic which he claimed to refuse, though Riley suspected that was not always strictly true.
 
   In the afternoons they did tourist things, exhausting things – taking long drives in the countryside rafting on the Rio Grande, zip-lining and climbing Mayfield Falls – all distracting them from the fact that they were still, in some ways, unfamiliar with each other’s moods and routines. Some nights Shawn went to local street-dances with a couple of the guys he hung out with on the beach, coming back laden with CDs of dancehall music and Rastafarian art and crafts. 
 
   Acutely aware that in his real life he was seldom permitted the opportunity to do anything by himself, Riley generally declined when he asked if she wanted to come. While he was gone, Riley sat by the water to read, or had dinner with some of the other guests. When Shawn returned, it was usually well after midnight and he was drunk, invariably smelling of ganja and Jamaican white rum, tasting like the spicy jerk foods he’d eaten, and elated at being able to walk among regular folks and, at least for a little while, become one of them.
 
   On New Year’s Eve, instead of joining the party on the beach, they stayed in their room, drowsy from a long day in the water. At midnight, they sat on the balcony, Riley’s feet resting in Shawn’s lap as they watched the fireworks explode across the water. It was a new year, and she was ringing it in, not with Tracy in Times Square as she had done for so many years prior but sitting overlooking the Caribbean Sea with her husband. Her husband.  
 
   Riley turned to look at him and smiled when she found he was looking at her too. He inclined his head in the direction of the room and gently lifted her feet off his lap, extending a hand to her. She took it and he pulled her up, leading her inside. Just as she was about to turn to face him, Shawn’s hand moved up her thigh and he leaned into her so she was braced against the wall. Without a word, he hiked her long peasant skirt up to her waist and pulled down the bottoms of the swimsuit she was still wearing.
 
   His hands moved over her rear and Riley reached back to touch him but he pinned her arms against the wall, kissing her shoulders and the back of her neck. Then without warning he turned her to face him and his mouth was on hers, kissing her as though it was the first time they’d ever kissed. 
 
   Before Riley had a moment to catch her breath, Shawn had hoisted her up and pressed himself into her and against the wall. She gasped and wrapped her arms tightly about his neck, riding the wave of each thrust, feeling herself deliciously split apart.
 
   “I love you,” he said, over and over again, like a benediction. “I love you.”
 
   When he climaxed, he held her and shuffled backwards until they reached the bed where they both collapsed into a heap. It was only then that Shawn half-heartedly shoved his shorts the remainder of the way off, kicking them across the room.
 
   “I’m just starting to feel like it’s real,” he said, yawning. 
 
   “Like what’s real?”
 
   “You and me. You being my wife.”
 
   “Of course it’s real, baby,” she said.
 
   Riley rested her head on his arm and in a few moments, he was asleep. 
 
   Something about being married made their sex different and even more intense. Every night since they’d been here, they made love until they were soaking wet and Shawn fell away from her, spent and barely able to keep his eyes open. Tonight though, he had simply claimed her, exorcizing, once and for all, Brian and anyone else who had come before him.
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   In the days before the end of their trip, Riley realized that she wasn’t waking up early any longer, and had grown accustomed to sleeping intertwined with Shawn, no matter the heat. And she had come to expect that he would drop his wet towel on the bathroom floor, or forget to hang up his jeans. If she woke before he did, it was just to watch the sun rise across the water or to stare down at her husband, finding it scarcely believable that they had found each other and that she could love someone so hard, and so fast.
 
   The day before they were due back in New York they sat eating escovitched fish at an outdoor restaurant on Negril beach, the taste bringing Riley back to the night she’d first met Shawn and he took her to the restaurant in midtown. Had someone told her then that she would be married to the man sitting across from her with the watchful, intense eyes, she could not have conceived of it. It felt like a lifetime ago, but was only just over a year. It was still so surreal.
 
   “So I talked to a realtor,” Shawn said out of nowhere.  
 
   Sitting across from her, shirtless and partially reclining on a wooden bench, he had a suntan the color of a burnt honeycomb and a scruffy three-day old goatee that scratched her face in a way that was not altogether unpleasant when he kissed her. And how on earth he got abs like that when she had never known him to work out was a total mystery. Good genes, maybe?  
 
   “You in there?” Shawn asked, waving a hand in front of her face.
 
   “Yeah. Realtor,” she repeated. “Why?”
 
   “I was thinking we’d buy something. Near the park.”
 
   Riley blinked.  “What park?”
 
   “Central Park, Riley.”
 
   “Central Park,” she repeated trying to process for a moment.
 
   “Yeah. It’s convenient and I don’t know about you, but I need to see some damn trees. So Chris gave me a name and I called her just before we left. She’ll take you out to look at some places when we get back.”
 
   “Take me out to look at some places?” 
 
   “Okay, so I’ll come too,” Shawn gave in.
 
   Riley thought for a moment. A place near Central Park. 
 
   “What’s the budget for this place?” she asked, trying to sound casual.
 
   “Four, five million? Something like that.”
 
   She swallowed. That’s right. Shawn was rich. Four or five million was perfectly reasonable for him. He’d told her he sold his townhouse in DC for just under a half a million. That had to be a pretty decent down-payment. Not that he would need one. For Shawn money was no object. For regular folks like her, the difference between four million and five, was the still substantial one million dollars and couldn’t be so casually dismissed.
 
   “Which?” she asked.
 
   “Which . . ?” Shawn looked confused.
 
   “Four million or five million?”
 
   “I don’t care. If it’s the right place.”
 
   “That’s a lot of money.”
 
   “Yeah, but no way we’re getting something on Central Park for less.”
 
   “Well, do we have to be on Central Park?”
 
   “Where do you want to be?” 
 
   He asked the question slowly, so Riley knew she was being humored.
 
   “I don’t know. It’s just, those numbers are insane.”
 
   “Riley,” he reached out and grabbed her hand. “Relax. We’re rich.”
 
   “Shawn, you’re rich. I make sixty-five thousand dollars a year. And up till now, that’s been quite adequate.”
 
   “It’s not like I’m going to ask you to pay half the mortgage, Riley. And anyway, I wanted to talk to you about that.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “Money.”
 
   Riley froze. This couldn’t be good. Whatever he was about to say could not be good.
 
   “There’s this account I set up. In your name. And every year or so, there’ll be a deposit. The first deposit was last week after we got married.”
 
   Riley put down her fork and gently pulled her hand free of Shawn’s.
 
   “Why would you do that?”
 
   “So you have something for yourself. I don’t want you to feel like you have to ask me . . .”
 
   “Why would I ask you for anything?” she demanded, her voice rising.
 
   “I don’t know. For whatever. To shop or . . .”
 
   “I already shop when I need to. I buy what I can afford. And you’re going to deposit more money every year? What’s that? My salary?”
 
   “Riley, chill. Would you prefer it if I gave you a pre-nup? Because that’s what I was advised to do and I told them I didn’t need one.”
 
   “Yes! I would have preferred a pre-nup. Because then I get to reassure you that I don’t want your money. And this set-up with you depositing money makes me think you don’t believe that. You think I need compensation, Shawn?”
 
   Shawn became very still and she could see the confusion in his eyes, as he tried to figure out whether she was serious, and if so, what she could possibly mean.
 
   “Setting up an account, you giving me money for nothing more than becoming your wife feels demeaning. It feels like you’re paying me for something,” she said lowering her voice, trying to be patient. “It feels like I’m becoming your employee. Or something worse.”
 
   “Worse? Like . . . what?”
 
   She tilted her head to one side and waited for him to answer his own question.
 
   “Like a prostitute?” he asked, surprised.
 
   Riley said nothing.
 
   “Then fuck it,” he said after a moment. “Don’t spend it. Give it all to charity. Do whatever you want with the money, Riley.”
 
   He pushed himself up off the bench and started off down the beach, leaving her sitting there. He hadn’t even raised his voice, so it took her a moment to realize that she had hurt his feelings. Riley shut her eyes and shook her head, feeling foolish all of a sudden. What the hell had she been thinking anyway? She knew Shawn didn’t see her as a prostitute, for heaven’s sake. But as her mother’s daughter, she couldn’t help her internal monologue about money and power and how that played out in relationships. 
 
   She sighed and got up, running down the beach to catch up with him. He kept walking until she grabbed a loop on his cargos and yanked him back toward her. He stopped walking but his hands remained stuffed stubbornly in his pockets and he refused to look at her, so Riley leaned into his chest, pressing her face against him. 
 
   “You should have talked to me first,” she said, keeping her voice quiet. “You can’t just decide huge things like this on your own, Shawn. As though I’m not entitled to have a say.”
 
   For a moment he said nothing then Riley felt his hands come out of his pockets and his arms wrap about her. She relaxed into the hug.
 
   “It’s just that . . .” He buried his face in her neck and lowered his voice, suddenly serious.  “I want you to have everything you want. No matter what it is, no matter what it costs.”
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   Watching Shawn from a distance when they were out in public was still so strange. The way people reacted to him made his celebrity status more real than it had ever been before. He wasn’t just hers anymore. Leaning against the check-in counter with Brendan now, he was waiting for the hotel clerk to bring the keycard to their room, impatiently cracking his knuckles and looking about the lobby. Brendan was talking to him, probably going over the schedule for the day and Shawn was nodding absently.  
 
   Even if you didn’t know who he was, you had to stare. He had that certain thing that people called star-quality but it was more than that – there was something about the way he carried himself; demanding attention rather than merely accepting it. When she was apart from him like this, Riley tried to view him objectively. Six-foot-one and well built, though not overly muscular, he had an amazing burnished gold complexion, square-jawed good looks and intense chestnut eyes that sometimes looked almost hazel, depending on the light. And of course, the famous lips. Photographers for his album covers and music video directors always seemed to make much of them. Full, pillowy and extremely sexy. But it wasn’t just that he was good-looking – there was something more. 
 
   Riley leaned back into the armchair and looked about the lobby, taking in the tourists and business travelers; people with varying degrees of enthusiasm about being in Manhattan. Most occupied themselves with their luggage and keys and travelers’ check transactions, but a romantic few stood near the glass revolving doors, staring wistfully out at the city streets. Others stared unabashedly at Shawn or excitedly pointed him out to friends or family. A few took his photo surreptitiously with their cell phones. Riley looked away. They’d only been back from Jamaica for two and a half weeks and his other life had already aggressively reasserted itself.  
 
   Yellow cabs and Lincoln Town Cars at the curb competing for room to pick up and drop off passengers and valet whistles screeched over the general din of the city. Riley spotted her reflection in the coffee table in front of her and grimaced. She looked tired. She’d barely had time to shower before they left the apartment this morning. Brendan had called at a quarter to six insisting that Shawn get up and come into the city even though his promotional appearance wasn’t until two that afternoon. Since it was a Saturday, she had no excuse not to tag along, though to be fair, a couple nights in a hotel with Shawn was always something she’d looked forward to before they were married.
 
   Riley had run her fingers through her hair and thrown some things into an overnight bag, pulling on a pair of jeans, a Henley and hiking boots. There was no time for make-up or trying to look cute because Brendan was outside honking the horn by six-twenty. 
 
   Brendan, whom she’d always loved, she had come to view as the unwelcome ambassador for K Smooth – Shawn’s other identity. As far as she could tell, ninety percent of his job consisted of reminding Shawn of K Smooth’s career maintenance needs and making sure he followed through on them which was no small feat since all Shawn cared about was performing onstage; the rest of it was background noise as far as he was concerned. Brendan made sure he did it all anyway and as a result undoubtedly helped make him the star he was. 
 
   Riley leaned closer and looked at her reflection again. Her pleasantly darker complexion from the honeymoon had faded, and her skin now looked blotchy and sickly, particularly this early in the morning.  
 
   “Riley.”
 
   She yawned, shoving herself up to go to front desk where Shawn was finally getting a keycard from the clerk.
 
   “They only have one keycard for the suite,” he said.  “So we have to leave it at the desk when we go out.”  
 
   He looked at the clerk again. “This is my wife, Riley. Don’t let anyone get the key except for her and this guy – Brendan Cole,” he inclined his head in Brendan’s direction. 
 
   His wife. He’d mentioned her name almost as an afterthought. They’d been married less than a month, and already she was just “my wife”.
 
   “Yes sir. And again, we apologize for the inconvenience. As soon as the programmer is functional, we’ll send up another keycard.”  
 
   The clerk scribbled something on a piece of paper. She was somewhere around Riley’s age, maybe twenty-three or twenty-four, and had her hair swept away from her face, fastened in a neat bun at the nape of her neck. The nametag she wore said ‘Lisa’. She avoided looking Shawn in the eye as she spoke to him as though afraid she couldn’t trust herself not to flirt. Riley had watched this scenario play out countless times before, and by far preferred it to those where women threw themselves at him as though she wasn’t even there.
 
   “We’re just here for the weekend so it should be a’ight. But nobody else can get in in the meantime, right?”
 
   “No, no,” she said hastily. “No one else can get in except for housekeeping and security.”
 
   “Okay. Good.” 
 
   Shawn pointed out their bags to the bellboy who gathered everything on his cart, following them toward the elevators. 
 
   “I told you you’d want to check in early,” Brendan said as they stepped in. “See how crazy it is already?”
 
   “I know, B. But six in the morning?” Shawn said.
 
   “You’re all the way in Queens, man. I wasn’t taking any chances you got stuck in traffic trying to make it to the venue later.”  
 
   Riley smiled. Brendan and Shawn talked about Queens as though it was at the far end of the earth. She leaned back against Shawn, who wrapped his arms over her shoulders, his chin resting on top of her head.
 
   “Excuse me.” It was the bellboy. “Smooth?”
 
   “Yeah. What’s up, man?”
 
   Riley knew without looking, precisely the expression Shawn had on his face right at that moment. A half-hearted smile. Not encouraging, but not off-putting either. He didn’t enjoy being approached, but felt guilty about it, since he knew full well that he owed everything to his fans. In private time he wanted to be able to shed his image like a coat but unfortunately, it just didn’t work that way.
 
    “I was wondering – if it’s no problem, man – could you sign something for my girl?”
 
   Guys always said that. It was always “for my girl” or “for my little brother.”
 
   “Yeah. No problem.” 
 
   Riley leaned instead against the elevator door while Shawn took a pen and paper Brendan handed to him.              
 
   “What’s your girl’s name, man?”
 
   “You could just sign it K Smooth,” he suggested.  
 
   Shawn obliged and handed him the paper. “You check out the new CD yet?” 
 
   “Nah man,” the bellboy seemed excited that Shawn was actually having a conversation with him. “But I heard that joint is the sh . . .” He cut himself off, realizing it would probably not be appropriate to use profanity to a guest. Even if the guest in question made a living with profanity-laced lyrics.
 
   Shawn turned to Brendan. “B, you got any product in the car?”
 
   Brendan nodded.
 
   “Hook ol’ boy up,” Shawn said.
 
   “Thanks, man!” 
 
   The bellboy offered Shawn his hand and they executed one of those complicated homeboy handshakes that Riley could never quite keep track of. When they got to the suite, Shawn tipped him fifty bucks and reminded him to look for Brendan downstairs in a few minutes to get the CD.
 
   “He’s already a fan,” Riley teased when the door shut behind him. “You didn’t have to buy the guy off.”
 
   Shawn narrowed his eyes at her and grinned.  
 
   “It’s all about giving back the love they give to me, Riley,” he said.
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” she laughed. “Don’t feed me the lines you give Vibe magazine.”
 
   Riley did a three-sixty, surveying the layout. The suite looked familiar. She could almost swear they had stayed in this exact room before, which wasn’t impossible or even unlikely given their history with hotel rooms. When Shawn shut the door Riley immediately stretched out on the king-size bed, kicking her boots off and pulling back the covers.
 
   “Damn, girl. You that tired?” Brendan said.
 
   “Yup. So if you two need to talk about work you might want to take it back downstairs.”
 
   Brendan looked over at Shawn, as though expecting him to intercede but Shawn just shrugged.
 
   “We can take care of business later,” he said. “Holla at me in an hour.”
 
   Riley climbed under the covers and unzipped her jeans, tugging them off and tossing them across the room onto the sofa in the corner. Shawn shut the curtains. The room became dim, although not quite dark.
 
   “My wife’s undressing, B.”
 
   Brendan shook his head and sighed. “C’mon man, we have to take care of this shit, for real.”
 
   “One hour,” Shawn said again.  
 
   He sat on the edge of the bed and began unlacing his boots, so Brendan headed for the door.
 
   “A’ight,” he said reluctantly. “But definitely at eight.”
 
   When they were alone, Shawn peeled off his shirt and shed his jeans. Riley held the covers back for him so he could crawl in next to her.
 
   “How tired are you?” he asked, his mouth pressed against her forehead.
 
   “I’m not used to these early mornings like you are Shawn.” She turned away from him and snuggled into the pillow. “Especially not on a Saturday.”
 
   “C’mon, we have this big bed, no neighbors to worry about when you start making your noises.”
 
   Riley laughed. “When I do what?”
 
   “You know, make those sounds you make . . .” He emitted a guttural moan, and Riley lifted a pillow over her head, swatting him with it.
 
   “I don’t make that sound. You make that sound.”
 
   “I can’t help it,” he said, lowering his voice. “You just take me there . . .”
 
   Riley turned to find his mouth in the dark, the tip of her tongue just barely touching his. They still couldn’t keep their hands off each other; that much hadn’t changed. So she should have known better - sleeping right now was out of the question.
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   Shawn was fully dressed when she woke up, wearing one of what she liked to think of as his “public appearance outfits” – extra baggy jeans, oversized designer t-shirt with label prominently displayed, and shin-high boots with the laces hanging out. Subtle, it definitely was not. Riley couldn’t understand it herself, but people seemed to eat that image up. He was on his mobile phone, with Brendan sitting nearby, his feet up on the table. Riley reached for the shirt that Shawn had shed earlier and pulled it over her head, getting out of bed and heading for the bathroom. They were so engrossed in their own thing neither of them even seemed to notice that she was up. Her entire relationship with Shawn seemed to consist of one or the other of them getting out of bed to go somewhere, leaving the other behind.
 
   She brushed her teeth and washed her face, running wet fingers through her hair to make it look more presentable. If she had her way, this was all the grooming she would be doing today, but something told her she’d have no such luck. Only when she switched on the lamps after coming out of the bathroom did Shawn and Brendan realize she was awake. They squinted at the sudden light and looked over at her.
 
   “I was just talking to the realtor,” Shawn said. “You want to go check out the condo today?”
 
   “How can we look at the apartment today if you have to be at that thing? What time will you be done?”
 
   “I meant you. By yourself. Or ask Tracy to go with you.”
 
   “Shawn. You promised.”
 
   “I have to go to a radio station after, Riley. I told you about that.”
 
   “Then we’ll see the condo tomorrow. You want to buy a place for that kind of money without even looking at it?”
 
   Shawn shrugged. “If you like it, then it’s cool with me. Just make sure I got a spot for my music.”
 
   Before he even finished his sentence, Riley was shaking her head. 
 
   He was throwing her into the deep end and telling her to sink or swim. He wasn’t kidding either, that’s what was so scary. If she liked it, he would be cool with it, no questions asked. 
 
   “No. Cancel the realtor. You have to at least see it, Shawn. I’m not the one who wants to move in the first place. We could live at my place in Flushing and I’d be perfectly fine with that.”
 
   “Who wants to live in a tiny hole in Flushing when they can live on Central Park West?” Shawn said looking at Brendan for confirmation.
 
   “Keep me out of it,” Brendan said, going to look out the window at nothing in particular.
 
   “And why would you even make an appointment without telling me first?” Riley demanded.
 
   “Because I know you don’t want to come to this thing with me.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “So you’ll be here with nothing to do. The least you can do is look at the place we might live at.”
 
   “Wow. Assume much?” Riley said. “How do you know I won’t have anything to do? Just because I’m not with you doesn’t mean I can’t think of anything to do with myself.”
 
   “You don’t want to go look at the condo, fine. We’ll buy it without seeing it.” 
 
   He turned away from her, starting to dial out a number on his mobile phone. Riley watched him stubbornly for a moment then sighed.
 
   “Okay, fine. I’ll go look at the stupid condo. Give me the realtor’s number.”
 
   Shawn handed a business card over his head without looking back at her and she snatched it from his fingers, heading for the bathroom to get showered and dressed.
 
   “I should be back around ten tonight,” Shawn called after her.
 
   “Fine. Me too.”
 
   Riley shut the bathroom door and turned on the shower, allowing the water to run until the entire room was steamy. She shed the shirt and tested the temperature before getting in. She’d only been standing under the warm jet of water for about a minute when she heard the door open and Shawn pulled back the glass door.
 
   “I’ll see you tonight, okay?” 
 
   “Okay,” she said sourly.
 
   “Okay?” he asked again. He leaned forward and kissed her on the collarbone getting the front of his shirt damp in the process. The kiss melted away every ounce of her earlier irritation, damn him.
 
   “Yes, okay,” she smiled.
 
   “A’ight,” he turned and left, the half open bathroom door letting in a stream of cold air that made her shiver.
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   Although Riley may have found it intimidating to go look at a multi-million dollar condo that by herself she would never be able to afford, Tracy did not share the same concerns. She pulled up at the hotel in her BMW convertible an hour after Riley called her, and they headed off into the afternoon traffic. Tracy’s hair was pulled back into a ponytail with a Pucci scarf and she was wearing a blue blazer, white oxford and chinos with loafers.
 
   “You look like a Connecticut socialite, Riley commented dryly.
 
   Tracy whipped her head around. “I do, right? That’s the look I was going for.”
 
   “You’re crazy,” Riley laughed. “What the hell for?”
 
   “I just knew you were going to show up looking like that.”Tracy inclined her head in the direction of Riley’s black wide-legged pants and white t-shirt. “So I had to try to raise our profile a little bit.”
 
   “I’m sure this woman couldn’t care less what we wear. All she wants to know is that we can afford to buy the damn place.”
 
   “Why am I getting the feeling you don’t want to do this at all?”
 
   “Well let’s see. Maybe because I don’t want to do this at all?”
 
   Tracy shook her head in disbelief.  
 
   “Y’know what Riley? If you remember, I wasn’t exactly one hundred percent in favor of you getting married in the first place. But even I can see that buying a kick-ass Manhattan townhouse is one of the perks of walking down the aisle with someone who calls himself ‘K Smooth’.”
 
   “It’s not a townhouse, it’s a condo. And I didn’t marry him for ‘perks’,” Riley said. 
 
   “Yeah, yeah. But does that mean you can’t enjoy them?”
 
   “But I like it in Flushing. It’s a real neighborhood, with real people.”
 
   “And what does your husband say about the ‘real neighborhood with the real people’?”
 
   “Stop calling him that. You only do it to make me crazy.”
 
   Tracy laughed. “Why isn’t he doing this with you anyway?”
 
   “Some promotional thing.”
 
   “So when’s he going to look at it?”
 
   Riley shrugged. “Maybe not till we move in.”
 
   “You’re kidding.”
 
   “Nope. He says he’ll go with whatever I decide.”
 
   “The decorating too?”
 
   “I don’t know, Tracy. And I don’t care. I like where I live now. And since he spends so much time on the road anyway, I don’t see why I can’t stay there.”
 
   Tracy put a hand on her shoulder.
 
    “Riley? Maybe this is something you should have discussed before you started packing boxes.”
 
   “Yeah, I know. But when he gets swept up in one of his big ideas, it’s impossible to get him to think of anything else. Besides, he hates the Flushing apartment. He associates it with Brian, although he tries to pretend that’s not the reason he doesn’t like it.”
 
   “Men are so ridiculous. He won. You’re married. Game over. He even convinced you to change your name. A Herculean feat in and of itself considering . . .”
 
   “It was really important to him that we have the same last name,” Riley said, a little defensively. “And not at all important to me that I keep the one I had.”
 
   “Hey, I don’t care. I’m just wondering what your mother’s going to say about it, that’s all.”
 
   “Never mind that. We were talking about apartments, remember? So the deal is that Shawn thinks Brian still wants me or something and the place in Flushing reminds him of all that.”
 
   Tracy swerved in front of a Yellow cab, cutting across two lanes to turn onto Central Park West.              
 
   “Brian does still want you.”
 
   “Not really. He still wants to have the option. There’s a difference.”
 
   “Not in a man’s mind. And definitely not in your man’s mind.”
 
   “Yeah but as you pointed out, now we’re married so he can finally calm down.”
 
   Tracy laughed. “Unless he’s one of those men who think that now you’re married he has license to really show his butt.”
 
   Riley said nothing. Well, it was true – Shawn was not exactly the mellowest brother in the world when he felt threatened. 
 
   “Is this it?” 
 
   Tracy pulled up in front of a mammoth building facing the park. A doorman watched their approach and stepped closer to the car as they slowed down, poised to open their doors.
 
   “I think so.” Riley checked the address she’d scribbled on a piece of paper along with the realtor’s name. “Yeah.”
 
   Moments after the car came to a complete stop, the doorman had opened Riley’s door and she climbed out.
 
   “Would it be alright for us to park here?” she asked him. “We’ll only be about an hour or so.”
 
   “Of course.” He smiled at her as though she’d just told him she was leaving the car for his personal use.  
 
   Tracy swept out of the car, as though she lived there, straightening her crisp beige pants and tossing her hair back before heading for the door.  
 
   The woman who met them inside was almost exactly what Riley expected. Thirtyish with blonde helmet hair perfectly applied make-up and a faux Chanel suit with pearls. She held out a hand, introducing herself as Iris Greenberg and led Riley and Tracy through the lobby, which was surprisingly nondescript, given the grandeur of the exterior, and toward the elevators.
 
   “I’ve spoken to your husband on the telephone on a number of occasions,” Iris Greenberg said. She had a clipped, precise way of speaking, like someone who’d had elocution lessons. “And I assured him that this building is quite diverse. There’s an eclectic group here – entertainers such as himself, some university professors, businessmen. No one would be out of place here. He said you had some concerns about diversity, that kind of thing.”
 
   Riley blushed. “Not concerns, really. Just questions.”
 
   Despite what Iris said, she could think of some people who would be out of place. People who weren’t millionaires, for instance.
 
   “The unit is on the tenth floor,” Iris prattled on. “So you won’t have very much of the traffic noise that some of the lower floor units experience. And then there’s the bonus of the view across the park.”
 
   In the elevator Riley noticed that Iris was wearing patent leather pumps. She hated patent leather pumps.
 
   “How many units are there in the building?” Riley asked adopting Iris Greenberg’s real estate lingo.
 
   “Just over one hundred. Some are smaller than others. Certainly most are smaller than the one we’re going to look at. It’s two-thousand seven hundred square feet and one of only two on your floor”
 
   Riley closed her eyes. Over one hundred units. That was a far cry from the tiny building she lived in now, just above a Korean restaurant. An old couple - Mr. and Mrs. Kim - owned the building. It wasn’t unusual for them to knock on Riley’s door just to see how she was doing, or to drop off leftovers from the spicy, fragrant dishes they sometimes cooked especially for themselves in the restaurant kitchen. Mrs. Kim even remembered to decorate the doors with Christmas wreaths every December even though she and her family were Buddhist and didn’t observe the holiday personally. In a building like this, there was virtually no chance of making the acquaintance of people like the Kims.
 
   On the tenth floor, Iris led Riley and Tracy down a plush carpeted hallway to the end of the building. 
 
   “As I said, there’s only one other unit on this floor.” Iris Greenberg produced a set of keys and opened the door, switching on a light on the wall just inside. “Here we are.”  
 
   It was beautiful. Even empty, it screamed with possibilities. The floors were a pristine blonde bamboo, and the walls painted a stark white. Directly opposite the foyer was at least forty feet of glass. Instead of walls, the entire park-facing side of the apartment was made up of windows, stretching from the floors to what looked like a fifteen-foot ceiling.
 
   “Stunning, isn’t it? Some people don’t like the feeling of being exposed that all that glass brings,” Iris said. “But I always say, you’re all the way up here, who’s to see you?”
 
   Tracy nudged Riley in the side. “So?”
 
   “It’s nice,” she admitted.
 
   “Let me show you the suites,” Iris said, energized by even this moderately positive review.  
 
   She flounced ahead of Riley, her heels making a clicking noise as she walked.  
 
   “There’s a loft just off the second suite. These floors will stay brilliant no matter what you do to them,” she said over her shoulder.
 
   Two bedroom suites were on opposite sides of the apartment, both of them immense and both with the same floor to ceiling glass windows, looking out onto the most glorious view of the Manhattan skyline Riley had ever seen. Every single room, including the kitchen, had a view. The master bath was like a mini-spa with a jetted tub, shower room and separate water closet, European-style. The his-and-hers sinks had nickel fixtures that looked like pieces of modern art, but they were set so far apart that if they were both brushing their teeth in the morning, she and Shawn would not be able to touch each other, even if they completely extended their arms. 
 
   “Look!” Tracy said from one corner. “A bidet! Who knew they still made these things.”
 
   Iris Greenberg was positively beaming. “Wonderful, isn’t it?”
 
   Riley said nothing. In a matter of weeks, she might be living here. All she had to do was say she liked it, and Shawn would buy the place. Just thinking about it made her dizzy. She reached behind her and sat on the edge of the tub.  
 
   “Could we have a minute?” she said, smiling weakly at the realtor.
 
   “Oh, of course.” Iris walked out, shutting the door behind her.
 
   “What’s the matter?” Tracy sat next to her. “You don’t like it?”
 
   “No. I do. It’s just . . .”
 
   “What Riley?”
 
   “Should I be doing this?”
 
   “Doing what?” Tracy looked confused.
 
   “I don’t know. Living this life. It just feels like . . .”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   Riley looked up at Tracy, tears were welling up in her eyes and she hadn’t a clue why.  
 
   “Like I’m being swallowed up by Shawn’s life. This isn’t even my life anymore. It’s like I’m quitting my life and living his. I like my life and my friends and my apartment and . . .” 
 
   She was sobbing and gulping now, and Tracy was looking at her like she was crazy, and she felt as though she must be, to be anything other than overjoyed to be married to Shawn who she loved more than anything, and to be considering moving into a place as gorgeous as this. But then Tracy hugged her, pulling her closer so that Riley was enveloped in her arms. She held her until her tears stopped and then put her at arms’ length, looking her in eyes.
 
   “Oh, sweetie. I know who you are. And more important than that, you know who you are. And none of that’s going to change. You’ll give up little things, like an apartment in Flushing but remember what you get in return. And I don’t mean the money. Shawn loves the crap out of you. That’s why you married him. All this other stuff? They’re just incidentals. That’s all they are. Okay?”
 
   Riley nodded. 
 
   This was why she loved Tracy. Besides Lorna, she had more misgivings about this marriage than anyone and yet she always stepped up, putting her own personal feelings aside and talking Riley off the ledge.
 
   But in spite of Tracy’s kind words, the problem was, the ‘incidentals’ were huge. So huge they just might overshadow her and Shawn and everything else. She couldn’t believe how far they come from where they’d started. Now she was sitting on the edge of a Jacuzzi in a four-million dollar apartment. And a woman whose commission on the sale would be more than she made in a year at the magazine was waiting outside desperate for her to say that she loved it and would recommend to her husband that they make an offer. And if she said she liked it, he would buy it without a second thought. It was enough to make her start with the hysterics again. 
 
   “So what do you think?” Tracy was asking her. “Do you think you could live here, or do we want Iris to show us a couple more places?”
 
   Riley laughed, wiping her face with the back of a hand.  
 
   “Of course I could live here. And I think I’ve looked at enough high-priced real estate to last me a lifetime, thank you very much.”
 
   “Okay then. So let’s go make that woman’s day and go have some pad Thai.”
 
   They went to one of Riley’s favorite places in the Village, a Thai restaurant decorated like a country diner but serving the best food of its kind in Manhattan for more than reasonable prices. At least once a week when they’d first moved to the city after college, Tracy and Riley ate there, just to feel hip and cosmopolitan.
 
   “Want to call Brian?” Tracy asked while they were waiting to order. “His apartment’s like what? Four blocks away?”
 
   “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
 
   “Why not? Don’t tell me Shawn has you that trained already.”
 
   “It’s not that. I just still feel funny about everything that happened, and you know, that time when I asked him to meet me at the café.”
 
   “Riley, I told you I spoke to him and he’s okay. I think when he had a chance to sit with it for awhile, that last talk really helped him too.”
 
   “Yeah, but I still feel weird about this. I’m not even sure I can face him.”
 
   “It’s a little late to start feeling guilty. Besides, you’ve a lot of the same friends. What’re you planning to do, avoid him all your life?”
 
   “No, but . . .”
 
   “Then I’m calling him.”  Tracy pulled out her mobile and started dialing before Riley could protest.
 
   The conversation was brief. “He’ll be here in ten minutes.”
 
   “Did he ask if I was with you?”
 
   Tracy nodded. “Yes he did. And it’s probably the only reason he’s dragging himself out.”
 
   “So basically, he’s coming just to watch me squirm.”
 
   “Why would you squirm? He’s just coming to wish you the best in your new marriage,” Tracy said innocently.
 
   “Yeah, sure. I don’t feel ready for this, Tracy.”  
 
   “You need to get over yourself. I think by now he’s able to get out of bed every morning without weeping.”
 
   Riley rolled her eyes. “Fine.”
 
   The waiting was tense, and Riley ordered and drank two glasses of wine before he showed up. She had just polished off the second when Tracy waved him over from the front door where he stood looking about for them.
 
   “The old married lady,” Brian said to Riley as he sat.  
 
   “How are you?”
 
   Brian paused to kiss Tracy on the cheek. “Nothing much going on with me. Life is good. Oh . . . if you don’t count my ex-girlfriend getting married to a rap star.”
 
   Riley’s shoulders sagged. “Brian, we’re not going to do this again, are we?”
 
   His face became serious. “I just never thought it would last, that’s all.”
 
   Riley looked down at the table to avoid his eyes. He wasn’t alone there. She hadn’t believed it would last either. Like everyone else, she thought Shawn was a thing she was going through.
 
   When she looked up, Brian was gazing at her with genuine affection in his eyes and she noted something else. The hurt that had been there the last time she’d seen him had begun to recede. She smiled and he reached across the table, touching the side of her face.
 
   “You look good, Riley,” he said. “You look really good.”
 
   “Let’s order,” Tracy said, raising a hand to summon the waitress. 
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   It was after eleven when Tracy finally dropped Brian off and they headed back to the hotel. Only as they pulled up in front and Riley felt the keycard for the suite in her pocket did she remember that no one else could get into the suite without it.
 
   “Oh crap,” she said, almost to herself.
 
   “What’s the matter? Missed your curfew?”
 
   “Don’t start. I have the only key. Shawn said he’d be back by ten and I totally forgot to leave it at the front desk.”
 
   “They have to have another key,” Tracy said uninterestedly. “See you at yoga tomorrow. Say hi to Shawn for me. Or not.”
 
   Riley was already opening the door and getting out.  
 
   Shawn was nowhere in sight in the lobby, thankfully. She ran toward the elevator and cursed herself the entire ride up. She paused before letting herself into the suite. Music from the television greeted her as she entered, and the sight of Shawn lying on his back on the bed, fully clothed, his boots still on.
 
   “Hey you,” she stretched herself along the length of him, kissing him firmly on the lips. “Sorry about the keycard. I totally forgot.”
 
   “I almost had to get another room, Riley. Y’know how tired I am?”
 
   “I know. I’m sorry.” She stretched out next to him and kissed him along his neck. “How was your thing?”
 
   “Loud as fuck. People grabbing me.” 
 
   He was irritable, the way he always was after these kinds of appearances. Some performers claimed to be energized by contact with their fans en masse, but unless protected by the buffer of the stage, Shawn hated it. 
 
   “How was the place?” he asked, sitting up.
 
   “The view is amazing, the rooms are humongous and the bathrooms incredible. And the second bedroom suite is a loft, so it’s big enough for you to set your music stuff up. You could practically build a studio in there if you wanted to. Tracy liked it too.”
 
   “So she did go with you?”
 
   “Yeah. After we looked at the place we went to get something to eat with Brian in the Village and then we went for drinks and I completely lost track of the time.” She kicked off her shoes and started massaging her feet. 
 
   “Brian.” It was clear he wasn’t pleased. “What’s he still hanging around for?”
 
   “We called him,” Riley said slowly. “I hadn’t seen him since . . .”
 
   Shawn grabbed her left hand, holding her fingers up so that her engagement ring and wedding band were directly in her face.
 
   “He see this? He know what this means?”
 
   Riley wrenched her hand away. 
 
   “Jesus, Shawn. Of course he knows.”
 
   “Then what the fuck does he want?”
 
   “I thought we’d been over this ground,” she said keeping her voice level. “He’s a friend. That’s all. A friend.” 
 
    “And you’re my wife. Make sure he understands that shit.”
 
   He pushed himself up off the bed and Riley grabbed the tail of his shirt, exasperated.
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “Right now, anyplace but here.” 
 
   He held her hand and pried open her fingers to release himself.
 
   Riley sat on the edge of the bed staring at the door for several minutes after he left. The problem with Shawn was that she was never sure whether these outbursts were a power struggle or common old jealousy. If it was the former, she had to hold her ground; she would not let him dictate who her friends could be – she was her mother’s daughter after all. And if it was the latter, she couldn’t pretend it wasn’t exciting to have someone this fiercely possessive of her. 
 
   But god, didn’t he get tired of it ever? All this angst about something that had been so definitively resolved? Tracy was right – he’d won, and yet he still wasn’t satisfied. She’d gotten married – married – something she hadn’t even begun to contemplate for herself until he gave her an impossible choice; and yet he still wasn’t assured of her commitment to him. What was it going to take?
 
   Even after a hot shower and turning off all the lights and television, she couldn’t even begin to think of sleep as a possibility until she heard the door to the suite open sometime around two a.m. Riley closed her eyes and tried to slow her breathing, listening as Shawn undressed and got into bed. It was maddening how he affected her; when he was around, all of her senses seemed sharper, all her nerve endings humming, and when he was gone, they dulled.
 
   Her breath stilled when she felt his hand, warm through her gossamer-thin cotton nightshirt. Without a word, Riley turned and kissed him back when his lips pressed into her neck. Her body warmed in response to him. He tasted like beer, and maybe something stronger. When he raised her shirt over her head and parted her legs with his knee she instinctively tilted her hips upward to receive him.  
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   Shawn awoke to the bitter taste of stale beer and a pasty feeling in his mouth. As he lay there, the previous evening came back to him in bits and pieces: waiting for Riley in the lobby, finally being let into the room and then to have her get in – later than she said she would—and  announce that she’d spent the last few hours with her ex-boyfriend. Again. 
 
   When he walked out on her, he hadn’t gotten very far; just to the bar downstairs, where he stared blankly at the mounted television screen playing a rerun of a baseball game and drinking watery MGDs from the tap. A bunch of fraternity guys had shown up around midnight and wanted to buy him drinks, so he killed a couple hours with them while they laid it on thick about how much they liked his music. One of them performed a drunken rendition of one of the rhymes from his new CD which had everyone, including Shawn, laughing uncontrollably.
 
   Sitting around shooting the breeze with five college boys who were inebriated off their asses was a welcome distraction from the news of where Riley had been. Just hearing Brian’s name could take him back to a time and place where he didn’t want to be – when he was second in line for her time. Just remembering that shit rattled his cage. His head told him that Brian wasn’t a factor anymore, but some other part of him – the dark, ugly place that made him want to crack skulls open – came alive when he heard anything even vaguely connected to someone she had been with. Women couldn’t fully understand the kind of anger that made a man feel like blowing up the whole damn world rather than face the fact that out there, walking the earth was someone who had touched his woman, made her squirm and moan and scream the way she did when she was with him.
 
   He looked over at her now, sleeping with her mouth partially open, snoring softly. It was the craziest thing. Even now that they were married she still messed with his head like no woman he ever knew. Whoever said marriage would cure you of a love jones didn’t know what the hell they were talking about. He’d been foolish enough to think that once she had that ring on her finger he would relax. Occasionally, he would look up and find her doing something mundane, like standing at the kitchen sink rinsing a glass, or ironing a blouse for work, and it would blow his mind that she was his wife. He had so much more to lose now that they were married. It was primitive and territorial, but sometimes just seeing the ring on her finger was enough to get his dick hard.
 
   Shawn lowered his feet to the floor, trying to stand without waking her. Maybe the sex last night meant she wasn’t pissed, but probably not. She never refused him, so that wasn’t an accurate gauge of anything. For him, it had been about reminding himself that he could have her whenever he wanted her; it had been about marking his territory once again, plain and simple.  
 
   And who knew what it had been about for Riley? He didn’t understand her at all, so any of his guesses were sure to be way off base.
 
   But in case she was angry, he would try to slip out without waking her and by the time he got back, hopefully the whole thing would be squashed. If he was lucky, she would sweat it out at yoga. He went into the sitting room and dialed Chris’ number, practically whispering into the phone, arranging for a ride to the studio.
 
   “I got those two kids with me,” Chris told him.  
 
   “Yeah,” Shawn said. “A’ight. Whatever.”
 
   He was getting tired of sharing studio time – and  frankly Chris’ time as a producer – with two seventeen-year olds who didn’t know how played out it was trying to prove you were hard by naming your group after a damn gun. But from what he’d heard, dumb name or not, Glock was likely to be close on his heels when their CD dropped. So if he could contain his impatience, it made good business sense to keep them close before they became his competition.  
 
   When he got out of the shower it was just his luck that Riley was wide awake, lying on her back, knees up, one crossed over the other, flipping channels. Her eyes were puffy and she yawned, stretching her arms above her head, causing the sheets to fall away from her chest exposing the smooth, firm globes of her breasts, her nipples like perfect copper-colored coins, firm from the cold hotel room air.
 
   “Hey,” she said. She didn’t sound angry at all. “Where you headed?” 
 
   “Studio.”
 
   “I have yoga with Tracy,” she said. “You’ll be there all day, right?”
 
   “After yoga come back here,” he said. “So we can go home together.”
 
   She turned onto her stomach and scooted around so that her head was at the foot of the bed. “Okay.”
 
   Shawn dug through his bag and pulled out a clean pair of jeans and a shirt. Riley was watching him as he changed.
 
   “Who else is going to the studio?” she asked.
 
   “Chris. A couple young ‘uns.”
 
   “And who else?”
 
   “What you mean who else? I don’t know,” he shrugged.
 
   “Women?”
 
   Shawn looked up. He should have known she wasn’t going to let last night go.
 
   “Yeah,” he said. “Sometimes. Maybe.”
 
   “But I don’t have anything to worry about, right? Because I can trust you.”
 
   He said nothing, until she arched an eyebrow and smiled at him. 
 
   “You think that’s the same thing?” he asked looking at her. “You going out to dinner with your ex-boyfriend a couple weeks after your honeymoon, and there being some random chicks hanging out – who I ignore anyway – at the studio?”
 
   “In a sense, yes.”
 
   Shawn gave a short laugh. “In what sense are they the same?”
 
   He’d been so focused on deflecting her anger he wasn’t prepared for his own to resurface.
 
   “In both instances, it requires trust. I have to trust that those ‘random chicks’ don’t interest you, and you have to trust that  . . .” she looked him directly at him, “I do not, could not, want anyone but you, Shawn Gardner.”
 
   Their eyes locked and Shawn’s irritation turned to mist. Damn. When she said shit like that, looking at him the way she was, it was game-fucking-over. 
 
   “C’mere a sec,” she said beckoning to him.
 
   Shawn pulled his shirt over his head and went to sit next to her on the bed. She wiped something from the corner of his mouth and licked her finger.
 
   “Toothpaste. So you’ll come get me at what time?”
 
   “Around six this evening.”
 
   She turned her attention to the television again. 
 
   “Okay. Have fun.”
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   As luck would have it, the first person Shawn noticed when he got to the studio was Mike’s cousin. He tried to remember her name but couldn’t access it. The wannabe dancer who had invited him to watch her dance at the club that time. But he hadn’t made it to the club that night and now he would no doubt have to listen to her babble on about wanting to make it in the music video business. It wasn’t as though she wasn’t worth looking at, but today he wanted to work in the studio for a change. He would have to ask Chris to start getting strict about who could show up and hang out in the control room.  
 
   “You layin’ something down today, Smooth?” 
 
   It was Darryl, the younger of the two youngsters. He reminded Shawn of the homeboys he used to hang with in DC. Even though he was probably no more than eighteen, he looked like he’d seen a lifetime of hard knocks. His face still had some traces of preteen roundness but was marred by old faded scars crisscrossing his cheeks and forehead, as though he’d once been in a pretty serious knife fight. Shawn tried to control it, but he couldn’t help feeling competitive toward this kid who probably wanted nothing more than to hear someone who’d made it tell him that he had what it takes to make it too.
 
   “Not today,” Shawn said. “I’m here checking you out.”
 
   Mike’s cousin had gotten up from her perch across the room and was headed right for him. Shawn looked toward the one place that remained sacred in the studio – the live room. Right now Mike was in there experimenting with his vocals, but he could easily join him and circumvent the intrusion. But he was too slow. Just as he was about to reach for the door, she touched him on the shoulder. He turned and smiled at her.
 
   “You never came to see me dance,” she said, pouting prettily.
 
   “When?” He pretended not to recall. No point giving her more encouragement.
 
   “The day I met you? You said you was going to Sans Souci with Mike and them.”
 
   “I did?”
 
   She nodded. “I’ll be there tonight too. Mike said Chris and them are going.”
 
   Shawn nodded noncommittally. He would tell Mike to keep her out of the studio from now on. The last thing he needed when he came to work was someone hitting him up for a gig. Or for other things. 
 
   She sat on the arm of a nearby chair and brushed her hair out of her eyes.
 
   “How old are you?” he asked, suddenly curious.  
 
   She looked like she was barely out of high school.
 
   “Twenty-one.”
 
   He seriously doubted that. Nineteen, tops. Funny how every single young girl he met backstage or hanging out at the studio looking for attention was twenty-one. They never seemed to have the imagination to claim to be twenty-two.
 
   “What’s your name again?”
 
   “Keisha.” She smiled, pleased to have elicited even the tiniest degree of his interest.
 
   “Keisha, why are you here?” he asked.
 
   She blushed.  “I’m Mike’s cousin,” she began.
 
   “I know why he’s here,” Shawn cut her off. “But why are you here with him?”
 
   “C’mon, man.”Chris Scaife seemed to come out of nowhere, putting an arm about Keisha’s shoulders. “That’s not how we treat our guests.”
 
   Keisha looked relieved to have been saved from having to answer his question. Relieved, and smug. Because if Chris said she could be there, then no one, not even the talent, could second-guess him.  
 
   Shawn turned away, looking once again into the live room. He was itching to get in front of the mike himself but the smart thing would be to stand back, watch and listen. It was one thing when Glock was performing at a show – the energy from the crowd, the lights and the overwhelming din of the music sometimes helped even the most lackluster performer look and sound good.  
 
   From what he remembered though, these kids were high-energy, and their performance was far from lackluster. Last time he’d seen them in the studio and listened to them raw – without accompaniment and mixing and digitizing – they had been equally impressive. They had hoarse voices that would record well, especially for the hardcore stuff they liked to rhyme about. They reminded him of that old group Das EFX vocally. If Chris exploited that similarity, they would blow up in no time. People were hungry for a return to old-school sounds. Hell, even Riley said she used to listen to hip-hop back in the day. He would have to remember to ask her what she thought of Glock when she saw them perform in L.A. 
 
   “Even though last time you embarrassed me by not showing up, I’m inviting you one more time to come to Sans Souci,” Chris said from behind him. “Come sip some champagne and kick back.”
 
   Shawn turned. “I’ll let you know.”
 
   The briefest look of annoyance crossed Chris’ face. He wasn’t used to having his invitations rebuffed, but the real, unspoken issue, the reason for the invitation was Riley. Chris had never met her and was irritated that Shawn hadn’t invited him to the wedding, even though his ego would never permit him to say it out loud. So Shawn would bring Riley to Sans Souci tonight, and get that out of the way but from then on he had no plans to expose her further to Chris or his crazy lifestyle. 
 
   Hell, he wished she didn’t have to be exposed to his crazy lifestyle. They’d been married a little more than a month, and already he had another multi-city trip on the horizon. He wasn’t looking forward to it as much, which was new. There was nothing like being onstage – nothing. But still, he was just getting used to knowing that Riley was there, whenever he wanted her. Now at least he knew she would be home – wherever that turned out to be – when he got back.  
 
   Tomorrow, he would call the realtor and make an appointment to look at the condo in the next couple of days while Riley was at work. Even though she said she liked it, he worried that she would settle for something less than he wanted her to have, just because she didn’t want him to spend the money to get it.
 
   “You listening, man?”
 
   Shawn looked up. Chris said something to him which he’d missed completely.
 
   “I was talking about MTV. We booked a spot for Glock. If you rolled in with them, it would make some noise around this CD.”
 
   But did he want to create hype around Glock’s CD? That was the question.
 
   “Yeah. No problem,” he said, his better nature winning out. “Call B and let him know.”
 
   Keisha was still sitting there, her eyes fixed on him. She was wearing skinny jeans and a white tank top with high-heeled white sandals. Around her neck was a complicated array of gold and silver necklaces of varying lengths. Her bracelets – on both wrists – were equally busy, and her fingernails were long and scarlet. She idly twirled a strand of her long, dark hair around her forefinger, her head bopping to Mike’s rhymes. She turned and caught him looking and smiled, but Shawn didn’t smile back.
 
   Just then, someone turned up the volume so that it was difficult to talk over the music. The sound of a sample Chris was experimenting with filled the control room and then everyone was moving, almost involuntarily, to the music. Shawn’s eyes met Keisha’s for a second time but this time she didn’t smile and instead stood, pretending to be casually moving to a chair at the other end of the room. 
 
   When the music ended he followed her, feeling a stab of remorse at having embarrassed her. She was practically a kid, and a fan. It was just that it was still a fairly new sensation for him, being able to refuse women that looked like her without a second thought.  
 
   “I wasn’t tryin’ to dis’ you before,” he said to her. “I’ve just got work on the brain, y’know?”
 
   She looked up and nodded eager to accept his explanation. “Yeah, I understand.”
 
   “If I come to the club tonight I’ll definitely check you out and put in a word to the casting director on my next video.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “And Mike and Darryl should be able to do something for you too,” he pointed out. 
 
   “Yeah, but they don’t have the same budget as you,” she said. “Might not be no dancers in their video.”
 
   Shawn nodded. “That’s true.” 
 
   He remembered what that was like – when no one knew for sure if he would sell and budgets were tight. Every video was made on the cheap, every public appearance booked in small venues until he proved himself. He looked at Keisha a little more closely. What did she know about all that? 
 
   “K Smooth. I’ll be damned.”
 
   Shawn smiled and turned at the sound of the familiar, husky smoker’s voice. Jodi Weeks. The foremost female producer in all of hip-hop who had a big enough mouth that he heard her fine, even over the loud music. 
 
   Jodi was short and dark-skinned with a tight, athletic build. She habitually dressed like the rappers she worked with, even though at thirty-four, she was easily a decade older than most of them. Her eyes, always warm, drew Shawn in just like the old days when he was a kid newly isolated by fame and desperately looking for a hint of something genuine. He stood and went to embrace her. They held each other for a long enough time to draw everyone else’s attention, so Jodi pulled him out into the hallway.
 
   She stepped back and looked him over. Even though she was only five-foot three, she almost always managed to make him feel like the skinny eighteen-year-old he’d been when they first met. Jodi had that homegirl combination of pretty and tomboyish that he’d always had a weakness for, and she wore it well. He could easily think of a dozen rappers who would love to get them some Jodi but most were too intimidated to even try.
 
   “Look at you, still fine as I don’t know what. How long has it been?” she teased.
 
   “Six months at least. Where you been, Jo-Jo?”
 
   “Never mind where I been. How ‘bout you? I heard a vicious rumor,” she said, looking at him slyly out of the corner of her eyes.
 
   Shawn shook his head, playing along. “You shouldn’t listen to rumors.”
 
   “C’mon now, who is she?” Jodi asked, hands on her hips.
 
   “Her name’s Riley Terry. Was Riley Terry. Riley Gardner now,” Shawn said, unable to keep the pride out of his voice.
 
   Jodi punched him in the arm, hard enough that it actually hurt. “I can’t believe you upped and got married! She has to be something special.”
 
   “She is.”
 
   “Lemme see that damn ring.” She grabbed his left hand. “And I’ll meet her, right?” 
 
   “If you promise not to trip,” Shawn said, only half joking.
 
   Jodi pretended to be hurt. “So I can’t tell her about me and you?”
 
   Shawn looked at her blankly.
 
   “Okay, so it was almost eight years ago, but it was still the best five months of your young life.”
 
   Shawn laughed. “It was.” Emphasis on the second word.
 
   Jodi wrinkled her small, cute nose. “I don’t know. I might get jealous. Maybe I shouldn’t meet her.”
 
   “I want you to,” Shawn said. “I think you’d like each other.”
 
   Jodi laughed. “Smooth, you still don’t understand women worth a damn. Your wife and I will not be friends, okay? And if she gets even a whiff of what went on between us, she might even hate my guts.”
 
   “She ain’t nothin’ like that. And you wouldn’t be able to help yourself. You’d like her,” Shawn said confidently.
 
   Jodi shrugged. “Maybe. We’ll see. And I have to admit, I am definitely curious to see who this chick is that was able to convince you to get married. Brendan says she got you straight sprung.”
 
   “Is that what I am?” Shawn asked, surprisingly untroubled by Brendan’s assessment. “But she didn’t convince me of anything. I had to convince her.”
 
   Jodi nodded. “Sprung,” she confirmed. “But I see your appeal with the ladies hasn’t changed, married or not.” She inclined her head in the direction of the studio control room.
 
   It took Shawn a moment to realize she was talking about Keisha.
 
   “That ain’t nuthin’,” he dismissed. “She’s somebody’s cousin.”
 
   “She was looking at you like my fat aunt looks at a piece of sweet potato pie.”
 
   Shawn grinned. “You ain’t changed a bit, with your country ass.”
 
   “Speaking of which. When’s the last time you been back home?”  
 
   Jodi was from Portsmouth, Virginia and had lived in DC while she attended Howard University. She and Shawn had bonded in part over their memories of Georgia Avenue and parties near the dorms where he hung out, trying to mack on college girls.
 
   “About six weeks ago. Sold my place in Largo.”
 
   “Word?”Jodi looked surprised. “So you’re a bona fide New Yorker now, huh?”
 
   Shawn shrugged. “Guess so.”
 
   “So much for your DC cred,” Jodi teased. “Is that what she wanted? To live here?”
 
   Shawn tried not to sound defensive. “She works here and her life is here, so I did what I had to do. Besides, it doesn’t matter where I live. Traveling as much as I do.”
 
   Jodi shook her head. “I’m not sure I know how to handle the new, improved and mature K Smooth,” she said. “Putting his woman first.”
 
   Shawn heard the hidden rebuke and touched the side of Jodi’s face briefly. “I wasn’t nowhere near ready then, Jo-Jo,” he said quietly.
 
   Jodi moved away from his touch. 
 
   “Ancient history, Smooth. I’m just sayin’. Nice to see this change in you. Now c’mon let’s go see what’s these young guns talkin’ ‘bout.”
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   The apartment was stuffy, hot and smelled as though they’d been gone for a lot longer than one night. Shawn threw open a window and tossed their bags on the sofa. The day they moved out of this place could not come soon enough to suit him. The entire building smelled like day-old Chinese food, and the temperature controls were on another floor entirely, making it impossible to predict whether you were coming home to a sweatbox or a freezer. And that nosy landlady was no bargain either. Shawn saw the way she looked at him, as though she expected him to mug her or something. He’d even heard her ask a few times what happened to that “nice boy, Brian” and Riley would explain patiently over and over that she was married now, and that Brian was fine. But still, she kept asking, like she was holding out the hope that one day Shawn would be replaced.
 
   Riley was checking voicemail messages, hitting the forward button after listening to the first five seconds or so of each message.  She didn’t say it, but Shawn knew she was hoping that her mother had called. They hadn’t spoken since two days before the wedding ceremony, when Riley called to let her know when and where, she’d responded that she didn’t think it would be “real” of her to be in attendance or some weak shit like that.    
 
   “There were a couple messages for you,” Riley said, sitting on the back of the sofa for a moment to loosen her bootlaces. “One from that guy from EMI.”
 
   “Yeah?” 
 
   His contract was up for re-negotiation in a matter of months and other labels had already begun the courting process. Record executives blowing up his phone and texting him to try to set up a meeting. How they managed to get his private numbers he would never know.
 
   “He left his call-back information for the hundredth time. You might want to think about using it this time before he starts camping outside our front door.”  
 
   She was flipping through the mail now, opening some and discarding others.  
 
   “Look at this.” She handed him an envelope. “I got a guaranteed acceptance platinum Visa. I swear, a month ago they would have laughed in my face if I dared to apply for something like that.”
 
   “It’s the bank account, Shawn said, dropping the application on the coffee table.
 
   “Oh, yeah. The account,” Riley said, making quotation marks in the air with her fingers.
 
   She still wasn’t comfortable with the fund his lawyers had set up for her and Shawn would have bet anything she hadn’t touched a dime of it. She told him she would have preferred a pre-nup but even now, he hadn’t an ounce of regret for not asking for that. More often than not, he was preoccupied with thinking of something, anything that he could give her that she would really want. And if a bank account with a sum in the high six figures didn’t even increase her pulse, he was at a loss for what that might be.
 
   He walked up behind her now and wrapped his arms about her waist, reaching up to tug the mail from her fingers and scattered it on the floor at her feet. She laughed but pressed herself back against him.
 
   “You can’t be serious,” she said. “Twice in the last twenty-four hours is plenty enough for me, thank you very much.”
 
   “Now see, that’s just your dirty mind. All I want to do is make out like we’re in high school.”  
 
   She turned to face him.
 
    “You would never have been interested in me in high school. I was the nerdy girl at the front of the class that guys like you ignored.”
 
   “Guys like me?” Shawn said. “What kind of guy was that?”
 
   “The cool guys,” Riley said smiling up at him. “The hot guys.”
 
   “You think I’m hot?”
 
   She twisted her lips. “You know you are.”
 
   “Oh, you said I had two messages,” he realized. “One was from the EMI guy. What was the other?”
 
   “Stephanie from Arista,” Riley said.  
 
   Shawn held his breath. “What did she say?”
 
   “Nothing. Just left a number.”
 
   Shit.  
 
   “I better call them back,” he said pulling away. “I’ll give them my cell so they stop calling here.”
 
   Riley shrugged. “Well, you live here, Shawn, so where else would they call?”
 
   When she was in the bedroom, Shawn listened to the voicemail and dialed Stephanie’s number on his mobile as she recited it and deleted the message.
 
   “This is Smooth,” he said when he heard her voice. He purposely didn’t use his given name. 
 
   “How are you?” she said, her voice purring.
 
   “Good. How ‘bout you?”
 
   “Wonderful. So I thought I’d give you a call to let you know that I’m actually going to be coming your way for business in a week or so. And I wondered if you wanted to get together.”
 
   An image flashed through Shawn’s head of Stephanie in that Pittsburgh hotel room naked, her upper body hanging over the edge of the bed as he labored over her. 
 
   Oh god, oh god, oh god, she repeated, her voice rising to such a pitch he’d clamped a hand over her mouth.
 
   “I’m really not in a position to be negotiating a new contract right now, Shawn said, keeping his tone impersonal.
 
   Stephanie laughed. “And if you were, I wouldn’t be the person you’d be negotiating with. This would be purely a social visit.”
 
   Shawn took a deep breath. “How’d you get this number?” he asked lowering his voice.
 
   “Your wife. Is listed,” Stephanie said her tone incredulous.
 
    “So you do know that I’m married.”
 
   “Yes. I read about it in a magazine. Doesn’t matter which magazine. And it doesn’t matter that you’re married either. Congratulations, by the way.”
 
   “Stephanie. It matters to me.”
 
   There was a moment of silence and then a sigh. “You sure you don’t want to take me out for a drink?”
 
   “Not happening, Stephanie.”
 
   “Okay,” she sang. “Can’t blame a girl for trying. Hey! Was that who you called that night?”
 
   “Stephanie?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Don’t call here again.”
 
   Shawn heard her chuckle. And then the phone went dead. He listened to the silence for a moment more then glanced toward the bedroom. He could hear Riley moving about in the closet, oblivious. Somehow he was going to have to convince her to change the phone number. Or accelerate their move to the new place.
 
   “Baby, could you come in here?” she called out to him. “I need you to grab something from the top shelf for me.”
 
   Normal life calling.
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   They went out for dinner at the Chinese restaurant three blocks away from the apartment. Shawn ignored the stares he got from a table full of young Asian guys, one of whom was wearing a throwback Wu-Tang Clan t-shirt. He kept his head down in his lo mein, trying not to make eye-contact, hoping they wouldn’t come over. He considered not going to the club at all, thinking how much more he would like to just stay in bed, watch a game on television, Riley somewhere nearby working on her laptop.  
 
   “We don’t have to go, y’know.”  
 
   She seemed to read his mind.
 
   “Yeah I do. We talked about this.”
 
   And they had; at length. The one thing he made sure she understood before they got married was that his time was frequently not his own – just being K Smooth was his job in much the same way that going to the magazine everyday was hers.  
 
   He had to cultivate his brand, make sure he was seen and talked about even when there was no new music to promote. There would be more tabloid photos with captions that weren’t true. There would be rumors, blogs that claimed to know about his ‘secret love-child’ or assorted other crap like that. But it was part of the gig. The key to every successful career in entertainment was to make sure the public always heard something about you, so even the negative stuff had its role.  
 
   You had to maintain a dull hum in their consciousness at all times; and amplify that hum to a roar only when necessary to sell your product. Some artists made the mistake of maintaining a roar and wound up overexposed. Others let their hum dwindle to nothing, so that when they needed to, they couldn’t revive it with all the hype in the world. It was his challenge to maintain balance between those two extremes.
 
   “I don’t understand what’s in it for you, that’s all. Hanging out in clubs till all hours. I can see why the club owners want you there, but other than that, I don’t get it.”
 
   “That’s where the business is done. And besides that, it’s free publicity. We show up, people write about it.”
 
   “A bunch of rappers in a nightclub is not exactly news, Shawn. Unless someone winds up getting shot.”
 
   Shawn laughed. “Oh, why’s it gotta be about somebody getting shot?”
 
   “You know the love affair between hip-hop culture and firearms. Come to think of it, that would make a good story.”
 
   “If you write some shit like that, I’ll divorce you.”
 
   “You won’t get rid of me that easy.” Riley tossed a packet of soy sauce at him. “Why don’t we go to Harambe instead?”
 
   Shawn rolled his eyes. “Poetry-reading? No thanks.”
 
   “It’s slam poetry, not poetry-reading. And besides, if you think about it, you do the same thing as most of the guys there. Wasn’t that the point you made that night I interviewed you, when you were trying to put me in my place? That poetry is free-stylin’ but without the music?”
 
   “And if you think about it, rock-and-roll and R&B come from the same place. But today, one doesn’t have shit to do with the other. And I wasn’t trying to put you in your place; I was trying to get you into my bed.”
 
   “I disagree,” Riley said, biting into a stalk of broccoli.
 
   “That I was trying to get you in . . .”
 
   “No, silly. About slam-poetry and what you do not having anything to do with one another. The only difference is that rappers sold out and started rapping about money and cars, stopped rhyming about things that really matter.  
 
   “Like, remember when rap was defined by Public Enemy,” she continued. “And that old group Digable Planets. Remember when hip-hop used to be about struggle? When it used to be about pain?”
 
   “Riley, it’s always been more complicated than that. It was also about going to parties and macking on the hottest chick there. You’re idealizing it.”
 
   “I don’t think so. It used to be an art form and we sold it out to crass commercialism.”
 
   “So you think I sold out.”
 
   “No.” There was some reservation in her tone.
 
   “But?”
 
   “But some of what you rap about doesn’t really reflect who you are and what you’re about. Some of it is so . . .” she stopped herself and bit her lower lip.
 
   “Go ahead. Speak your mind.”
 
   “It’s so shallow. Beneath you.”
 
   “That’s because it’s a fucking business, y’know what I’m saying? Not a social justice movement.”
 
   “Now you’re mad,” Riley put down her fork.
 
   “I’m not mad,” he lied.
 
   “You are.”
 
   “Okay, fuck it. Yeah I’m mad. If my own wife doesn’t even respect what I do . . .”
 
   “Actually, I have great respect for what you do, and for how well you do it. But who cares that I’m your wife? You should be more concerned that I’m a person whose opinion you value.”
 
   “Because you’re my wife.”
 
   “So you only value my opinion because we’re married.”
 
   “Don’t try to turn this around. You just told me you don’t think my rhymes mean shit.”
 
   “I didn’t say that, Shawn.” Riley shook her head. “All I’m saying is . . .”
 
   Shawn leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table.  
 
   “That’s what I heard you say, Riley.”
 
   “Then you weren’t listening very well.”
 
   “We better get home, get ready for tonight.” he said, tossing down his napkin and shoving away from the table.
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[bookmark: _Toc335582251]Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Shawn had been ready for almost an hour, sitting in the living room and glancing at his watch and nursing his annoyance from the conversation at dinner when Riley came out of the bedroom. Still brushing her hair, she was wearing a short white tube top in an iridescent fabric that stopped just above her waist, and a long, sleek, form-fitting black skirt that began just beneath her hipbones and fell to her ankles. Long slits on either side of the skirt traveled from hem to mid-thigh. On her feet were black strappy high-heeled sandals that were sexy beyond belief. She didn’t often dress this way, but when she did it blew his mind because she had no earthly clue how damn beautiful she was.  
 
   Last year when he was on the road and could only stop in New York for a day or sometimes no more than a few hours, they would sometimes meet at restaurants downtown or the Starbucks in Herald Square. Shawn always looked forward to the moment when he would watch her walk in, wearing one of her tomboyish outfits, baggy overalls, or painter’s pants and motorcycle boots. It drove him crazy, knowing that beneath all of those layers of completely un-feminine clothes, she was all woman - gently curved hips, round ass, firm, gravity-defying breasts.
 
   But those were the things any man loved about his woman or about women in general. With Riley, the attraction was deeper and more subtle than that. He loved the slenderness and length of her neck, the way it arched when they were making love, its softness at her nape when he kissed her there; he loved the honey-toned translucence of the skin on her breasts; and her feet, the toes long and fragile, the toenails always unpainted but still pink and perfectly formed like tiny seashells.
 
   “Ready?” she asked him now.
 
   “Yeah, I have to call Chris.”
 
   She turned to head for the kitchen, and Shawn’s eyes widened. What had looked to him like a tube top was actually bare at the back except for two spaghetti-sized strings holding it together. Practically the entire expanse of her back was exposed. Smooth, soft skin – his wife’s skin – on display for any dude who felt like looking. He weighed the odds that she would change her top if he told her he wasn’t comfortable with it and came up with slim to none. She would probably insist on principle.
 
   “You’re going to be cold,” he tried.
 
   “I’ll wear my coat over this when we’re outside, Shawn, obviously,” she said, rolling her eyes at him. “So we’re going with the entire possé tonight?” 
 
    “Just Brendan. Chris is meeting us there.”
 
   “Yippee,” Riley said dryly.
 
   “You never even met the guy. You might like him.”  
 
   “Doubtful,” she said without elaborating.
 
   Shawn shook his head and reached for the phone.
 
   Sans Souci was a members-only penthouse club in a Park Avenue high rise. The walls were six-inch thick tempered glass that revealed the city, laid out below them in lights. There were no VIP areas, because the entire establishment was exclusive enough to make those distinctions unnecessary. At the door, bouncers in designer suits ushered in members and their guests.
 
   The interior was all plush leather and suede, crimson walls with gold leaf and 14kt sconces, designed lounge-style with a central dance floor that was always occupied. On any given night, some of the most recognizable faces in the entertainment business were likely to be in attendance. A night at Sans Souci was never recreation for Shawn; it was always work and all the more so because it masqueraded as fun. Every year, when his fifteen thousand dollar membership fee came due, he hesitated before paying it; not because of the money but simply because he couldn’t think of a single instance where he’d actually enjoyed himself at the club.
 
   Chris was already inside with Mike and Darryl, standing near one of the bars, surveying the scene, drinking cognac. That was Chris’ formula - impress the new guys, cultivate their goodwill so that by the time they hit it big, they would insist that no one but Chris Scaife produce their tracks. Sans Souci was like the Atlantis of the hip-hop world – to the up and coming, it was no more than a rumor, a place they weren’t quite sure existed because it sounded almost too fly to be real. Every ten feet there was a Grammy-winning producer, artist or record label executive. This was where the real action was, not in the boardrooms.
 
   Before he and Riley were even close enough to speak to them, Shawn noticed Chris’ taking her in from head to toe and felt a simultaneous surge of pride and possessiveness. Almost without thinking about it, he extended a hand and she took it in both of hers, leaning into him, oblivious to his motivation.
 
   “Want something to drink?” he said in her ear.  
 
   “Wine would be good.”
 
   Chris stepped away from the bar as they approached and held out a hand to Riley. She smiled and took it, allowing him to introduce her to Mike and Darryl. Shawn focused on getting Riley’s drink, trying to look anywhere but at Chris Scaife’s hand resting casually on his wife’s bare back.  
 
   He was leaned over the bar when he spotted her – Mike’s cousin, the girl from the recording studio, across the room. She was wearing a black bodysuit and swaying to the music, swirling a tiny umbrella about in what looked like a strawberry daiquiri. Once again, it took him a minute to remember her name, but he definitely remembered that body. And the cute, single-dimpled smile. Shawn looked away, instead concentrating on getting the bartender’s attention. That kind of trouble he did not need. 
 
   “I’m going to look around a little bit,” Riley said as she took her glass of wine. “Excuse me everyone.”
 
   As she walked away, there was a lull in the conversation.
 
   “Damn, Smooth,” Darryl said after a moment or two, his gaze still following Riley. “I ain’ know you was putting it down like that. Your wife is bad, yo.”
 
   Brendan shook his head and laughed. “Don’t do it, man. Don’t even look in that direction. Unless you want to see this nigga go off.”
 
   Shawn forced a smile. “It ain’t even like that.”
 
   “Oh, it’s most definitely like that,” Brendan said.
 
   “I don’t blame you, man.” Chris said. He, too, watched as Riley made her way through the crowd.  
 
   Shawn’s eyes narrowed. 
 
   “She got a friend?” Chris asked, eyes still on Riley.  
 
   “Her best friend,” Shawn said, happy to offer up Tracy to divert Chris’ attention.
 
   “And you should see her,” Brendan said, letting out a low whistle. “But I got dibs on that one, son.”
 
   “There’s no dibs on a piece of ass. Let the best man win,” Chris said.
 
   This was how he used to talk. Didn’t see anything wrong with it then. But now it sounded different to his ears.
 
   “Speaking of the honeys . . .” Mike began.  
 
   Shawn tuned them out.
 
   After awhile he lost sight of Riley. The last time he saw her she had wandered over in the direction of the Ladies Room and just before that talking to some other woman, both of them looking out across the city, pointing things out to each other. She was comfortable on her own; didn’t seem to have even the slightest impulse to stick close by him just because she was in an unfamiliar social situation. Once or twice, guys stepped to her and Shawn watched as she smiled at them. But each time she shook her head, probably refusing invitations to dance.  
 
   “That your girl you came in with?”
 
   Shawn looked around. Keisha was standing to his right, leaning on the bar next to her cousin, still holding her strawberry daiquiri. It was melted, but she still held the glass, stirring slowly with the little umbrella.
 
   “You want another one of those?” he offered.
 
   She nodded and looked pleased as she set the glass aside. Shawn called over the bartender and ordered a daiquiri and a draft for himself.
 
   “Some ladies over there would like to buy you a glass of champagne.”  
 
   The bartender indicated a table with three women who were huddled together, smiling at him. He nodded in their direction and told the bartender to send them a bottle of the best wine the house had to offer. Keisha tapped him on the shoulder to regain his attention.
 
   “I asked you was that your girl you came in with.”
 
   He held up his left hand and pointed at the platinum band on his index finger. “My wife.”
 
   Keisha pulled back, her eyes widening. “I ain’ know you was married.”
 
   “It didn’t make the six o’clock news,” Shawn said.
 
   Keisha looked at him as though trying to decide whether she was being ridiculed. “I don’t know, I just thought I woulda heard something like that,” she said finally. “And I definitely didn’t notice no ring.”
 
   The bartender put their drinks in front of them and Shawn went to work on the champagne.
 
   “Why you think you would’ve heard I got married?”
 
   Keisha shrugged. “I told you, I like your style. I follow your career.”
 
   “And now you want to be in a video.”
 
   “Yeah. You said you’d watch me on the dance floor, right? How ‘bout you just come dance with me instead?”
 
   He thought about it for a half a second, but knew that dancing could easily get out of hand. Especially with a girl like Keisha. He shook his head.
 
   “Nah. That’s a’ight.”
 
   “Your wife might start riffin’, huh?”
 
   Shawn shook his head again.  
 
   “Then c’mon.” She put a hand on his arm, squeezing it lightly. “I could tell all my girlfriends I danced with K Smooth.”
 
   “Next time,” he downed the rest of his champagne, and scanned the club, looking for Riley.
 
   “So how long you been married?” Keisha leaned into his line of sight.
 
   “About a month.”
 
   “Oh!” she said, as though that meant he was less married than if it had been a year or two. “What’s she do, your wife?”
 
   Shawn looked at her. “You ask a lot of questions.”
 
   “Just curious. I was wonderin’ if she was in the business.”
 
   In the business. 
 
   Only people ‘in the business’ used that phrase. He looked her over once again. So Keisha was one of those girls - rap groupies who hung around aspiring rappers and producers and promoters, working their way up the ladder until they scored the biggest fish they could. 
 
   They went to concerts, loitered backstage and knew more about your career than you did. They made an art out of stroking the egos of guys who already thought the world of themselves. They liked the fast life, the fast cars, and the whole image that was sold to the public in music videos. They were willing to do almost anything to be a part of that life.  
 
   In the beginning of his career, he’d fallen for it --- women who were almost too fine to be real would throw themselves at him and he seldom refused. But as time went on, he got hip to the game - it wasn’t about him, it was about the package, the life he lived, the money he made. After he realized that, he treated them differently, he used them like they used him.
 
   The fact that Keisha was Mike’s cousin had thrown him a little bit, but now he recognized all the signs. The perfectly done hair and nails. The flawless make-up, the tight and revealing clothes. And her claim that she ‘followed his career’. Yeah. Him and how many others?  She was on the hunt and for now at least, he was the prey.
 
   “Nah, my wife’s not in the business,” he said finally.
 
   Keisha bit the tip of a nail and smiled at him. “I ain’ tryin’ to be nosy or nothin’. I was just askin’. You sure you don’t want to dance with me?”
 
   Shawn shook his head again.
 
   “A’ight. I guess I just have to go dance by myself.” Keisha took one gulp of her daiquiri and headed for the dance floor. Then Chris was leaning over his shoulder.  
 
   Shawn shrugged him off.
 
   “Don’t get caught out there, man. Bitches nowadays be ambitious. Can’t tell whether they after the dick, the money or a recording contract.”
 
   Shawn spent half the evening with Chris, Mike and Darryl and the other half working the room, hitting all the essential bases. There were at least six dudes in the club he needed to talk to, just to avoid a beef later on. In between, he watched Keisha as she moved on the dance floor, gyrating, spinning, and writhing. If he was single, he would’ve been all over that. But he wasn’t single, and what was more, he could feel the buzz from the Remy, the beer, and the champagne finally starting to kick in and realized he hadn’t seen his wife for at least two hours.
 
   When it was well past one and she still hadn’t come looking for him, he scanned the room, doing a slow three-sixty on his barstool until he found her. She was sitting on the opposite side of the club at a table by the window, laughing at something someone was saying to her. She threw her head back as she laughed, her face relaxed, eyes closed and mouth slightly open. Shawn craned his neck to look past the crowd so he could see who she was sitting with.  
 
   Brendan. He was leaning in to say something to her, his lips almost touching her ear, and Riley tilted her head toward him to listen, laughing again. Shawn bit down hard on his lower lip, watching them for awhile. Brendan cupped a hand by his mouth and said something else. This time Riley looked at him in disbelief before erupting into laughter once again.  
 
   Shawn pushed himself up and went toward them. Brendan saw him before Riley did, and leaned back in his seat, still smiling from whatever joke he and Riley had just shared. Shawn kneeled next to her chair and blew in her ear. She spun sharply and smiled when she saw that it was him.
 
   “Where you been, stranger?”
 
   “Drinking too much.”
 
   “I can see that,” she nodded, putting a cool hand on his cheek. “You ready to go home?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Okay. Lemme just run to the Ladies Room one last time.”  
 
   She got up and disappeared in the crowd.  
 
   Shawn took her seat, staring at Brendan who shrugged.
 
   “Whassup?”
 
   “You tell me,” Shawn said pointedly. “What’s up?”
 
   Brendan’s eyes narrowed in confusion for a moment then he laughed.  
 
   “Don’t come at me with that bullshit. Ain’t nobody tryin’ to push up on your woman, dawg.”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Shawn. You’re buggin’. And your ass is drunk.”
 
   He leaned back, thinking, or trying to. His head was all fucked up. Brendan was his boy. He should be thanking him for looking out, not making all kinds of stupid accusations. He held out a wobbly fist and Brendan finally leaned forward to give him some pound.
 
   By the time Riley came back, he was seriously feeling the liquor. Standing up, looking around at the flashing lights and hearing the loud music made him even dizzier. He didn’t remember the ride home, or even how he made it up to the apartment, and only vaguely remembered Riley peeling his clothes off as he lay prone on the bed, and turning off the lights and getting in next to him. Then she was wrapping her arms about his waist and resting her head on his shoulder and everything went black.  
 
   He awoke sometime later; it must have been near sunrise because there was a pale light entering the room, and a fresh, damp smell from the shower. The bed next to him was empty. For a flash, it was like the old days when he woke up to find that Riley had already gone and he sat up, startled. But this time, he could see her across the room, wrapped in her robe, hair still wet, staring at the bluish glow of her computer monitor and typing rapidly.
 
    She paused, turning to smile at him.
 
   “I’m right here,” she said before turning to face the computer again.
 
   Shawn settled back onto the bed, closing his eyes once again. All the unremarkable things he’d done every day of his life alone, now had a new texture to them because of her. Running into her in the bathroom as she brushed her teeth, skirting around her in the kitchen as she made coffee in the morning, or stepping into the shower and finding it already damp from her having taken one first.  
 
   He’d had girlfriends, lovers, whatever you wanted to call them. But never anyone he’d shared so much of his personal space with. Imagining what it would be like before he’d met Riley Shawn expected he’d feel stifled in a monogamous relationship, never mind a marriage. But every morning when he woke up and saw her sitting at her computer like she was now, it surprised him all over again just how natural it felt and that after such a short time, he couldn’t conceive of it being any other way.
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   Everyone around the office had yet to start treating her like a regular person again. Greg was still looking betrayed because the day she’d come back to work after a weekend with a diamond ring, was the first time he’d heard she was involved with Shawn. To make matters worse, less than three weeks after that they were married. Now Riley occasionally caught him looking at her with slightly narrowed eyes, as though he wasn’t sure whether he knew her at all. And as if that weren’t enough, a couple of the girls from the mailroom had taken to hovering around her office, hemming and hawing, then finally asking for autographs from random rappers she’d never met, concert tickets, and passes to parties at hip-hop clubs around town that she’d never even heard of, as though she would have any idea how to go about getting any of these things. So now, Riley kept her door shut when she was inside working, but she was just as likely to be sitting at her desk, staring at the ceiling, wondering when life would return to normal.
 
   Last week she had accidentally gotten on the wrong train, heading toward Queens instead of the new place. It was still so strange walking up to the building and having Ed the doorman greet her like a visiting dignitary. He was tickled by the fact that Shawn was a rapper, and mentioned several times that his daughters’ kids loved his music. On the day they’d moved in, Shawn had tipped him a hundred dollars for carrying a couple of boxes, and since then had treated him like an old friend, patting him on the back every time he saw him.  
 
   Riley, on the other hand, had yet to get over the awkwardness of having a man old enough to be her grandfather opening her doors and carrying her packages whenever she got out of a cab. She had taken to avoiding Ed altogether by going in the service entrance when she had bags with her.
 
   Shawn was home after a week in California but he didn’t keep regular hours, often going to the studio late in the afternoon and returning after midnight. When Riley saw him, it was usually as a mound in the bed next to her when she left in the morning or a shadowy figure in the bedroom door, undressing with the light off to keep from waking her late at night, which invariably he did anyway. Sometimes they lay next to each other in the dark and talked about their day, and other times they didn’t talk at all, but did other things that kept them up till the early hours of the morning.
 
   Living with Shawn was like being a kid allowed to live in a candy store stuffing herself, not quite believing that the whole set-up wasn’t temporary and trying to get her fill before someone asked her to leave. Except what she was gorging herself with was epic, crazy, relentless, thigh-aching sex. For weeks now, she had been dragging herself to work, eyes barely open, bruise-like shadows beneath her eyes, her face buried in the New York Times and hands clasped about a steaming espresso.  
 
   This morning, she had forgotten the paper, but was still sitting with her hands clasped around the coffee cup only this time staring at her computer monitor, reading the news online when someone opened the door without knocking. She looked up. It was Dawn.  
 
   “How long have we known each other Riley?” she asked.
 
   “Few years. Why?”
 
   “Do you trust me?” Dawn asked sweetly.
 
   “To do what?”
 
   Dawn laughed. “C’mon, Riley. Do you trust me?”
 
   “Yeah. I guess. Why?”
 
   “Look, I understand why you didn’t advertise the fact that you were getting married to somebody famous and everything. But now how about sharing the joy?”
 
   “I have no idea what you’re talking about, Dawn. And I haven’t had my coffee so I’m not sharp enough to guess. Maybe you’d better be a little more direct.”
 
   “I heard you just moved to a really nice place.”
 
   “Who from?” Riley sat upright.  
 
   The last thing she needed was for the word to get around that she was living high on the hog while trying to write gritty reality-based stories.
 
   Dawn shrugged. “Word gets around.”
 
   “Does Greg know?”
 
   “Maybe. But here’s my point. What if I took some pictures of you and your husband in your new digs and . . .”
 
   Riley was already shaking her head.  “Forget it, Dawn.”
 
   “That’s very disappointing, Riley.”
 
   “I’m not a celebrity!”
 
   “But he is.”
 
   Yes he was. Unfortunately.
 
   “I don’t think he’d be interested.”
 
   “Well could you ask?” Dawn persisted.
 
   Riley sighed. “I’ll ask. But even if he says yes, I will definitely not be in these pictures.”
 
   “Whatever you want. But think of how happy it would make Greg if you decided to share your happiness with Power to the People.”  
 
   Dawn stood and turned to leave, pausing to look over her shoulder.  
 
   “Could be a real positive career move, Riley.”
 
   When the door shut, Riley lifted the receiver to her phone and punched out some numbers without thinking. She hadn’t spoken to her mother in weeks. Not since before the wedding. Lorna would be wondering what had happened to her, especially since her number in Queens wasn’t in service any longer. To have no contact for this long a period of time was a record. Their fights tended to flare up and burn out just as quickly. Even now, the memory of their last conversation stung, but it didn’t matter. She needed someone who anchored her to reality, and whatever else she was, Lorna definitely did that.
 
   Listening to the phone ring now, all of the unpleasantness of their last conversation seemed trivial when measured against her need to hear her mother’s voice. Next to Tracy, there was no one else in the world she felt safe enough with to share her feelings on the subject of Shawn. Even Lorna’s cynicism would be welcome right now. Just as Riley was about to hang up, she answered. Riley took a deep breath.
 
   “Hey, Lorna.”
 
   “Mom to you.”
 
   Riley laughed. It was an old joke between them. In actuality, her mother had never liked it when she called her Mom. Riley had stopped calling her Lorna when she was about thirteen and realized that not one of her friends called their parents by their name. It had taken Lorna weeks to stop rolling her eyes when Riley addressed her by anything other than her first name.
 
   “How are you?”
 
   “No, how are you?” Lorna returned. “A married woman by now, I guess.”
 
   “Yeah, I am. I’ll have to tell you all about it one day when you can stand to hear it.”
 
   “And of course you’ll be in therapy for years because I didn’t support you, and didn’t come to your wedding.”
 
   “No,” Riley said. “I just miss you, that’s all.”
 
   “You alright?”
 
   “I’m fine. I just, sometimes want to talk to you, is that alright?”
 
   “Of course, sweetie. I’m sorry I was so . . . blunt.”
 
   That was Lorna all over – apologizing for the way she said something but never for the substance of what was said.
 
   “It’s okay,” Riley said, wanting to believe the words as she said them.
 
   “How’s Shawn?” The question sounded forced.
 
   “He’s good. Busy. We moved.”
 
   “Yeah?  Where to?”
 
   “This place we bought on Central Park West.”
 
   “You mean he bought. Don’t start falling into that trap. It’s still his money, I assume.”
 
   Riley closed her eyes and let the remark pass. “Anyway, let me give you the new number.”
 
   She waited while her mother rustled about for a minute and then came back. Riley recited the phone number to her and waited as she wrote it down.
 
   “That’s all. Just wanted to keep you informed. Let you know I was fine.”
 
   “Riley, why don’t you come home this weekend? I mean, come upstate. Bring Shawn.”
 
   “So you can torture me up close and personal?”
 
   “Stop being melodramatic. I’m not interested in torturing you. I want to meet my son-in-law.”
 
   “Are you sure, Lorna? I mean, if this is going to be a big deal . . .”
 
   “Of course it’s going to be a big deal for chrissakes. He’s married to my only child. But if you mean am I going to be a bitch, the answer is no. Okay?”
 
   “I’ll see if we can make it.”
 
   “Well if he can’t, I still want to see you, Riley.”
 
   “I’ll let you know.”
 
   “I love you, Riley.”
 
   “Love you too.” 
 
   Riley hung up and leaned back in her chair. She felt better. Now she could drink her coffee and face her day, even if Greg and everyone else were still looking at her strangely.
 
   Twice a month around three in the afternoon, Greg held staff meetings where each staff writer was expected to give a progress report of the stories they were working on and pitch ideas for the next issue. Apart from the gourmet coffee and muffins, the whole thing was about as enjoyable as it had been deciphering a math problem on the board in front of the whole class when she was in sixth grade.
 
     Greg considered it a character-building exercise to have you defend your articles from the most merciless criticism everyone else could muster. For the last couple of weeks, even though she had doggedly pursued every available lead on her current slumlord story, Riley knew a part of it was that she was stalling. She could not for the life of her think of what her next piece would be about. 
 
   With Shawn home, it was difficult to concentrate. All her old routines were shot to hell. Gradually, she’d stopped getting up at dawn to write before work, since being in bed had become a much more attractive alternative with him in it, and there were no more spontaneous stops at Harambe to sit for hours and brainstorm. Every free moment was in some way connected to him and his career.  
 
   The week before last they had gone out four nights in a row. At the industry parties, she was pursued by the wives or partners of other entertainers and subjected to endless talk about stylists and shopping. On the other end of the spectrum were the women Shawn called the “baby factories” – on average, they had three kids with their famous spouse and had devoted their entire lives to taking care of them. With those women, the conversation centered on pre-schools and the difficulties they experienced finding “good help.”
 
   Needless to say, she had little in common with either group and Riley sat mostly silent while they prattled on. When the occasion was a dinner with a record executive, Riley was also pretty quiet then too. None of them were much interested in Shawn as a person but rather, saw him as a product and she was essentially his accessory.  
 
   Most of the evening, they used industry jargon she didn’t understand. She didn’t complain because it was obvious Shawn liked having her there, taking particular pleasure in saying the words “This is my wife, Riley.” And she took pleasure in it too, but the novelty had worn off and now the way people reacted was starting to grate on her nerves. Raised eyebrows and invariably an ooh or an aah, as though she’d won the Nobel Prize in Physics. Lately, she was just a writer who had run out of ideas.
 
   There was a sharp knock on her door which she immediately recognized. Riley straightened her back and grabbed a pen, preparing to look busy. Greg Harris was a handsome man, about fifty-five, tall and dapper, reminding Riley of that old actor, David Niven with a similarly thin face and elegant manners. Everyone at the magazine knew he had been with his partner for more than twenty years but throughout the time Riley had known him he had never so much as hinted at any kind of private life, gay, straight or otherwise. 
 
   A former sixties radical turned magazine publisher and editor, he was now firmly entrenched in the upper-class but dabbled in the more acceptable forms of protest like letter-writing campaigns and petitioning. The tone of the articles he permitted to be published by Power to the People was consistent with his philosophy of speaking softly but carrying a big stick. 
 
   “I wanted to speak with you before the meeting,” he said now.  
 
   Riley tensed. If what he had to say was too heavy even for that bloodthirsty gathering, it could not be good.
 
   “It’s somewhat connected to your new situation.”
 
   “I’m not sure I understand, she said, deliberately obtuse.
 
   “Your marriage.”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Someone approached me recently and made a suggestion. I wondered how it might sit with you.” He perched on the edge of her desk where Dawn had been sitting earlier, and fiddled with his glasses the way he always did when he was contemplating something troubling. “It was suggested that because of your recent marriage, you may have entrée into certain circles - circles that were not as accessible to us before.”
 
   “I’m not sure I . . .”
 
   “Entertainment circles,” Greg said flatly. “Particularly the  . . .”
 
   “Hip-hop community?”
 
   “Yes. And it occurred to this person – and to me – that if Power to the People is to stay current and fresh, maybe we should pay more attention to that segment of our readership.”
 
   Riley waited, saying nothing.
 
   “You could do a series. Let’s call it a trial run. A column that deals with different aspects of hip-hop culture, or youth culture in general.” He stopped, probably reading something in her face or manner that told him she wasn’t exactly thrilled at the suggestion. “Do you know what the numbers were for the issue with your article on, ah, your ah, your husband?”
 
   Riley shook her head.
 
   “Well, let’s just say they were more than fifty percent higher than our next best-selling issue, which – to give you some perspective – dealt with the O.J. Simpson verdict. That tells us there’s an audience out there that we haven’t been reaching. And we think a series like the one you did could help us reach that audience.”
 
   “Greg. With all due respect, I don’t want to be an entertainment writer. If there’s a questionable police shooting I want the option to write about that. If a Black woman beat a white man to represent South Carolina in a Senate race, I don’t want to be stuck writing about a Mariah Carey concert.”
 
   Greg smiled. “Understood. And that’s why I give you free rein. Make your pieces as hard-hitting as you want. I’m sure there’s a dirty underbelly out there waiting to be exposed. But we want it all grounded in a certain demographic if you know what I mean.”
 
   “I’m not getting the sense this is optional,” Riley said.
 
   Greg pursed his lips. “I would like you to consider it very seriously,” he said finally. 
 
   Riley said nothing, leaning back in her chair. Unless she was a complete moron, that meant there was no option.
 
   “I’m not asking you to take notes at parties,” Greg smiled at her, attempting to lighten the mood. “But you, more than anyone else, may have the opportunity to see emerging trends and issues. Before they wind up on the cover of Newsweek,” he added, alluding to how she’d wound up interviewing Shawn.
 
   “How much of a trial run is it? Like two issues, three?”
 
   Greg cleared his throat. “We’d like to give it a fair chance and allow you to find your voice.”
 
   “I feel I already have,” Riley said, surprising herself, as well as Greg with her confrontational tone.
 
   “Well, in investigative pieces and social commentary certainly. But this would be somewhat different, I think you’ll agree. So anyway, we were thinking a year. Twelve issues minimum.” He waited for a reaction, and when he saw there was none forthcoming continued. “Riley, I wouldn’t have given this assignment to you just because of your husband if I didn’t also think you were a fine writer with the potential to make an incredible success out of this.”
 
   “Thank you,” she said without feeling.
 
   “Well,” Greg cleared his throat and glanced at his watch. “It’s almost three. I’d appreciate it if you don’t discuss this with anyone else until you’ve made a final decision. Naturally, if you refuse we’d offer it to someone else and I wouldn’t want them thinking they were handicapped by being my second choice.”
 
   “Of course,” Riley said dully.
 
   “So,” he stood and smoothed an imaginary wrinkle in his pants. “I’ll see you in there.”
 
   He left without closing the door and Riley sat staring at her desk. She couldn’t refuse. That much was clear. If she did, he would never forget it and no matter what she produced from then on would be judged with harsher eyes. She twisted her rings back and forth. Her mother was right. Wedding bands may as well be yokes about a woman’s neck.
 
   Greg, Dawn, the fucking mailroom girls; no one seemed to be able to look at her and see just Riley anymore. Now they saw ‘K Smooth’s wife’ and whatever significance they attached to that label. Riley picked up a notepad and gathered her notes for the slumlord piece. She would have to kick ass with this story because the way things were looking, it might be the last piece of serious journalism she produced for a long while.
 
   Just when she thought her day couldn’t get any worse, on the subway ride uptown after work Riley wound up sitting next to an old man who alternately coughed and blew his nose into his bare hands. She could feel herself inhaling his germs, and knew even before she got to her stop that she was probably going to get sick from that little encounter.  
 
   Ed was as cheerful as ever opening the door for her, but she couldn’t muster up the enthusiasm necessary to smile and return his greeting. In the mailbox there were two more guaranteed acceptance credit card applications. She rode up to the apartment leaning on the rear wall of the elevator, guiltily hoping that Shawn wasn’t home, so she could process everything on her own.
 
   As soon as she walked in Riley could hear the thumping of the bass beat coming from the second bedroom suite. They’d made it into a den where all of Shawn’s ‘toys’ were - the oversized television, the state-of-the-art stereo equipment, the video games and miscellaneous electronic gadgetry. When he was home, he spent most of his time there, headphones on, listening to music, picking samples. It was his space, into which Riley seldom intruded.  
 
   The master suite was her personal sanctuary. They had lined the walls with bookcases that Riley filled with her favorite texts, novels and volumes of poetry she had collected since she was a teenager. Shawn joked that it made him feel like he was sleeping in the Brooklyn Public Library. Apart from the bookcases, there was very little furniture besides the bed - just the matching dressers and a comfortable overstuffed armchair where Riley did most of her writing.  
 
   After her initial resistance, she’d gone along with getting a decorator for the condo and had watched with amazement as a stranger – after only a few conversations with her and Shawn, and a couple consultations about textures and color palettes – managed to put together a living space that suited them both perfectly. It was calm and soothing, the colors a combination of browns, beiges and mossy greens; the furniture had simple, clean lines interspersed with more durable, substantially upholstered pieces. It was beautiful enough that she still frequently stopped in the doorway of each room, just to enjoy the décor, not quite believing she was in her own home. Tonight though, she didn’t want to be here.
 
   Now she stood in the foyer contemplating, and was still standing there when Shawn emerged from his den. He stopped in his tracks when he saw her.
 
   “Hey. What’s the matter?” he asked, noting the look on her face.
 
   She was still holding her messenger bag and had only made about a four-foot incursion past the front door.  
 
   “I . . . I think I forgot something at work,” she lied before she stopped to think about why.
 
   “Do you need it tonight?” Shawn asked.  
 
   She gave him a brief kiss on the cheek and turned to head out again.
 
   “Yeah, I do. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
 
   “Send a messenger service.”
 
   “They wouldn’t be able to get into the building this late,” Riley pointed out, her hand already on the doorknob. “Or know where to find it in my office.”
 
   Without stopping to first think about it, she called Brian from the corner and arranged to meet him at Luke’s, a diner near his house, then took the train back downtown. 
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[bookmark: _Toc335582252]Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Riley waited in their regular booth, drinking stale coffee, arranging and rearranging the utensils on the table in front of her. What was bothering her most was directly connected to Shawn himself, and so she couldn’t tell him. Not without making it seem as though she was blaming him for her problems. And the truth was, he just wouldn’t understand. People in the entertainment business tended to forget there was another world out there besides their own, and in that respect Shawn was no different. He wouldn’t get why she thought writing about entertainers and glitz and glamour was not only boring but might possibly ruin her career. And she was in no humor to explain it.
 
   Brian came about fifteen minutes after she sat down, wearing a gray Columbia Law School shirt and sweatpants, looking like the quintessential college student. He’d recently gotten a haircut, and was flushed from the cold. He kissed her on the cheek before sliding into the seat across from her. Riley smiled, thinking not for the first time how happy she was that in spite of everything that had happened, he was still in her life. 
 
   “Career crisis,” she said.
 
   Brian signaled for the waitress and started glancing through the menu. “What, they want you to interview another rapper?”
 
   Riley heaved.
 
   “I’m sorry.” He touched her hand. “Tell me what’s going on.”
 
   “Well actually you’re not too far off . . .” she admitted. She related her conversation with Greg as close to verbatim as she could remember and then leaned back. “What d’you think? Could I refuse him and still keep my job?”
 
   Brian wrinkled his nose and shook his head slowly. “I don’t think he’d fire you, but . . .”
 
   “But I’d be pretty much on his shit list from then on in, right?”
 
   “Probably, yeah.”
 
   “Shit.”
 
   The waitress came and Riley ordered a double cheeseburger, extra fries and a thick vanilla milkshake. Brian ordered a gyro and a Pepsi, then leaned back and grinned at her.
 
   “What?” she asked testily.
 
   “Still pig out when you’re stressed, huh?”
 
   Riley shrugged.
 
   “Some things never change.” He was still smiling at her, looking at her in a way that suddenly made her feel as though she was doing something wrong by sitting and eating dinner with him. “I’m glad you called me, Riley.”
 
   “It’s no big deal,” she said looking at the table. “Tracy doesn’t get home till late so . . .”
 
   “Is that the only reason you called me?”
 
   “No,” she admitted, looking up. “But I don’t want you to misunderstand.”
 
   “Yeah, I know. You’re a married woman now.” He looked her directly in the eye. “You think a day goes by that I don’t remember that?”
 
   “Brian. It was never that deep for you.”
 
   He shrugged. “If that’s how you make yourself feel better about what happened, then fine; let’s say it wasn’t that deep for me.”
 
   “Was it?”
 
   Brian shrugged again “I wasn’t getting ready to propose if that’s what you mean. But I thought we had something. Could’ve seen it going somewhere. Didn’t know I was going there by myself.”
 
   There was nothing to say to a thing like that. Riley sipped the remains of her tepid, bitter coffee and stared out the window at the dusk. A homeless man on the corner was trying to get the attention of passers-by. Most people pretended they didn’t see or hear him. He was invisible.
 
   “Something else is wrong,” Brian said. “You want to tell me?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Okay.” He sounded hurt.
 
   “Maybe sometime I’ll tell you, she said. “Just not today. Okay? Today I just want to have dinner with you. Talk about stuff.” Like before.
 
   “I could tell you about the article I’m editing for law review.”
 
   Riley smiled. “Sounds like just the kind of ‘stuff’ I had in mind.”
 
   “Good. Because this is complicated.”
 
   “The more complicated the better.” She leaned back and relaxed.
 
   After dinner, they walked over to Washington Square Park and sat near the courts. Brian picked up a game and Riley watched, drinking a latté that was a vast improvement on the coffee from Luke’s. 
 
   It was well after ten by the time they decided it was better to call it a night. Brian walked her to the subway and Riley paused at the turnstile, turning to face him.
 
   “So call me,” she said.
 
   Brian’s eyebrows rose. “You sure? I won’t get a K Smooth beat-down?”
 
   Riley laughed. “I promise.”
 
   “You take care.” He put a hand at the back of her neck, stroking it briefly before turning and disappearing into the crowd.
 
    The apartment was quiet and dark when she got in, and Shawn was nowhere in sight. Riley walked through the too-huge rooms, but she was indeed, all by herself. Surprised by how disappointed this made her, Riley sunk into the plush, Italian leather sofa and reached for the phone. She was all over the map these days – one minute exasperated by how much her life had changed with him in it, and then just as suddenly, craving him once again.
 
   Just as she started dialing, she heard his keys, and there he was. Relieved, Riley dropped the phone and stood to greet him. He had changed since she’d first seen him this evening, and was wearing beige slacks and a chocolate brown crew-necked shirt. 
 
   “I’m sorry I stayed out so late,” she said. “I was in a crappy mood.”
 
   “That’s okay, I had someplace to be anyway.” He kissed the top of her head.
 
   She held him away from her, and looked him up and down. “You’re all dressed up. Another one of those dinners?”
 
   “Something like that,” he said vaguely. “Where’d you go?”
 
   “To get something to eat. Lots of stuff happened at work today,” Riley said, rushing past the meal and launching into an explanation he hadn’t asked for. “And that’s why I was in a foul mood.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “Well.  One good thing - I talked to Lorna finally . . .”
 
   “You did?”
 
   “. . . and she wants us to come upstate this weekend.” Riley waited for his reaction.  
 
   Shawn walked into the kitchen and she could hear him in the refrigerator. He emerged moments later with a soda, and sat on the sofa, sliding off his shoes. Riley waited.
 
   “And you forgave her? Just like that?”
 
   “I was the one who called.”
 
   Shawn looked up, surprised. “She didn’t come to our wedding, and you just let that go. And now all of a sudden she wants to meet me.”
 
   “She’s the only mother I have, Shawn. And I understood her reasons for not wanting me to get married.”
 
   “Oh, you understood? Well explain it to me.”
 
   Riley sighed. “We’ve been over this. She’s got different ideas than most people about marriage and all that. She thinks it’s a racket.” 
 
   Shawn held up a hand to stop her. “It doesn’t matter. We’ll go. You’re right. You want to go, we’ll go.”
 
   “You’re sure?”
 
   “Yeah. Of course we’ll go.”
 
   “Thank you.” She went to sit next to him. “And there was something else too Greg gave me a new job description basically.”
 
   She went on to relay the conversation in much the same way she’d told Brian about it earlier. It felt sleazy, telling him second. Shawn listened and leaned back, taking a long, slow sip of his drink.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said finally.
 
   Riley sat stock still for a moment. She would never have thought in a million years that he would realize just how disappointed she would be to have her work constrained in the way Greg had done. She’d underestimated him, as always.
 
   “I know you want to write about more important things. If it’s because of me . . .”
 
   “No,” she said hastily. His understanding left her the room to be generous. “It’s not because of you. That’s what we’re supposed to do as reporters – capitalize on our connections. It’s part of the game.”
 
   Shawn looked unconvinced. “You could always look for a gig someplace else. Where no one knows who you’re married to.”
 
   “I want everyone to know who I’m married to,” she said without thinking. The words were out before she realized she actually, truly meant it.
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   The twists and turns of the narrow Taconic Parkway gave Shawn an excuse to let out his frustration in his driving. He gunned the engine of the brand new Bentley EXP9 F more than was necessary, wrenching the steering wheel into each curve, shifting gears frequently to account for slow moving vehicles ahead of him, cursing under his breath the entire time. Next to him, Riley was placidly flipping through the latest issue of Vibe magazine, ignoring his theatrics. She’d looked at him like he’d lost his mind when he told her he’d bought a car, reasonably pointing out the cost of parking, the likelihood that it would be damaged or stolen in the city, the infrequent use they would get out of it since he was constantly being chauffeured places. 
 
   “I can’t write stuff like this,” she said, almost to herself. “I wouldn’t even know where to begin. I mean, I couldn’t care less who’s having a baby for which NFL player.”
 
   “That’s not all they write about, Riley and you know it.”
 
   “Close enough,” she mumbled.
 
   Shawn didn’t tell her that the real reason he’d bought the stupid car was to impress her mother. He wanted to show this woman - who from what he had heard would be sure to hate his guts - that he could more than provide for her daughter, that she would have the best of everything. What mother in their right mind - radical feminist or not - could object to that? But then Riley had messed up that whole groove when looking over the sleek, midnight blue luxury SUV, she said dryly, ‘Great. Rap star and new wife charge into quiet upstate town in flashy, new car.’  
 
   He hadn’t thought of it that way, but now it seemed so obvious he was angry at himself for not seeing it before - all the car said was that he’d brainwashed Riley from a writer consumed by ideas to a hip-hop princess preoccupied with things. No wonder people thought rappers were stupid, and what was the word Riley had used that day? Shallow. That’s what his new one hundred forty thousand dollar car screamed.
 
   “Shawn. Next exit.”
 
   At the speed he’d kept up, the drive had only taken about an hour. Last night he’d planned to grill Riley about her mother, but then the narrative director of the music video he was filming next week had come by with the storyboards and they’d spent almost the entire evening going over them. In the end, he’d gotten Keisha picked for one of the dance sequences. She would be in the third row of dancers behind him doing pelvic thrusts and high kicks.
 
    The night he’d come in to find Riley with the phone in her hand, looking so happy to see him, he’d been at a party at Mike and Darryl’s new crib in Brooklyn Heights, purchased by the ever-generous Chris Scaife. Keisha was there with two of her girls, dressed to kill, pushing up on him and trying to create the impression to her friends that they were really tight. Shawn played along, allowing her to drape an arm about his shoulder, lean in and whisper into his ear, and even grab his butt one time. That was when he decided it was probably better to go home, even though it was still early and nothing had really jumped off yet.  
 
   Keisha had followed him out and cornered him at the stairs just as he was leaving, grabbing his arm. So what’s up with the video? She was way too close. He could feel her breasts, soft against his chest and his head filled with her too-sweet perfume. You’re in, he told her. Don’t worry about it. And that was when she kissed him. Just the brief pressure of her crimson lips against his was enough to make him feel guilty.  
 
   He pulled back before she could go any further and she smiled at him then, a coy, flirtatious smile. 
 
   Oh, she said, I forgot you was a married man. 
 
   And then she was walking away, leaving him standing there with an almost painful pressure in his groin – his first extramarital hard-on. He’d made a mental note that night to stay the hell away from her.
 
   “Left turn and then the very next right,” Riley was saying now.
 
   Shawn focused, taking in the tree-lined streets and tranquility of his surroundings. The neighborhood was not unlike Largo, Maryland where he had his townhome before moving to New York. Well-kept lawns, large colonial-style houses with two-car garages and children riding bicycles along the sidewalks. He’d felt out of place there, without the picture-perfect family to go along with the picture-perfect surroundings. And he felt out of place here too, though for different reasons.  
 
   Riley directed him to an older, Tudor-style house, with a short driveway, and an old Saab parked in front. He pulled up behind it, turned off the engine and looked at her. She smiled and took a deep breath, looking nervous and excited at the same time.
 
   “Ready?” she asked.
 
   He nodded. “Let’s go.”
 
   She kissed him fleetingly on the lips and reached back to fix his collar. He swatted her hand away.
 
   “Get the bags?” she said. “I’ll go in and get her.”
 
   Riley headed up the driveway while he took his time unloading their stuff. Momentarily, the front door opened and Shawn heard Riley exclaim, and watched as she embraced someone. They held each other for what seemed like a long time and then the two started back down the driveway together. Shawn watched their progress. Riley’s mother wasn’t much different from what he’d expected; wearing faded blue jeans with a pair of those ugly shoes, Birkenstocks, and a white Indian-style tunic that had an intricate pattern embroidered on the front. She was staring right at him, taking wide strides in his direction, even as Riley kept an arm about her waist, chattering in her ear.  
 
   The two women hardly looked related. Riley was more delicate than her mother, her features smaller, her figure more slender. Lorna Terry was solidly built without being masculine, feminine without appearing weak. Something about her physical appearance seemed to announce her view of the world.
 
   “Shawn. I’m Lorna.”  
 
   Instead of the handshake he expected, she hugged him. It took Shawn a moment to respond, hugging her back. She smelled like cigarettes and patchouli. She stepped back and stared into his face, into his eyes really. Then she grinned and looked over at Riley.
 
   “He is cute,” she said finally, nudging her daughter in the ribs.
 
   Shawn smiled, not knowing what to say.
 
   “I have three students coming over for dinner, Shawn. I hope you don’t mind. It’s this thing they expect the faculty to do once a month or so. Pretend we give a shit about young minds, all that crap.” She winked at him. “So I’m making pasta. Easy, quick and painless and won’t expose me for the lousy cook I am. You like pasta, don’t you, Shawn?”
 
   “Yes ma’am.”
 
   Lorna grimaced. “Don’t call me ma’am. Lorna’s good enough for my daughter, so it’s good enough for my son-in-law.” She reached out and patted the side of his face. “I can’t get over how handsome you are.” She turned and headed for the house. “We eat at six.”
 
   Riley stood in front of him grinning, her arms folded. “Lemme show you everything.”  
 
   She grabbed one of the bags and looped an arm through his, leading him into the house. It reminded Shawn of a house on a sitcom - everything in its place and a place for everything. And there were more pieces of African art than he had ever seen in any one place except for a museum; masks and statuettes, tapestries and vases, all of African origin. And then there was the smell of incense permeating the entire house, and underlying that, the unmistakable odor of cigarettes. 
 
   Upstairs, in the room Riley had grown up in, old posters of Denzel Washington were side by side with others bearing the likenesses of Huey Newton and Geronimo Pratt. A Kenté bedspread covered the full-sized bed.
 
   “Damn,” Shawn said. “She started on you early, huh?”
 
   “What’s that mean?” Riley sounded defensive.
 
   “With this Black Power stuff.”
 
    “I can’t remember it being any other way. Lorna always taught me it’s important to feel comfortable in your own skin.”
 
   Shawn looked over the books on the bookshelves. More of the same. Autobiography of Malcolm X, Black Like Me, American Hunger. All the books he had always told himself he would read. One day. Suddenly, the gulf between his life and Riley’s seemed that much wider. He turned away from the bookshelf and saw that she was sprawled across the bed, completely comfortable and in her element. She was more at ease here than in their own living room back in the city.
 
   “How long did you live here?” he asked.
 
   He got up to go look out the window into the backyard. A little blonde boy next door was playing in the dirt, kicking it at a little girl with red curls who put a hand up and turned her head away each time, but made no move to get up or run.
 
   “All my life pretty much. And then I enrolled at the college and lived in the dorms. I moved back for senior year.”
 
   “You ever want to move back now?” He turned to look at her again.  
 
   Her eyes were narrowed, confused. “What do you mean ‘now’?”
 
   “I mean now. Do you miss it?”
 
   “I miss my mother sometimes, but living here? Not really. I don’t understand what you . . .”
 
   “I mean, this is like a college town, right? Lots of people like you. Writers, poets . . .”
 
   “Shawn. There are more poets and writers per square mile in New York City than there are in this entire town. I’m perfectly happy where we are. Okay?”
 
   A sharp rapping on the door startled them both and then Lorna was looking in.
 
   “I need help in the kitchen,” she said. “Shawn?”
 
   Game on. He followed Lorna downstairs and toward the rear of the house into a large kitchen that adjoined a sunroom and looked out into the backyard. A pot was boiling on the stovetop and she pointed to two large onions and a green pepper.
 
   “Cut as finely as you can manage,” she said handing him a knife.
 
   Shawn started his task, watching as Lorna searched through the cabinets taking out a variety of spices and pastes, stirring things together in a large mixing bowl.
 
   “Riley’s father was a musician,” she announced suddenly. “Did she tell you that?”
 
   “No. She didn’t.”
 
   “Well, Lorna paused in her stirring. “He thought he was a musician anyway. I’m not sure he was ever any good.”
 
   “So what happened?” Shawn asked, more out of politeness than curiosity.
 
   “He took off when I was eight months pregnant. He thought I was trying to trap him into some kind of middle-class domestic ideal. And maybe I was. I don’t know. I was only nineteen.”
 
   “So you didn’t get married.”
 
   “Nope. Never did. I’m glad of that now. At the time, I was actually ashamed that he didn’t want to marry me. Can you believe it? Ashamed. And then Riley was born and I looked at her and . . .” She stopped and smiled at him as though embarrassed that she’d sounded so sentimental. “Well anyway, let’s just say that all of a sudden, her father didn’t seem so important anymore. He popped up every once in awhile as she was growing up.”
 
   “You’re telling me how important your daughter is to you,” Shawn said. “I understand that.”
 
   “Well then now it’s your turn,” Lorna said, her voice firm. “Tell me how important she is to you.”
 
   Shawn held his breath, counted to ten and then spoke. “I don’t need to prove to you, or anyone, how important my wife is to me.”
 
   Lorna smiled. “Fair enough. But your wife,” she said lightly, “is still my daughter. So you’ll forgive me for being overprotective.”
 
   They stared at each other, neither of them willing to be the first to look away. Finally Shawn smiled and resumed chopping vegetables.
 
   “Yeah, I guess I can forgive that,” he said finally.
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   Lorna’s students were three freshmen - one guy, Kevin, and two girls, Brittany and Lisa – all of whom immediately recognized him. Lisa was a sister from D.C. so she especially had followed Shawn’s music and had a couple of his CDs but to her credit, she played it cool when introduced to him and seemed to have no problem treating him like a regular person. 
 
   Lorna laid the spaghetti and meatballs out in the kitchen with a salad and opened a bottle of red wine. Everyone served themselves and sat cross-legged on the floor in the living room, or on the sofa, balancing their plates on their knees. Shawn couldn’t help but think about his grandmother, and how she would have had a heart attack to see people eating in her living room. 
 
   Riley sat next to her mother, and touched her a lot as they talked, looking happier than Shawn remembered ever seeing her. A tight, irrational knot of jealousy formed in the pit of his stomach to see that there was someone other than him who could make her look that way.
 
   “I have a question for you, Shawn.” It was Brittany, the skinny blonde girl from Wisconsin.  
 
   She had been giving him the eye all evening and at first he’d mistaken her interest as purely related to his being K Smooth but the more she looked in his direction, the more he became aware that it was simpler than that - just an everyday case of ‘look at me, like me, fuck me’.
 
   “Don’t you think a lot of what rap is about degrades women? And I don’t just mean the obvious stuff like calling women bitches and ‘hos. But the imagery in the videos, the exaggerated machismo, the whole thing.”
 
   Lorna and Riley halted their conversation and looked at him expectantly. Lisa, the sister from D.C. looked uncomfortable and Kevin, seemed merely curious. But Brittany, he knew, was more interested in getting his attention than in getting an intelligent response. 
 
   “Yeah,” he said agreeably. “It does.”
 
   He could see Riley’s face freeze. Obviously she’d expected him to defend himself, prove to her mother and these smug, don’t-know-their-ass-from-their-elbows undergrads that he was more than “just a rapper” and that he was aware of the socio-political ramifications of his work. But he was sick of that bullshit. He’d had this conversation too many times, and with people far sharper than Brittany from Wisconsin. He was tired, the meatballs were too damn spicy, and all he wanted to do was drive back to Manhattan, and sleep in his own bed.
 
   “Doesn’t that bother you?” Brittany persisted.
 
   He shrugged. “Sometimes.”
 
   Riley was growing irritated with him. He could feel her battling the impulse to defend him since he wouldn’t defend himself. And then Lorna spoke.
 
   “Just because a person has an audience there’s no guarantee that they see the larger significance of what they put into the public square,” she said, speaking directly to Brittany as though he wasn’t there.
 
   Shawn bit down on his lower lip. “Oh, I see the significance,” he said. “I just try to keep a healthy sense of perspective about my responsibility for how other people understand my work.”
 
   Everyone - except for Riley he was relieved to see - seemed shocked to hear him string a complete sentence together.
 
   “Well.” Lorna recovered the quickest. “What level of personal responsibility do you think is appropriate? If someone listens to your songs and calls his girlfriend a ‘ho. Or starts to see women on the street as just ‘bitches’? How responsible are you for that?”
 
   “Not at all.”
 
   “Really.  So who is responsible?”
 
   “I can’t pretend to know that,” Shawn said calmly.
 
   “Oh, I see,” Lorna sipped her wine. “As long as it’s not you.”
 
   “Mom,” Riley cut in. “Let’s just . . .”
 
   “No. I find this curious. Shawn feels he isn’t accountable for the effect of his own words. So I’m at a loss. I wonder, what would it mean if I were to abdicate responsibility for my words, for my ideas?”
 
   “People who listen to rap come with their own baggage,” Shawn said, putting down his plate. “They have a lifetime of experiences that helped make them who they are. I’m not so egotistical to believe that the single most influential thing that’s shaped the way they see the world is a track on the latest K Smooth CD.”
 
   There was the vaguest hint of a smile on Lorna’s face. She took another sip of her wine and sighed.  “It’s late, and I’ve had too much to drink,” she said. “Anyone want to help me clean up?”
 
   All three of her students scurried to the kitchen after her, and Shawn and Riley were left alone.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” Riley said. “She gets like that. Combative.”
 
   “Forget it,” Shawn said. “I can hold my own. Even with your mother.”
 
   Riley looked down at the rug. “I just don’t want you two to be enemies or anything.”
 
   “I don’t have a beef with her, Riley. But it sure as hell looks like she’s got one with me.”
 
   Riley said nothing, half-heartedly emptying her wineglass.
 
   They had dessert out in the sunroom; a cheesecake from Junior’s that Riley had picked up before they left town. Shawn ate his slice while standing, looking out onto the backyard.  
 
   “I didn’t mean to put you on the spot before.”
 
   Shawn turned to look at Brittany who had sidled up next to him. She had clear, blue eyes and curly hair that she’d pulled back into a ponytail.
 
   “You didn’t put me on the spot,” he said.
 
   “It’s just that I’ve always wondered that, y’know?”
 
   “Wondered what?” Shawn asked.
 
   “Wondered what you guys really think about women. But I guess seeing as how you’re married to Professor Terry’s daughter and she’s so smart and accomplished and everything, you can’t possibly think less of women.”
 
   Shawn looked at her for a moment. “Have you ever even heard any of my stuff?” he asked her.
 
   Brittany reddened. “Well, on the radio sometimes and . . .”
 
   “But have you ever listened to it?” he demanded. “Not the beat, but the lyrics.”
 
   Brittany finally shook her head. “No, I guess not.”
 
   “I didn’t think so.”
 
   “I’m sorry, I . . .”
 
   “So, no I don’t feel like you put me on the spot. But I do think your question wasn’t very informed.”
 
   “I certainly hope you aren’t picking on my students, Shawn,” Lorna called from a few feet away. “Because it wouldn’t be a fair fight.”
 
   Riley stood and came to stand next to him, putting a hand on his shoulder. “Mom. Stop. Shawn doesn’t know you well enough to understand that you’re kidding.”
 
   Lorna sighed. “Is that what I’m doing?”
 
   Shawn waited until the three students said their goodbyes then went upstairs, lying across the bed in Riley’s teenage bedroom, staring up at the ceiling. There was still so much they didn’t know about each other. But none of their differences would have mattered for shit when all he could think about was getting her to marry him. Even when they were standing in City Hall, he’d felt like he was holding his breath until she said the words, “I will.” And every moment since then had been a new life – one where he was constantly surprised that he had found her, the woman he hadn’t known he needed, who he damn sure hadn’t been looking for, and whom he now could not imagine living without. 
 
   He remembered his conversation with Tiny that night when he’d flown to New York to reassure Riley about the tabloid photo, when he’d been amazed to hear how sure Tiny was that he was married to the right woman. As much as he’d wanted Riley then, he couldn’t have said he was sure she was right for him. He just knew what he wanted. But now? Now he was certain. The problem was that everyone else hadn’t arrived at the same conclusion just yet. Lorna Terry being the most immediate example.
 
   Later when Riley was asleep next to him under the covers, Shawn sat up and fumbled through the dark, finding his bag and retrieving from it the blunt he had known for sure he would need this weekend. He opened the door and made his way quietly down the stairs and out through the kitchen into the backyard. It was bracingly cold and he hunched his shoulders, lighting the tip of the cigar taking a deep drag and exhaling slowly, eyes closed.  
 
   Somewhere to his left, someone cleared their throat and he jumped. It was Lorna, sitting on a lawn chair, barely visible, smoking. In her case though, it was merely tobacco. He could just make out that she was wearing a robe of some kind, and that her hair was pulled back. Her face was completely obscured by the darkness but if he squinted, he could see the glowing embers of her cigarette.
 
   “Sit down,” she said. It sounded more like an order than an invitation.
 
   Shawn hesitated, not knowing what to do about the fat marijuana cigar in his hand.
 
   “Don’t worry about the weed,” she said dismissively. “You’d be surprised to know how much of that crap I smoked in my day.”
 
   Shawn sat in the chair opposite hers, but could not bring himself to continue smoking bud in front of his mother-in-law, and put it out in the ashtray on the table between them.
 
   “Riley gave me hell for the way I acted at dinner,” she said conversationally. 
 
   “I asked her not to.”
 
   “Well. She isn’t one to listen to what people tell her. Least of all me.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s true,” Shawn said.
 
   “Well I told her not to marry you.”
 
   He said nothing. 
 
   “But I can see now why she did.” Lorna paused as though expecting him to react, but he didn’t. “I don’t think she could help herself, frankly. She’s very much in love with you.”
 
   “You say that like you’re surprised.”
 
   “I don’t mean it to sound that way. Every parent – well most anyway – thinks their child is remarkable. But I know my child is remarkable. And talented. And beautiful. And I have high hopes for her. So when she said she was marrying a rapper, naturally I was disappointed.”
 
   “Why ‘naturally’?” Shawn asked, stung.
 
   “Because Riley is so full of ideas. And you have to admit, there’s hardly a rapper out there with an original idea in his head these days. No offense.” Lorna took a deep pull on the remains of her cigarette and then stubbed it out. “You may well be the exception. I don’t know. Riley certainly seems to think so. And I’ve decided to trust her. I’ve always been able to trust her so I see no reason not to in this instance.”
 
   “Thank you,” Shawn said, not sure whether he wouldn’t rather tell her to go fuck herself.
 
   “You don’t have to thank me,” Lorna stood, her chair making a scraping sound. “Just try to be the man she thinks you are.”  
 
   She went inside, and Shawn sat motionless. After a moment, he picked up the blunt and lit it again, pulling in the harsh, pungent smoke, impatient for its calming effect.
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[bookmark: _Toc335582253]Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   “How’s this?”
 
   Riley looked up. Tracy was holding a pink calico strapless dress.
 
   “It would be great on you for the party. With pink sandals.”
 
   “First of all, I wouldn’t be caught dead in pink sandals. And it’s kind of too cutesy for me.”
 
   “You are so hard to shop with!” Tracy exhaled sharply.
 
   “And how much is it?” Riley added.
 
   Tracy heaved an exaggerated sigh. “You can afford it, I assure you.”
 
   “How much? I’m not spending a month’s salary on a dress, Tracy.”
 
   Especially since they had already blown a few grand on the other stuff she’d bought this afternoon. Tracy looked inside for the price tag and Riley saw the barely perceptible lift of her eyebrows.
 
   “Not that much. Just gimme the card. You are wearing this dress to the party.”
 
   “Lemme see it first.” Riley wrenched the hanger from her hand and peeked at the tag. She looked up, smiling. “You’re crazy if you think I’m going to spend nine-hundred dollars on a dress.  A cotton Lycra dress, at that.”
 
   “It’s Anna Sui.”
 
   “I don’t care.”
 
   “But it’s so cute,” Tracy said taking it back and replacing it on the rack. “And you have to look the part. It’s a premiere.”
 
   “For a music video. I didn’t even know they had premiere parties for music videos.”
 
   “You know rappers,” Tracy teased. “Excess, excess, excess.”
 
   “Well if it weren’t for the fact that he’s going back to L.A. for three weeks after this, I wouldn’t even bother going. I just don’t want him leaving annoyed at me.”
 
   “So what’s that going to be like? Three weeks without your man.”
 
   Riley shrugged. “I’m used to it.” Honestly, she wasn’t so sure anymore. She had grown accustomed to having Shawn home and the idea of him being gone for weeks was tolerable only because she avoided thinking about it.
 
   She picked up a Diane Von Furstenberg classic ‘70’s silk wrap dress and laughed when Tracy promptly grabbed it and put it back.
 
   “That looks like something my mother would wear, so no.”
 
   It was the first of Shawn’s events Tracy had agreed to go to and that was only because she was curious about Chris Scaife and wanted to take a voyeuristic look into the inner sanctum of hip-hop. 
 
   “How’s this?” Riley jokingly held up a barely-there yellow Rebecca Dannenberg slip dress. If she was lucky, it would just about cover her butt cheeks.
 
   “Perfect!” Tracy grabbed it.  
 
   “If I sit in that thing, the whole world will be able to see up my crotch. That’s if it doesn’t freeze off first.”
 
   “Stop exaggerating. It’s sexy, but not slutty.  Shawn is going to rip this thing right off you. And best part is it satisfies your inclination to be cheap. Only a hundred and fifty dollars.”
 
   “Sold.” Riley took the dress back and headed for checkout.
 
   Afterwards in Harambe, they ordered lattés and cheesecake, sitting in one of the overstuffed dark brown sofas in the back where Riley used to make out with Brian when they’d just started dating. Now she could enter the coffeehouse and look around at the sienna and yellow walls, and waitresses in Kenté-print miniskirts with a complete lack of nostalgia. She hadn’t seen or heard from Brian in weeks, not since they’d met for dinner at Luke’s. Something told her his silence wasn’t a matter of being too busy at school, or too preoccupied at work. He was drifting away, along with all the other remnants of her old life.
 
   “So did you go watch the shoot?” Tracy was asking.
 
   Riley looked at her blankly for a moment then realized she was talking about Shawn’s music video. “Oh. No, I didn’t.”
 
   “They did it in New York didn’t they?”
 
   “Yeah, uptown somewhere.”
 
   “Have you seen it?”
 
   “They’ll play it at the party.”
 
   “But you could get him to bring you a DVD,” Tracy said. “Jesus Riley, for someone who’s super-sensitive about her own work, you sure don’t seem to give a rat’s ass about his.”
 
   Riley blinked.  “Is that what you think?”
 
   Tracy sipped her coffee and shrugged. “That’s what it looks like to me.”
 
   “That’s not true.”
 
   “Sure it is. You’re a snob. Like that editor of yours. Rap is for the masses, right? Not for one of the talented tenth like you.”
 
   “I’ve never seen you rush out to buy the latest Snoop Dogg CD either, Tracy.”
 
   “Yeah but I’m not married to a rapper,” Tracy pointed out. “Besides, now that it’s kind of your job to be writing about stuff like this, I would try to manufacture some interest if I were you.”
 
   Tracy was right on that point at least. The only thing that had been saving her at work was that she had to tighten up a few outstanding issues with the slumlord piece. But Greg was determined to start her new column soon and she hadn’t a clue what to write about.
 
   “And the funny thing is,” Tracy continued. “If you had to pick someone out there whose stuff was a little deeper than the average performer’s, it would be Shawn.”
 
   “I know that,” Riley snapped.  
 
   “Riley. Shawn is high-maintenance. You knew that before you married him. He wanted to have one hundred percent of your attention, one hundred percent of the time. And now all of a sudden you think things are different?”
 
   “Yes they’re different. Of course they’re different. We live together, sleep together just about every night, see each other just about every day.”
 
   “Yeah, but that doesn’t mean he feels appreciated.”
 
   Riley rolled her eyes. “Is this where I learn How to Keep My Man?”
 
   Tracy took a small bite of cheesecake. “Okay, laugh if you want. But out there, at every single event he goes to, are hordes of women - beautiful women - who are willing to do what it takes to get and keep a man like Shawn. And the fact that he’s married to you doesn’t deter them. Not even a little bit.”
 
   “If Shawn wants to be taken in by one of those women then he’s welcome to her. And she to him.”
 
   “You say that now, but I know if you thought for a minute that you might lose him  . . .”
 
   “Well fortunately I don’t think that.”
 
   “Okay. Just some food for thought, that’s all. I mean, Riley, taking care of your relationship doesn’t make you anti-feminist or something.”
 
   “Okay, Tracy. I hear you. Can we drop it now?”
 
   “Fine. But you need to stop allowing Lorna to crawl around inside your head, and think for yourself.”
 
   On the way home, Riley stopped in on one of those places that advertised $12 haircuts. She told herself it was just to browse, but who ‘browsed’ in a hair cuttery? Of course, she got a haircut. She watched in the mirror as the stylist meticulously chopped off all the curls and leaving her with barely an inch of length. Hopefully it made her look a little more sophisticated, a little more chic. Things she hadn’t even thought about before Tracy’s little cautionary talk this afternoon, she realized resentfully.
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   Shawn was in the living room with Chris, Mike and Darryl when she got home, carrying her shopping bags and sporting her new haircut. As she walked in, Mike and Darryl hastily removed their feet from the coffee table and began gathering empty beer bottles and food cartons and taking the trash into the kitchen. Chris just sat there, watching her. Even before they met, she hadn’t liked Chris Scaife, multimillionaire producer or not. But she did have a certain grudging respect for him. Partly because despite his success, there was nothing about his demeanor to betray that he had million-dollar homes, fleets of cars and ran several extremely lucrative companies. He wore baseball caps – always New York Yankees – turned backwards and pants so baggy they appeared in perpetual danger of falling about his ankles; and no matter what the occasion, a white t-shirt covered by an assortment of plaid shirts, tail out.  
 
   He’d been profiled in magazines ranging from Rolling Stone to Forbes which had labeled him the “New Breed of American Entrepreneur” and had both mainstream recognition and the support of the hip-hop community, something that was pretty tough to pull off. If you took him at face value, he represented so many of the stereotypes about young Black men – profane, materialistic and reckless – but he also contradicted them with his undeniable success. She knew there had to be more if you could just get beneath the surface but even though he’d been interviewed perhaps hundreds of times, no one had.  
 
   She leaned over the back of Shawn’s chair, conscious of Chris’ eyes still on her, and kissed him on the side of the neck.
 
   “Oh shit, what happened to your hair?” he pulled her around to sit on his lap, turning her head right and left to get a better look.
 
   “You don’t like it?” Riley ran a hand over her head.
 
   “It’s . . . short,” Shawn said uncertainly.
 
   “It’s sexy,” Chris said unexpectedly.  
 
   He was lighting up a cigarette, casually as though he had every right to do so, even though he was in someone else’s home. Shawn ran a hand over her head in the same way she had.
 
   “You just have to get used to it,” Riley said getting up and heading for the bedroom.  “I love it.”
 
   She took a shower to wash away the prickly remnants of hair that had fallen on her shoulders and neck during the cut, staying in the shower a little longer than was necessary, hoping Chris and the crew would be gone when she got out. But when she was toweling off in the bedroom, she could still hear them in the living room, laughing at some joke. She listened to the cadence, words and tone of Shawn’s voice as he talked to his friends and marveled at how different he was when he was with them, how much like a . . . rapper. She blushed at the thought, wondering whether Tracy was right, and she was a snob. 
 
   Riley stretched across the bed and reached for the phone, dialing Brian’s number. He was working part-time at a firm downtown, close enough to Power to the People for them to meet for lunch every day if they wanted to. But still he hadn’t called, and she only knew about the new gig through Tracy. No one answered at his apartment, and Riley waited through the greeting on his answering machine but hung up without leaving a message.  
 
   She reached for the bag with her new dress and shed her towel, rolling naked to the edge of the bed and sitting up to pull it over her head. It was light and silky, like gossamer against her skin. It made her feel less like the tomboy she’d always been, and more feminine – the way Tracy always managed to look effortlessly. She stood and smoothed the skirt down, checking her backside to make sure it didn’t show too much. It was a little short, falling only to her mid-thigh and when she sat, it did expose a little more than she was used to. But she liked it, and she liked herself wearing it. Riley shrugged the garment over her head and changed into a tank and tights, waiting for sounds of Shawn’s guests’ departure. 
 
   When finally they were gone, she joined him in the living-room where he was looking through story-boards. In L.A. he would be shooting yet another music video and appearing on a late-night talk show to perform the most popular single from his CD. As the numbers held strong, the record label poured more resources into capitalizing on its success which meant more and more time away from home. Riley gently pulled the board he was holding from his fingers and positioned herself astride him. Shawn looked up at her expectantly.
 
   “How come you never brought home a DVD of your music video for me to see before the release party?”
 
   “Did you want to see it?”
 
   “I didn’t think of it,” she admitted.
 
   Shawn shrugged.  “Me neither.”
 
   “So you don’t think that makes me selfish or anything? Like I don’t care about your work?”
 
   Shawn smiled as he might at a child asking a silly question.  
 
   “I’m serious, Shawn.”
 
   He laughed. “I know you are. That’s what’s so cute.” He reached for the storyboard she’d taken out of his hand. “If you want to show me you care about my work, you’ll let me do it.”
 
   “Fine.” 
 
   She slid off his lap and headed back to the bedroom, reminding herself that besides Lorna, it was probably wise not to allow Tracy to crawl around inside her head either.
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   Riley took a little more time than she usually did with make-up for the party, put on the two-carat diamond earrings Shawn had given her as a wedding present and used gel to smooth what was left of her hair. When she’d pulled the dress over her head and stepped into a pair of silver high-heeled sandals, the expression on Shawn’s face told her everything she needed to know about how she looked.  
 
   He looked pretty darn good himself in a stark white Dolce & Gabbana ribbed tee and chinos with brown boots. Shortly after they were dressed, Brendan and Tracy showed up. Tracy was stunning, wearing a beige calfskin halter, chocolate capris and sky-high stilettos that made her legs look even longer. By any measure, she was incredible-looking, but Shawn didn’t seem to notice, even though Brendan clearly did. Before leaving for the club, they all sat in the living room with the shades open, looking out at the skyline, drinking champagne. There were worse things in the world than living like this. 
 
    Xander was on the East Side. It was the brainchild of Alexander Hausen, a Swedish businessman who had come up with the brilliant idea of opening a string of restaurants and nightclubs that exploited Black culture without the troublesome presence of actual Black people. He had a jazz club in the Village, a down-home soul food restaurant on the Upper West Side, and Xander - the toniest hip-hop club in the tri-state area.  
 
   When it first opened, Xander’s patrons were almost all white, but its creator didn’t count on the growing Black upper-middle and upper-classes that barely flinched at his fifteen-dollar mixed drinks and thirty-dollar appetizers. And he certainly didn’t count on rap moguls co-opting the hip-hop Mecca he had developed with wealthy Manhattan socialites in mind. Now Xander was solidly a Black establishment, even if not Black-owned. It was the logical place to throw a party for a rap superstar’s music video debut.
 
   The club had three dance floors on two levels with transparent floors through which you could just make out schools of tropical fish. It was loud, and in some aspects maybe even a little over-the-top, but the dark and flashing lights, gave everything an otherworldly quality.  When they walked in, heads turned; as many in her direction as in Shawn’s. 
 
   They were led to a table in a cordoned off area that overlooked the lower-level dance floor and a waiter took their order for drinks almost immediately. The music was loud, and it was hard to see with all the strobes but as soon as they settled in, a steady stream of people started coming over to Shawn, shaking his hand, leaning in to speak to him over the music. No matter who approached him, he managed to give them his undivided attention even if only for a few moments.  
 
   Riley had forgotten this about him – his uncanny ability to make you feel like no one else existed. Still, knowing him as she now did, she recognized how deliberate his focus was. It wasn’t effortless for him, sharing himself with people this way, but he was always careful to make sure no one would feel slighted. No one besides her and Brendan seemed to notice this about him. All they saw was the image, the guy in music videos holding up his too-baggy pants by the waist-band as he rhymed.
 
   When Tracy suggested they go check out the rest of the club they left Shawn and Brendan to do their schmoozing, and walked around for awhile, taking everything in and finally finding a spot at the bar where they ordered mini crab cakes to snack on. Four or five guys came by to ask them to dance, not seeming to care which of them might say yes. That was new, since Tracy was generally the favored one. Tracy accepted a couple times, but Riley remained where she was, one eye on the table where Shawn was still holding court, the other on her best friend.
 
   During one of Tracy’s trips to the dance floor, Riley looked around to find that Chris Scaife was sitting next to her, Tracy’s clutch on the bar in front of him.
 
   He leaned in, his lips briefly touching her ear. 
 
   “Why aren’t you with your husband?”
 
   Riley smiled, trying not to show her annoyance. 
 
   “He’s working.”
 
   Chris leaned in again. “Looks like he’s playing to me.”
 
   Riley glanced over at the table where Brendan and Shawn had been joined by a woman – a girl really – in a leather skirt and a red tube top. She had long hair resting on her shoulders in dark waves and wore crimson lipstick. Her nails were long and even from this distance Riley could see that they were painted the same blood-red as her lips. She had an arm draped around Shawn’s shoulder and was perched on the arm of his chair. There was something about her demeanor that was more familiar than that of the other women who had approached him, and by the way he was talking to her, Riley could tell she was no stranger.  
 
   Even as Riley watched, the girl used a nail to playfully scrape the side of Shawn’s neck and he hunched his shoulders at the unexpected sensation, turning to smile at her and brush her hand away.
 
   “D’you know her?” Riley asked before she could stop herself.  
 
   “One of the dancers in the video.” Chris said. “Come to think of it, Smooth hired her.” He was clearly enjoying her discomfort. “If you saw her shake her ass, you’d probably hire her too.”
 
   Riley said nothing. On the dance floor, Tracy was having the time of her life, eyes closed, moving with abandon.  
 
   “So Chris,” she said conversationally, hoping to change the subject. “What would you think about giving me an interview?”
 
   Chris pulled back. “Interview? You still work?”
 
   Riley ignored the implication. “I’d love to sit down with you one day and talk about how you do what you do.”
 
   “Holla at me next week.”
 
   “I’m serious,” she said. “If I call you . . .”
 
   He leaned in close again, even though the music was no longer as loud, and his proximity no longer necessary. 
 
   “If you call me, I’ll most definitely answer, Mrs. Gardner.”
 
   The club was getting more crowded by the minute. Many of the new arrivals were people Riley was familiar with from magazines or television – mainly models and musicians – and others she assumed were industry executives with their dates or spouses. Upon entering, they all performed the same interesting ritual; first finding Shawn’s table to say a few words, then walking about the club as though for the express purpose of being seen by everyone there. And finally, they would scan the crowd to determine who was worth their prolonged attention. Some retuned to Shawn’s table but most gravitated towards Chris and tried to engage him in conversation. 
 
   Riley watched, amused, as he responded to most overtures with a complete and utter lack of interest – clearly he was not in the mood for business.  
 
   In the middle of one of his audiences, she slipped away, and headed for the dance floor where she had last seen Tracy. She found her still dancing and not looking like she was planning to stop anytime soon.
 
   “I’m going back to the table,” she yelled into her ear.
 
   Tracy glanced at her dance partner then at Riley. “Okay, let’s go. But you didn’t have to come get me. I could’ve found my way,” Tracy said, taking her clutch from Riley.
 
   As they got closer to the table, Tracy’s pace slowed. “Hold on.  Who is that?” 
 
   The dancer in the leather skirt was still sitting on the edge of Shawn’s chair, her hand on his back.
 
   “Some girl from the video, Chris said.”
 
   “And you’re coming to rescue me? How about rescuing your man?”
 
   “I don’t think he needs rescuing, Tracy.”
 
   “Oh please. I don’t know why you’re afraid to claim what’s yours.”
 
   “What’s mine? I don’t think in those terms, sorry.”
 
   “Riley, don’t be stupid. Remember what I told you this afternoon about the kinds of women out there? Well this looks like one of them.”
 
   As they got closer to the table, the girl in the leather skirt noticed them, and after watching their progress for a moment, leaned in and said something to Shawn. He looked up as though just realizing she was there, and nodded at whatever she’d said. She left just as Tracy and Riley arrived. Brendan stood to allow Tracy to take his seat and Riley sat next to Shawn. He reached out and rested a hand on her leg, lightly squeezing it.
 
   Around one a.m. the flashing lights and the music stopped abruptly, and after a brief chorus of groans from people caught off guard on the dance floor, there were several loud booms as three enormous screens descended from the ceiling above the bar. Then the music began again and Shawn’s image appeared amid cheers and screeching whistles.  
 
   He was standing against the backdrop of a gutted building, wearing all black – an oversized vest that gaped open to show his bare chest, pants on his hips, exposing the waistband of his boxers, and combat boots. His words were angry – about broken promises, civil unrest, and alienation – and his tone placed explosive emphasis on certain words. His face was hard but his movement fluid, illustrating feeling for each and every syllable. Then the background changed and he was joined by dancers – women in a skimpy version of army fatigues – the obligatory exhibition of tits and ass that was an indispensable part of every rap video since 1989. Only after it was done did Riley realize she’d completely forgotten to look for the pushy dancer.  
 
   A few seconds of complete silence while the screens were raised was followed by thunderous applause. Riley looked at Shawn, who seemed remarkably composed. But of course he would be. He was accustomed to public admiration. She reached for his hand and squeezed it, smiling at him, but before she could speak the table was practically mobbed by people offering compliments. When the music and flashing lights resumed, the crowd around them dispersed except for Mike and Darryl who were joined by Chris holding a glass of amber-colored liquid.
 
   “Yo man, that shit was tight,” Darryl said, offering his hand.  Mike did the same, and they both hovered around asking questions. 
 
   Rather than carry on yet another uncomfortable exchange with Chris, Riley excused herself and went in search of the Ladies Room. Several women were standing the mirror, checking their make-up and reapplying lipstick. One or two of them noticed her when she came in and paused to look her over, obviously recognizing who she was. The loss of her anonymity was probably the hardest part – that and not knowing what was going on in people’s minds when they stared. Not that some women didn’t have it written all over their faces. Riley could practically read their minds as they wondered how she’d managed to bag K Smooth. 
 
   She’s cute, she could imagine them thinking. But she ain’t all that.
 
   Riley found an empty cubicle and stayed inside longer than was necessary, finally coming out to wash her hands and check her own make-up. Thankfully, it still looked okay since she didn’t have the foresight to bring along lipstick and powder in a cute little purse like the ones all the other women seemed to have. What a waste of brain-space; she had become one of those women who obsessed about how her make-up looked, she realized resentfully. It was about as alien a thought-process as she’d ever had, and one that would make Lorna shudder, but it was what it was.
 
   When it became impossible to hide out in the restroom any longer, Riley headed back out, stopping at the bar for a glass of cabernet then turning to map out the least circuitous route back to the table. Just as she was about to give up the exercise as futile, she spotted Shawn, standing by himself for the first time since they’d gotten there, watching her. Riley took her wine from the bartender and raised the glass to her husband. He smiled at her from across the sea of people between them and inclined his head in the direction of a door, partially hidden in an alcove with the word ‘Staff Only’ stenciled on it in white letters. 
 
   Riley made her way toward him and Shawn took her hand pushing open the door, pulling her in behind him. They were in a hallway harshly lit with fluorescent bulbs and lined on either side with offices and steel exit doors at the very end. Riley squinted against the unexpected light then turned to look at Shawn.
 
   “This is the first time all night we’ve . . .”
 
   He put a finger to her lips and leaned in to kiss her along her collarbone, his fingertips brushing her nipples through the light fabric of her dress. Riley leaned her head backward, eyes closed until she felt his hand behind her head, pulling her face to his. His tongue pressed between her lips and she opened up to him. He had a thousand different ways of kissing her but every single time, he took her breath away. 
 
   “My husband is such a good kisser,” she breathed, when he raised his head for a moment.
 
   “Shut up,” he said, kissing the shell of her ear. “You talk too much.”
 
   “You want me to be quiet?” she teased. “Even though I’m complimenting you on your . . . skills?”
 
   “I never said I wanted you to be quiet,” Shawn said, smiling, his lips pressed against hers once again. “Just that I want you to stop talking.” He pressed his erection against her in just the right spot and she gasped. 
 
   They leaned against the door, and the bright lights, and open space of the hall all melted into the backdrop of Riley’s consciousness. She pulled back, kissing him as he had her, along his throat, over his jaw, and down again to his Adam’s apple. She could tell he liked that by the way he pressed against her even harder; so she didn’t stop, wanting to drive him just as crazy as he drove her.
 
   A warm feeling spread from deep in her center, outward in slow concentric circles until Riley wasn’t aware of anything but Shawn’s warmth, his hardness pressed against her and the taste of him as she kissed his neck, his mouth and back again. His breath was hot and fast in her ear, and Riley put her hand down between them, stroking him through the fabric of his pants. Shawn grabbed her wrist and instead raised the hem of her dress, slipping a hand into the waistband of her panties, caressing the skin there, coming tantalizingly close, but avoiding touching her where he knew she most wanted to be touched.
 
   “Stop it,” she breathed against his lips.
 
   “Stop what?” 
 
   Riley could feel his smile.
 
   “Teasing me.” 
 
   She grabbed his hand and pushed it further down. Finding her wet intensified his excitement and Shawn thrust his tongue into her mouth again, his fingers feather light as they moved over her. Riley pushed hard against him, twisting until he understood what she wanted and inserted his fingers inside her, allowing her to pleasure herself that way. She couldn’t have said how long they were there, Shawn’s motions mimicking the rhythm of their lovemaking. Then the door shifted.  
 
   It took Shawn a moment to pull away, and Riley caught her breath, reluctantly releasing him. He braced the door to prevent it from opening and looked down to smooth Riley’s dress, kissing her one last time before they stepped aside to let the intruder in. 
 
   It was one of the bouncers who’d ushered them into the club earlier. He looked at them both and said nothing though it was clear from his smirk that he had some notion what had been going on. A soft tinkle at their feet as the door was opened wider made them all look down.  
 
   Riley had knocked over her glass of wine and it splattered across the industrial brown carpeting and onto Shawn’s khaki pant leg. He bent to inspect the damage while the bouncer brushed by them and disappeared into one of the offices. While he was there at her feet, Riley looked down at him and he back up at her, his eyes lingering on her legs. He reached out and with a smile, slid a hand up her thigh until Riley grabbed it and shook her head in warning.
 
   “I say we head straight for the exit and go home,” Shawn said.
 
   Riley grinned at him. “Are you serious? Just walk out of your party and go home?”
 
   “Yeah. Let’s go finish what we started.”
 
   “Straight for the exit?” she confirmed.
 
   Shawn nodded.
 
   But back in the club, they were assailed once again by loud music, the dark and strobe lights. Almost immediately a dozen people descended on him, reaching out to him to claim even a tiny piece of his attention. Riley drew further and further into the background with each person who approached. And for awhile he was so caught up in being K Smooth he didn’t seem to notice she was there at all. Then, in the middle of a conversation with a record executive, without even turning around to check, Shawn extended his hand behind him. Riley grabbed it in both of hers and held on tight. 
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   Shawn turned off the CD and leaning back in his chair with arms folded, looked over at Brendan.
 
   “See what I’m saying?” he asked. “That’s not an opening act sound, that’s a top billing sound.”
 
   It wasn’t the first time Brendan had heard Glock perform but from the look on his face, he was impressed with the recording. It was undeniable now that they were more than onstage hype – they could produce in the studio as well.
 
   “How’d you even get this?”
 
   “Chris slipped it to me,” Shawn said. “I guess he thought I needed the heads up.”
 
   “What’d he say about it?”
 
   “He didn’t have to say anything. He knows it. I know it. When this CD drops these kids will own hip hop,” Shawn said.
 
   Brendan grimaced. “That’s bullshit. You’re not about the same things as them. This is strictly underground, hardcore shit.”
 
   “So what you saying? I’m not hardcore?”
 
   Brendan shook his head. “Not like these two. Nah.”
 
   “So I sold out?”
 
   “Shawn, you were never about all that. Why you so paranoid? These kids don’t appeal to the same demographic as you. All hip-hop ain’t the same. You know that.”
 
   “So I should let them open for me on the tour?”
 
   “Yeah.  I mean, what the . . .”
 
   “But I can’t get upstaged on my own tour, B. I don’t want to come back and start reading shit about how Glock out-performed K Smooth on his own motherfucking tour.”
 
   “Relax, man. That’s not going to happen. They already opened for you before and it didn’t happen then.”
 
   “They didn’t have Chris Scaife then.”
 
    Brendan shook his head. “Man, you forget who the fuck you are?”
 
   Shawn sighed. He knew who he was – a twenty-eight year old in a game that was dominated by performers between eighteen and twenty-three. He was riding high right now, but what about next year? And the year after that? And sure, Glock had opened for him before, but truth be told, that was because he hadn’t been paying attention. That was when he was in the thick of Operation Get Riley and had spent very little time thinking about much else. 
 
   “Call Chris up,” Brendan said. “Tell him Glock can open on the tour.  Handle your business, man.”
 
   Shawn nodded and chewed on his lower lip, brows furrowed. “A’ight. Let’s do it.”
 
   He was still in the den listening to the CD when Riley got home.  With headphones on and eyes closed, he didn’t even realize how late it had gotten until she lifted them off his head and turned the light on in the room. Outside, the sky was a dark, inky blue.  
 
   “Have you been in here all day?” Riley asked, turning off the CD player. “Did you eat anything?”
 
   “Yeah,” Shawn said absently, reaching for the headphones. “Riley, I want you to listen to something. Tell me what you think.”
 
   “Shawn,” she groaned. “I’m exhausted and you know I don’t know anything about sampling and all that stuff.”
 
   “It’s not a sample. It’s Mike and Darryl. Just listen for a minute and tell me what you think.”  
 
   He pulled her down to sit next to him and put the headphones over her ears. Shawn watched her face change from indifference to attentiveness to admiration. Even Riley. And she didn’t even like rap. After a couple minutes, she took the headphones off and stopped the music.
 
   “Okay. Let’s go get something to eat.”
 
   “Hold up a second,” he said. “Tell me what you thought when you heard it. Your gut feeling.”
 
   She sighed, thinking about it for a second or two. “Some of it was shocking. But I kind of respected them for having the balls to say it.”
 
   “And what else?” Shawn prompted. “What about the style?”
 
   Riley sighed again. “I don’t know.”
 
   “Just tell me what you thought. You don’t need to know about rap music. Just tell me what it made you feel.”
 
   She must have heard the urgency in his voice, seen that it was important to him for some reason because she answered right away. 
 
   “It made me feel like these guys might be dangerous. Like they’re violent.”
 
   It was an impulsive response, but a genuine one. Shawn leaned back into the sofa.
 
   “That’s exactly the shit that sells,” he said.
 
   Riley didn’t say anything for a moment, and then she was shedding her jacket, putting her pocketbook on the floor.
 
   “They have nowhere near the kind of talent you have,” she said. “Not even close.”
 
   Shawn looked at her and smiled, brushing his finger against the side of her nose. “You think so, huh?”
 
   “I know so. Anybody can rap about guns and killing and robbing. And if they have someone like Chris to put in a good beat, it sounds like something with substance. But all it is is a gimmick. And you’re not a gimmick, Shawn,” she said. “You’re an artist. Don’t ever forget that.”
 
   Shawn pulled her toward him, kissing her firmly on the lips. “Let’s go get some dinner,” he said.
 
   Later, in bed he stared into the dark trying to empty his head of the racing thoughts that kept sleep at bay. His CD was holding strong at #3 on Billboard, and he was in demand all over the country. Hell, all over the world. But after hearing Mike and Darryl’s CD, he couldn’t shake the restless, uneasy feeling like something was close on his heels. 
 
   They had the one thing he knew he had lost – hunger. They could taste the fame they didn’t have, the money they hadn’t made; all the things he had grown accustomed to years ago. That was what happened to guys like him – they got comfortable, they lost the anger and the fire that made their rhymes sound like wails of desperation. Brothers in the street needed to hear that. They wanted someone to give voice to the feelings they had bottled deep inside with no constructive outlet. He used to have that, and sometimes he still did. But only sometimes.
 
   Southeast D.C. was so far behind him that he had to dig deeper and deeper each time to connect to the wellspring of longing that made his rhymes relevant. People didn’t understand why some rappers who made millions of dollars kept going back to the ‘hood, to places that were dangerous and bleak and hopeless. It was because they had to reconnect to the things that made them who they were. That was what was keeping him awake right now; the fear that he no longer had anything to say worth listening to. What the hell did he know about struggle anymore? You couldn’t fake through that shit; one thing about hip-hop fans, they knew real when they heard it.
 
   Riley was already asleep and on her side facing him, one arm stretched above her head, the other resting on his chest. If he moved, she moved with him keeping close by his side even though asleep. Sometimes in the middle of the night she would burrow into him, so close that she would almost shove him off the edge of the bed. When she was awake, she was so damned self-sufficient, but asleep, she clung to him like a child.
 
    Shawn wished he had the guts to wake her up and confess all the fears that were circling about in his mind. 
 
   All evening she’d persisted, asking him what was bothering him, so why hadn’t he told her? 
 
   It wasn’t as though they didn’t talk. They talked all the time, for hours and hours about nothing in particular, laughing and teasing each other, telling stupid stories about their days. But he knew that she’d noticed that there were some things he didn’t share. The only weakness he’d ever acknowledged to Riley was the one he had for her. And if it hadn’t been the only way to keep her, he might not even have acknowledged that much.  
 
   She turned over in her sleep with a light murmur, pushing her butt into his groin. Shawn put an arm around her, pulling her closer, pressing his lips to the back of her neck. Her skin was cool and slightly prickly from her haircut. He wished he could lay there forever, kissing the back of his wife’s neck, smelling her warm, clean, comfortable smell and never having to face the outside world where time seemed to be catching up with him.
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   [bookmark: _Toc335582254]Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Hotel living was losing its appeal. He used to love being on the road; the unfamiliarity of each new place, even the antiseptic smell of the suites, the crispness of the sheets, and the women. Especially the women. They were different in every city. The way they talked, the way they dressed, the way they wore their hair. All different and all good. Every morning used to feel like an adventure and every evening, after business was over with, he and Brendan would hit two or three nightclubs, picking up female companions as they went, enjoying the attention and VIP treatment, exploiting the hell out of it.  
 
   Nightclubs were where his music came alive. Watching people experience it in the real world instead of at a concert was indescribable. From the VIP spot Shawn listened to the shouts of appreciation when one of his songs came on; he watched women grab their girlfriends by the hand and rush to the dance-floor if they didn’t already have dance partners, and the guys’ heads bopping on beat. Each and every time he witnessed it, it amazed and humbled him that so many people could care so much about anything he played a role in creating. 
 
   But the nightlife was a double-edged sword; no matter what city it was, dudes sometimes got aggressive. They got drunk and wanted to prove to their boys or their girl that they were too cool to be impressed by him, that they weren’t afraid to fight him. Women were aggressive too, but in a different way. They followed him to the Men’s Room, tried to literally back him into corners or handed him their numbers written on napkins, receipts and once on a pair of white satin panties. 
 
   Even women who came with their men tried to get to him. They made eye contact with him over their boyfriends’ shoulders and walked by his table more than necessary. Sometimes there were as many as ten women who repeatedly walked by for no discernible reason other than to be noticed. He and Brendan used to joke about it. They called it the Livestock Show. Now he went to clubs and didn’t even notice the “livestock”. At least not most of the time. 
 
   Instead, he found his mind wandering, thinking about stupid things like the sight of his wife stepping out of the shower; those few precious seconds when lying in bed, he spotted her naked as she reached for her robe. Or the way she sometimes dived back under the covers, damp and cool and clean, complaining about having to go to the office when he could sleep in; her favorite light citrus scent lingering in the bedroom long after she’d left. There was no way some chick in a short skirt with too much make-up and a waist-length hair weave could compete with that. So he ignored the livestock.
 
   Ignoring Keisha on the other hand, was a little more difficult. Even while he was in California, she still found ways to get to him. Mike and Darryl were along for the ride promoting the tour, so Shawn figured that was how she’d gotten his number. Now she was calling almost every day and it had gotten to the point where everybody was making jokes about it.
 
   Sometimes, Darryl told him, you have to fuck ‘em to get rid of ‘em.  
 
   Shawn had looked at him evenly. Maybe that works for you, son. But with me, that’s what makes them want to stick around. 
 
   Despite his best efforts, occasionally, he would wonder what it would be like to tap that, just one time. And the funny thing about it was that he could see how it would almost be possible to have Keisha and leave what he had with Riley untouched. The two women were so different they didn’t even seem like they were part of the same species. 
 
    With Keisha, it would be straight fucking – some buck-wild, triple-X type shit. But it was better not to entertain that thought process for too long. He almost slipped up and mentioned it to Brendan but when it came to Riley, lately his boy had turned holier-than-thou. In his own way, B had fallen in love with her too and now had a brotherly protective instinct toward Riley that made it very unlikely he would commiserate.   
 
   The best Shawn could do where Keisha was concerned was to avoid her. For every five calls she made, he answered maybe one. And in fairness, he did start out every conversation intending to get rid of her but somehow after a couple minutes she would have him talking about his music and she quietly listened to all the minor details that made his wife’s eyes glaze over in boredom. The last time he’d spoken to her, she asked him why Riley hadn’t flown out to the West Coast with him and he almost answered, because the separation didn’t really sit well with him in the first place. It was something he would have happily complained about to a willing listener but he caught himself in the nick of time and cut that shit off before it became habitual.
 
   I don’t talk about my wife with anyone, he told her.  
 
   That shut her down for a couple seconds, but she hastily recovered, and laughed.  
 
   Dag, she said. I was just making conversation.  
 
   Yeah, right.  
 
   It helped that he called home every night and sometimes he and Riley talked until one of them fell asleep. Her voice in his head was always the last thing he heard. Being away from her was still uncomfortable and he kept waiting for the complacency that people said came from being married, but so much about her still felt elusive, which was probably what kept him hooked. 
 
   When he called, she wasn’t always home, and she didn’t always have time to talk to him when he reached her on her cell phone either. Last week he’d called as she was about to sit down to a lunch meeting, so she’d only answered long enough to tell him she would call him back later. And just before she hung up, Shawn heard her greet the person she was meeting with. 
 
   Wow, she said. You look great! I haven’t seen you since that . . . 
 
   And then the line went dead. He’d spent the better part of the next hour obsessing about who this phantom lunch date might be and what the occasion was when Riley had seen them last. It was the dumbest thing, but he was almost jealous of her past, of every single day she had spent without him and every single person who had known her when he had not. And more than that, he didn’t quite know what to make of the fact that while his life had been turned upside down, she seemed to have folded him into her life just fine, continuing on just as before.
 
   For years in this business, he’d watched the girlfriends and wives of other performers literally quit their lives to focus one hundred percent on their man. Jobs, friends, homes, and familiar places all left behind so they could guard what had become their most important asset – their relationship with a star. The only thing they seemed to take time out for was making babies. 
 
   Riley showed absolutely no inclination to follow that pattern – she was about as interested in his work as the wife of a country doctor might be. And as for making babies, she hadn’t even breathed a word about that which was just fine with him. For now. Her writing was her baby as far as he could tell. 
 
   She didn’t always tell him about the projects she was working on and he didn’t always ask, but this afternoon when he called Chris and found out for the first time that Riley was going by his office to do an interview the next morning, it felt like a line had been crossed. 
 
   Why didn’t she tell him that?
 
   Shawn wasn’t sure how to feel about this unexpected intersection between his personal and work lives. He’d been fine with Riley meeting Chris, but this, this was something else altogether. For starters, he wouldn’t be there.
 
   Across the hall, Mike and Darryl were in their dressing room, hollering and playing music and probably drinking much more than they should. They were opening for him until their CD dropped, and then depending on how they did, shit, he might be opening for them. Their flavor was East Coast raw. Heavier bass, no background dancers, minimal pyrotechnics. Just pure rhyming skills and some serious thug attitude. 
 
   The press they were getting for naming themselves Glock was creating buzz about their music even though half the tracks hadn’t even been mixed yet. And the last two shows they did climaxed with them emptying bottles of malt liquor on the people in the front rows. For awhile those two idiots were talking about making that part of every show until Brendan and the tour manager put the kibosh on the plan, telling them that they were “exposing the show to litigation”. Not to mention that Mike and Darryl were underage and had no business being in possession of alcohol in the first place. Personally, Shawn thought the whole thing was unnecessary drama. Whatever happened to letting the music speak for itself?
 
   “What you doin’ sittin’ in here all by yourself, man?”
 
   The door had burst open and Darryl was standing there, blunted out of his mind, pupils dilated, eyes unfocused and wild. That was his pre-show ritual. Herb, herb and more herb.
 
   “Just chillin’.”
 
   “We got wall to wall honeys, we got Sambuca, we got . . .”
 
   “I can’t get down like that before the show.”
 
   Darryl shook his head. “You sure, man? I’m tellin’ you, it’s off the hook up in . . .”
 
   “Later.”
 
   Shawn shut the door in Darryl’s face and was alone again. Moments later, Brendan came in and handed him the phone. It was Riley, calling to wish him luck, babbling on about a rug she’d bought for the bedroom (did he like burgundy for the floor just outside his dressing room?) and the call she’d gotten from a magazine asking her to do an interview (wasn’t that weird, people wanting to interview her and she was a reporter?) and on and on.
 
   He waited, but she didn’t mention her interview with Chris.  
 
   “So you’re seeing Chris tomorrow.”
 
   She sighed. “Yeah. Can you believe that? Me interviewing Chris who you know I can’t stand. I don’t even know what to do with the interview once I’ve done it.”
 
   “So why’re you doing it?”
 
   “Because look what came of it when I interviewed you.” There was a moment’s silence while she absorbed that he did not find the comparison amusing. “Why? Do you not want me to do it?”
 
   “No. Not really.”
 
   “Anyway. You’re going to have a great show. Call me when you get to the hotel. Love you.”
 
   She hung up before he could respond and Shawn knew it was because she didn’t want him trying to talk her out of the interview, which he’d fully intended to do. Tomorrow Riley would sit in Chris’ office being fed a line of bullshit. Not too many people knew where he’d had gotten his start-up capital, but Shawn did and it wasn’t pretty. 
 
   And now Riley would be walking into his domain with her little pad and pencil thinking she was getting the real deal on a superstar record producer. Chris could be a charming fucker too, that was the thing. He played that “little boy lost” thing to the hilt, having women thinking they could save him from himself . . .
 
   “You want to come watch the set?”
 
   Brendan had stuck his head in to remind him that Mike and Darryl were onstage doing their thing. Shawn could hear the crowd and the music gaining momentum and his own adrenaline rush began. He followed Brendan to the closest wing where he got a good view of Mike and Darryl tearing it up, stomping and jumping around onstage as they rapped. 
 
   The show’s producer had managed, against all odds to channel them into a kind of organized chaos that capitalized on their wildness and indiscipline. It would be near impossible to watch these two and not have your pulse increase. And their voices were good together. Mike and Darryl had that perfect balance that was difficult to find with two male voices. They weren’t just going to be big they were going to be huge. Young bloods were taking over the game. Their energy was different, their message was different and it played well with the fans. He was riding a crest that was enviable by anyone’s yardstick but in eighteen to twenty-four months max, he would have to come out with a brand new sound or step aside for Glock and others like them.  
 
   By the time he went on, Shawn was pumped up from the music and the people and the anticipation of it all. The crowd went crazy when he got onstage, screaming and yelling for almost a full minute before he could get started. But when it did start, it was like going into a higher plane of consciousness. He moved and rapped like this was the last, the only audience he would perform for. Then halfway through the set, he noticed in the front row, about a half dozen girls who looked like they were barely teenagers. They were screaming his real name, calling him ‘Shawn’ instead of Smooth and it was so distracting that he shifted his focus to the other side of the stage and hung out there for awhile until he could find his groove again.  
 
   Soon he was dripping with sweat, so he removed his sweatshirt, and then the t-shirt underneath to screams from women in the audience. No one believed it, but he never took his clothes off just for that reaction. Nobody except for other performers understood how hot it got up there, and short of coming out with no shirt to begin with, he had to take it off during the performance. Usually he dropped it to the side, and someone from backstage retrieved them to stop some crazy chick from climbing up and trying to score a souvenir.  
 
   He continued until he could feel his voice about to break, then thankfully and almost unexpectedly, the houselights went down. Once in awhile he found himself in a place that was almost sacred, like an out-of-body experience – he was almost completely unaware of the noise, the crowd, the lights and the music. There was just him and the mike. When he was done, the crowd kept up their relentless roar until the music stopped.
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   He woke up with a headache and sore throat. The hotel rooms were always too cold which was a killer for his voice. He usually shut the air off, but last night when he came in, he wasn’t thinking about too much more than Riley and her interview with Chris.  
 
   She picked up after the very first ring, and sounded disappointed when she heard his voice.
 
   “I thought you were Tracy,” she explained. “But what’s going on with you? I was so out of it when you called me last night. Had a good show?”
 
   “Yeah, it was a’ight.”
 
   “So you’re interviewing Chris today, huh?”
 
   “Ten a.m. sharp,” her voice sounded wary. “That’ll be the highlight of my day, interviewing the most interviewed man in Black America. I don’t think I’ll get anything new, so I don’t know why I’m bothering.”
 
   “You want something no one else has?” Shawn said. “Ask him about his sister.”
 
   “Why? Is that like inside information or something? What about his sister?”
 
   “Just ask him. He has a twin sister. Audrey.”  
 
   Shawn felt a little like a snitch, but it wasn’t as though Chris thought of his sister as a secret exactly. Just a subject he didn’t talk about publicly. Audrey was just about the only topic of conversation guaranteed to expose one glimmer of genuine emotion from Chris Scaife. It might even knock him off his game, and if he was going to be spending any time at all with Riley, Shawn definitely wanted him off his game.
 
   “You have to tell me more than that, otherwise I won’t do it. I mean, I don’t want to bushwhack him with something he would never discuss.” 
 
   “When they were like ten, his sister was in a car accident.”
 
   “And died?”
 
   “Nope. She’s alive.”
 
   “Disfigured, then.”
 
   “Something like that.”
 
   “Jesus, Shawn. Enough of the guessing game. What’s the matter with her?”
 
   “She’s brain-damaged. She stays at his house in Jersey. He’s got 24-hour nursing care of her, even flies her all over the world on vacations. Treats her like a queen. But she’s like a little kid mentally. Like a six-year-old or something like that.”
 
   “And he looks after her? Oh my god. You mean I might have to actually like him now?” Riley asked.
 
   “If you ask about her, I think he’ll tell you.”
 
   “So how’d you hear about her? Somehow I don’t see you and Chris Scaife sitting down and having a heart-to-heart.”
 
   “Because of my grandmother,” Shawn said. “He drove me to Baltimore one time. I told him she had Alzheimer’s and then he told me about his sister. To let me know he understood what I was feeling.”
 
   “Really?” Riley sounded wistful. “That’s sweet.”
 
   “C’mon now. Don’t be starting that stuff. We’re still talking about Chris here.”
 
   “Yeah, but somehow I’m starting to think I may have misjudged him.”
 
   “No one’s just good or just bad, Riley. So maybe you shouldn’t judge at all.”
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   Riley was waiting in the reception area of Chris Scaife’s office. It could just as easily have been a law firm, complete with impeccably groomed, conservatively-dressed receptionist, tasteful corporate art, and obviously expensive modern waiting room furniture. The people she saw walking about were dressed in clothes that tended toward the trendy but were still more professional than not. And maybe most notably, the office seemed to be completely silent. None of the music, laughter or party atmosphere she’d expected to surround a hip-hop mogul; no sign that anything other than serious work was going on. Maybe Shawn was right – she’d definitely had some stereotypes in mind that were not accounted for here.
 
   “Mrs. Gardner.”
 
   Riley looked up at the receptionist, who was smiling at her.
 
   “Mr. Scaife can see you now. His is the office all the way at the end of the hall.”
 
   “Thank you.” 
 
   Riley stood, feeling all of sudden that maybe she had under-prepared for this assignment. She passed by offices just as staid in appearance as the reception area but with additional elements; posters and CDs strewn about, magazines and glossy headshots; TVs and DVD players. On the walls of the hallway itself, the corporate art was substituted by blow ups of CD jackets, including two of Shawn’s. She stopped to look at the cover from his first album, when he was no older than Mike and Darryl were now. He looked the same, just a little less muscular, less knowingness about the eyes. She tilted her head to the side and moved in for a closer look.
 
   “He was seventeen in that one. Just about to turn eighteen. Just about to blow up the hip-hop universe.”
 
   Riley looked up. She hadn’t even noticed Chris emerge from his office, dressed as he always was in baggy jeans, white t-shirt and plaid button-down. She extended a hand to him and he took it, but leaned in to kiss her on the cheek. Chastely affectionate. Already she could detect a difference in his demeanor from when they’d encountered each other socially.
 
   “How much of your time do I have?” Riley asked.
 
   “For Smooth’s wife, as much as you need.”
 
   “I won’t take more than you can afford, I promise.”
 
   The view from Chris’ office was magnificent. But beyond that, the decor was spectacular. A semi-circular brown lacquer desk consumed almost one entire wall and to the left was a bar, an art deco burgundy leather sofa and matching chairs arranged around a circular coffee table made of the same material as the desk. There was an oversized LCD television built into the wall, and wireless speakers were placed about the room, looking more like sculpture than electronic equipment. On the walls were paintings and prints by Black artists that Riley recognized on sight. Work that she herself had admired and often wished she could buy. Of course, she realized with a start, now she probably could buy art like this. The carpeting was a soft, mellow brown, making the huge office feel somehow cozy and expansive at the same time.
 
   “Something to drink?” Chris offered.
 
   “Ahm . . . sure. Anything. Nothing with alcohol though.”
 
   Chris gave her a scolding look as he headed over to the mini-bar.  
 
   Riley put down her bag and settled on the leather sofa. It was softer than she expected. Comfortable. Maybe too much so. She moved to an armchair instead. Chris brought her a glass of fruit juice and a coaster. A coaster from Chris Scaife, who liked to put his feet up on her furniture and light up cigarettes without asking struck her as amusing and she smiled.
 
   “What’s the matter?” he asked, sitting across from her.
 
   “Your transformation is a little much for me.”
 
   “This is about business, Riley. When I’m out there, different guy.”  
 
   Even his speech-pattern was different. It was the same way with Shawn. When he spoke to her, his diction, choice of words, everything was altered. And then he turned to speak to Chris or Mike and Darryl and some other guy seemed to show up.
 
   “Okay. But you’ve given a million interviews about your business side,” she said taking out her pad and pen. “I was hoping to talk about another side.”
 
   He was already shaking his head. “I don’t talk about my personal life to the press.”
 
   “The press?” She gave him her most charming smile. “Whatever happened to ‘Smooth’s wife’?”
 
   “Smooth’s wife who happens to be a member of the press.”
 
   “Okay, fair enough. But if we’re going to do what you’ve done with everybody else, I have to be honest with you, there’s no point in me doing this interview.”
 
   Chris looked at her as though trying to figure out if she was bluffing. He leaned back into the sofa.  
 
   “Sorry to waste your time. I’ll get a car to take you back to your office.”
 
   Riley smiled and began gathering her things. “Thank you.”
 
   He watched her for a few moments then leaned forward again. “Still,” he began. “Smooth is one of my best artists. I like him. I like you. Maybe we could do something.”
 
   “I’d really appreciate it.”
 
   “A’ight. So go ahead. Gimme what you got.”
 
   Riley took a deep breath. She could try to ease her way toward the subject, or she could go for the jugular. She had to make her call now or never though. She looked at Chris across from her, completely confident, shrewder than she had given him credit for. If she tried to ease into it, he would know it was coming and prepare to cut her off at the knees. She had to go big, or she would definitely be going home.
 
   “I want to talk to you about Audrey,” she said slowly.
 
   He looked stunned to hear the name, and then resigned. And then he was blinking rapidly, as though he actually might cry. He reached for his own glass of juice and took a long, slow swallow.
 
   “What d’you want to know?” he asked finally.
 
    
 
   g
 
    
 
   Shawn’s flight was two hours late and Riley didn’t hear him come in. When she got ready for work the next morning, all she saw of him was his sleeping form under the covers next to her. She was tempted to wake him but the fact that he hadn’t stirred at all while she moved about the room told her how tired he must be. At the office, there was voicemail he’d left late the previous evening, reminding her to go straight home from work because they had an event that night. She’d totally forgotten about it – there was a party at the home of one of rap’s biggest superstars in Southampton. The drive would take about two hours, so they were leaving at about 8:30. If she wanted a little downtime before then, going straight home was probably a good idea. Not going at all would be an even better idea. Riley didn’t realize how audible her sigh was until Peter stuck his head in.
 
   “Yes, I know,” he said with mock sympathy. “It’s tough being married to a super-rich, super-cute celebrity, but somebody had to do it.”
 
   Riley blushed. “You have no idea what I’m sighing about,” she said, not looking at him.
 
   Peter shrugged. “You’re right. So what’s going on? We haven’t hung out lately.”
 
   “I know. We have to make plans,” Riley said. “I could totally use one of our all-nighters.”
 
   “So what’s your excuse?” Peter said. “You know I’m always up for one of those.”
 
   Underneath his lighthearted tone, Riley could hear real peevishness. She had been less accessible, there was no denying that. Between trying to adjust to her new role at work and being suddenly married, she seemed not to have a spare moment for her old friends. That reminded her of Dawn and this god-awful idea of a photo shoot. She would have to figure out a way to artfully avoid that little commitment.
 
   “I don’t have an excuse. We should do something soon.”
 
   “How about tonight?” Peter asked, the hint of a challenge in his voice.
 
   Riley’s shoulders sagged. “I can’t. I have a party at Cameron Cole’s.”
 
   The moment the words came out, she regretted them. Cameron Cole was only the most recognizable name in all of hip hop. There was no way to utter the phrase “I have a party at Cameron Cole’s” without sounding pretentious. And by the lift of Peter’s left eyebrow, she knew that that was exactly the way she sounded.
 
   “Look, I wish I didn’t have to go,” she hastened to add. “But it’s like a business thing for Shawn.”
 
   “The operative words being ‘for Shawn’,” Peter pointed out, sniffing. “But that’s fine; we can do it some other time.”
 
   “You could come with me,” Riley suggested, hoping he would refuse. If he didn’t, Shawn would be livid.
 
   “No thanks. Rappers are terrible homophobes.”
 
   Riley caught herself before she defended Shawn. Was he a homophobe? She had no idea, she realized with a start.
 
   “So how about . . .” she counted days in her head, calculating when Shawn would be in Houston. “. . . Tuesday?”
 
   “Okay, but it has to be at your place. I’ve never seen it and I want to be able to gossip about it later behind your back.”
 
   Riley laughed. “Deal.”
 
   “Good, it’s a date,” Peter sauntered out.  
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     She got home in plenty of time to relax, unwind, and watch the news. Making dinner didn’t seem to make sense given the spread that was likely to be at the party, so she lay back in bed waiting. Shawn hadn’t answered his phone when she called, so he was probably in the studio. He came blowing in at about 7:45, with just enough time to get showered and changed, so they spent three-quarters of an hour almost without exchanging a single word, tearing through their closets getting ready. It was only when they were dressed and in the car headed for the FDR that they had a chance to catch up.  
 
   Shawn still looked tired, and his voice was strained as he talked about working with Mike and Darryl in California. Something still bothered him about helping promote them but this time Riley knew better than to press him on it. She had her suspicions, but wanted him to tell her. Until that happened there was no point nagging him about it. Instead she talked about work; but only in the most superficial way because it was obvious his mind was elsewhere. As she spoke, she could feel his eyes running back and forth over her frame.
 
   “You want to keep your eyes on the road there partner?” she joked.
 
   “You look nice,” he said, but there was some reservation in his tone.
 
   She was wearing a white crocheted halter and white palazzo pants with high-heeled white sandals. Cameron Cole’s parties were always white parties. He claimed in a Rolling Stone interview that he’d originated the idea before some other rap mogul had stolen it. So now he had his white party in the late spring, well ahead of the other guy's white party which was generally much later in the summer. But that was a standard Cameron Cole type of claim. He was constantly beefing with others in the entertainment business, usually because they were “biting” off him, or hadn’t given him his props in some way. 
 
   Riley knew all this because she’d looked him up, researching him as though he was a story she was about to write. This new life of hers was still taking some time to adjust to – the new cast of characters was tough to keep up with, but the one advantage to their being in the entertainment business was that Shawn’s friends and colleagues all had a staggering array of information about them just floating around in the public domain.
 
   Shawn had grudgingly gone along with the dress code, wearing an off-white linen suit with all-white Pumas. Since it was obvious he didn’t really want to go the Hamptons, Riley wondered but did not ask, whether it was worth it to make the long drive.
 
   “How was the interview with Chris?” he asked out of nowhere.
 
   “Fine,” she said, keeping her voice light. “He talked to me about his sister. So thank you for that.”
 
   “No problem,” Shawn said, his voice low. And then after a few beats. “You two talk about anything else?”
 
   “You know,” Riley said vaguely. “Stuff. And you’re right. I shouldn’t have judged him.”
 
   Shawn didn’t answer. Riley looked over at his face, trying to make out his expression in the dim light, trying to gauge his mood. When he returned home from one of his trips, there was never any way to tell what kind of mood he was going to be in. Sometimes he was buoyant and playful, other times quiet and taciturn. Tonight, he seemed moody. It was frustrating, not being able to read him.
 
   “So is Brendan related to Cameron Cole?” she asked, in part just to stifle the silence. “They have the same last name, so I just wondered . . . .”
 
   “Cousins,” Shawn said. “They’re not close.”
 
   “Oh.” She didn’t know what else to say. She was all out of ideas for how to pull him out of his weird mood.
 
   Ridiculous; that was the word that came to mind as soon as Riley spotted Cameron Cole’s house. It was a vulgar, ostentatious approximation of a French chalet and seemed to go on forever, blocking any view of the surf from the road. She could only imagine how thrilled the neighbors had been when construction of this monstrosity was complete and they realized that their view had been basically poached from them.
 
   As they pulled up, Shawn put a hand on her knee and Riley turned to face him.
 
   “Let’s not stay too long, okay?” he said. 
 
   She nodded. “Okay.”
 
   Valets in red vests were dashing back and forth, opening doors and parking cars as the guests arrived. As Shawn surrendered their car keys, Riley looked around at the other guests. She recognized a good proportion of the revelers as people who were constantly in the entertainment news. The entryway was lit with hundreds of tea-lights and the chandeliers inside were just dim enough to accentuate the effect, calling to mind a clear night and starlit sky.  
 
   “You like this?” Shawn asked. “We could buy something out here if you want.” 
 
   “Only if it has a spot to land our helicopter,” Riley said. “Y’know, so I don’t have to worry about traffic and all that crap the little people put up with.”
 
   Shawn laughed. “You got jokes, huh?”
 
   “Even if we ever got a place in the Hamptons, it couldn’t be anything like this. Can you imagine how many beachside cottages had to die to make way for this place?” 
 
   “And think of all the seagulls that got evicted,” Shawn said in mock horror.
 
   Riley punched him in the arm. “Yes. Exactly.”
 
   Shawn held Riley’s hand as they entered, stopping once to introduce her to a popular R&B singer who was with her husband. Inside, servers in white tuxedos skillfully navigated the crowd, holding aloft trays of canapés and champagne. Shawn reached for two glasses, handing one to Riley then taking her free hand once again. The house seemed to have been emptied of all its furniture, except for white overstuffed sofas, and a smattering of matching armchairs. Through a wall of French doors, Riley could just make out the rear of the house, where around an infinity pool – in which even more candles floated – guests milled. The trees nearby were decorated with Chinese lanterns, also white. In the distance, the foam of the breakers was just visible.  
 
   “Wow. Now that’s pretty,” Riley admitted.
 
   “Pretty over the top,” someone said.
 
   Riley turned to see a short dark-skinned woman with a quirky haircut, buzzed on the sides and back but long and flopping over her eyes in front. She was dressed in an oversized white tuxedo with boxy lines that didn’t quite conceal her femininity, though that seemed to be the intent, and white wing tips. Shawn leaned over and kissed her on the cheek.
 
   “Riley, this is Jodi Weeks. Jodi; my wife Riley.”
 
   “I was beginning to doubt you existed,” Jodi Weeks said extending a hand.
 
   Riley took it and smiled, ignoring the commentary, since she didn’t understand what it meant in any event.
 
   “You’re just as cute as everyone’s been saying,” Jodi continued.
 
   “Jodi.” Shawn’s voice held a note of warning.
 
   “What? I’m just saying. I heard she was cute and she is.” Then she turned to Riley. “I don’t mean to talk about you as though you’re not here. Sorry.”
 
   Jodi Weeks regarded her for a few moments more, looking her over from head to toe. Then she abruptly turned to Shawn.  
 
   “I’ll catch up with y’all later. I’m going to go check out what else Cameron has going on in this joint,” she said.
 
   Riley watched as she walked away and when she was safely out of earshot turned to Shawn looking at him archly.
 
   “Yes,” he said, “The answer is yes.”
 
   “How recently?”
 
   “Not for years.”
 
   “Years?” Riley asked. “And she’s still that into you.”
 
   “She’s not still into me,” Shawn said shaking his head.
 
   Riley rolled her eyes. “Okay. Sure.”
 
   Shawn pulled her closer, wrapping his arms about her waist and leaning in to kiss her on the collarbone.  
 
   “Don’t try to butter me up,” she said, trying not to laugh. “You better not have brought me into a den of your ex-girlfriends.”
 
   “Not a den of them,” Shawn said into her shoulder. “Maybe just one or two. Or three. Four tops.”
 
   Riley’s token display of faux-jealousy seemed to lighten his mood and Shawn leaned in, pressing his forehead against hers, then kissing her. Riley responded easily, feeling herself relax. As long as he was touching her that was a language she understood. Shawn suddenly looked up, his jaw tightening.  
 
   “Riley, Cameron Cole. Cam, this is my wife.”
 
   Riley turned to greet their host and disliked him on sight. Maybe it was because of Shawn’s non-verbal cues, but something about him immediately rubbed her the wrong way. He was tall, but not quite as tall as Shawn and looked African-American and Asian. She recognized him of course, but he looked a lot rougher around the edges than his CD jackets suggested. He wore a white fedora, jauntily cocked to one side, and a white linen suit. On his wrist was a gold watch that rivaled the house in its tastelessness, and there were gold caps on his front teeth. His eyebrows appeared to have been plucked and arched. Rapper gone metrosexual.  
 
   “Mrs. Gardner.” 
 
   He took her hand, holding it a little too long. Beside her, Shawn’s displeasure was so palpable Riley almost expected him to wrench it free.  
 
   “I saw your manager by the pool lookin’ like he done lost his puppy,” Cameron said to Shawn. “What’s up with that nigga?”
 
   “He a’ight,” Shawn said dismissively.
 
    “You should go find him,” Riley said. “It’s fine, I’ll wait here.”
 
   Shawn glanced out to the pool, looking torn between going to find Brendan and staying with her. Riley smiled reassuringly. As soon as he was gone, she felt Cameron’s hand on her shoulder. When she turned to face him, he had moved significantly closer. The strong earthy scent of his cologne filled her nostrils. She took a step back.
 
   “So I heard you didn’t even know who Smooth was when you met,” he said smirking.
 
   “Of course, I did,” she said.  
 
   “And I know you know me.”
 
   “Not sure I know your music, but yeah,” 
 
   Riley glanced around the room. Several of Cameron Cole’s guests were watching them curiously. In the less than three minutes she’d been standing with him, they had become a subject of conversation.
 
   “You never heard my music?” 
 
   There was a hint of doubt in his voice. But not self-doubt. Not only was Cameron Cole notoriously egocentric, he was vociferously so.
 
   “I’m sure I have,” she said. “Just don’t ask me to name your greatest hits or anything.”
 
   He laughed. “As long as you know my name,” he said it as though he was being beneficent.
 
   “That I do know.” 
 
   Riley took a sip of her champagne, wishing she hadn’t told Shawn he should go looking for Brendan. There was no telling how long it would take him.
 
   “It’s easy to remember. None of that dumb shit them other niggas do. Just plain ol’ Cameron, the name my momma gave me.” Then he laughed. “Not that Smooth is a dumb nigga.”
 
   Riley looked at him, expressionless.
 
   “Aww. I pissed you off,” he said, leaning in again. “My bad. No disrespect to your man. If anyone was to approach my skills in this game, it would be him.”
 
   She didn’t respond, so he just stood there, watching her.  
 
   “So you’re a writer.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Come interview me sometime,” he offered. “I’ll break it down for you. Everything about how this business really works.”
 
   “I think I’ve got that covered,” she said dryly.
 
   “With all due respect. Smooth runs second or third to my number ones. Consistently. So maybe I can school you on a few things he can’t.”
 
   Riley sighed and took another sip of her champagne, wondering when it would be okay to discreetly find someone else to talk to. As though he’d read her mind, Cameron put a hand firmly on her elbow.
 
   “Lemme show you the rest of my house,” he said, in an abrupt change of subject.
 
   She hesitated, and he seized on that, the smile falling from his face for a millisecond.
 
   “You ain’t gon’ embarrass me are you?” he said. 
 
   “I don’t think I need the full tour,” Riley said, trying to sound casual. “But maybe the highlights?”
 
   Just as they were about to walk away, Cameron’s hand still on her arm, Shawn was back. Brendan was not with him. Riley watched as he quickly sized up the situation – the tense line of her mouth, and Cameron’s hand on her arm. In an instant, he’d deftly stepped between them, looping an arm about her waist.
 
   “Couldn’t find him,” he said, about Brendan. 
 
   “If I see him again, I’ll let him know you’re looking,” Cameron said. He smiled at Riley one last time and walked away.
 
   Shawn squeezed her waist, eyes still on Cameron’s retreating back. “You okay?” he asked.
 
   “Fine,” Riley said. “Although I can’t say I’m crazy about the great Cameron Cole.”
 
   “Nothing great about dude,” Shawn said right away.  
 
    “So no Brendan, huh?”
 
   “What?” Shawn looked at her. “Oh. No. I didn’t see him.”
 
   “Well I’m starving and I swear a server walked by with sushi a couple minutes ago. Let’s go find them.”
 
   “I’ll go. You wait right here.” He indicated one of the sofas nearby where there was a vacant seat.
 
   “Okay. I’ll be here, soaking it all in.”
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   Shawn walked away, glancing over his shoulder at Riley before he rounded the corner and heading in the direction Cameron had taken. He hadn’t even really looked for Brendan. He’d walked around the pool, glanced around cursorily and headed right back in. Five minutes tops. But as he’d suspected, it was long enough for Cameron to make his standard bitch-ass nigga move. He could have practically any woman at the party he wanted, but he only ever wanted what someone else had.
 
   It had taken every ounce of Shawn’s self-control not to lay him out. Groupies were fair game, but to put your hands on a man’s wife, you had to know there would be consequences. He bit down hard on his lower lip until he thought it might bleed, and only let up when Cameron finally came into sight. He was standing with a couple of girls who had draped themselves over him like tinsel.  Cameron was talking to a third person, a dude Shawn didn’t know, but he walked right up to him anyway and rested a hand on his shoulder, gripping it firmly. He leaned in so their faces were inches apart.
 
   Cameron looked momentarily surprised and then just as quickly, his expression turned hostile.
 
   “Don’t put your hands on my wife again,” Shawn said his voice quiet.
 
   Cameron pulled back and shrugged Shawn’s hand off his shoulder.
 
   “I don’t know what you talkin’ ‘bout,” Cameron said, blinking impassively.
 
   Shawn shook his head. “Yes you do.”
 
   “You come to my crib to show your ass, Smooth?” Cameron asked loudly.  
 
   Of course Cameron wanted a confrontation. That was his thing.   
 
   “Don’t test me man,” Shawn said calmly.  
 
   Cameron stared him down for a moment as though considering whether to escalate or defuse the situation. He chose the latter.
 
   “No disrespect, Smooth. To you or your wife.” 
 
   Cameron extended a hand, but it was an empty gesture and they both knew it. He would get Riley some food, and when she was done eating, suggest that he was too tired to stay much longer. If he stayed, he was going to have to fuck Cameron up; it was as simple as that.
 
   He found a buffet table and put together a plate with samples of everything and made his way back to the living room where he’d left Riley. Sitting next to her on the sofa, in animated conversation, was Jodi. He sighed and went toward them. Then Chris showed up out of nowhere, and headed in Riley’s direction as well. 
 
   Shawn watched his progress, remembering the last email he got from Chris. It had to have been sent just minutes after Riley finished the interview and left his office. Shawn had been getting his hair cut when he heard the chime from his phone. Thinking it was probably a text from Riley telling him how the interview had gone, he’d looked at it right away. It was not from his wife, but from Chris. One line.
 
   You lucky motherfucker. 
 
   Now, watching Chris walk toward Riley, he had to marshal all of his resources to suppress the irrational part of himself that was enraged just because Chris happened to notice what he already knew, that his wife was special.
 
   “How are you?” Riley was smiling at Chris in a way she never had before, with real warmth. She even turned her cheek and allowed him to kiss her. Shawn handed her the plate of food.
 
   “Excuse me,” she said to Chris and Jodi. “I am so hungry.”
 
   Chris acknowledged Shawn with a nod and turned back to Riley. Jodi turned to look at Shawn, amusement dancing in her eyes. 
 
   “So,” she said. “I was telling Riley about when you just got to New York. When you were all attitude.”
 
   “Nobody wants to hear about that old shit,” Shawn said impatiently.
 
   His annoyance only seemed to amuse Jodi all the more. He turned away. He didn’t want to watch Chris and Jodi pulling Riley into the fold. The little episode with Cameron had reminded him of why he wanted her far away from all of this. He didn’t know what he’d been thinking bringing her here. There was nothing true or genuine about all this crap – it was all gamesmanship. It was all about who had the baddest rhymes, ride, crib, women. Everybody was keeping score and at times like this he just wanted out of the game.  
 
   Looking over his shoulder, he saw that Chris had perched on the arm of the sofa closest to Riley and was leaning in to say something to her. Then Shawn spotted Brendan, and grateful for someplace else to be, he pushed past a nearby couple and crossed the room to get to him.
 
   “Thought you wouldn’t make it,” Shawn said, giving him some pound.
 
   “Nothing else to do,” Brendan said.  “Might as well take a ride.” He looked over Shawn’s shoulder.
 
   “She’s with Chris and Jodi,” Shawn answered the question he hadn’t yet asked.
 
   “Chris and Jodi,” Brendan said. He gave a short laugh.  “And you left her there?”
 
   “She a’ight,” Shawn said with more confidence than he felt. “Even though Cameron was tryin’ to act stupid awhile ago.”
 
   “Act stupid how?”
 
   “I walked away for a minute and when I come back, he was all up in Riley’s grill, hands all over her . . .”
 
   “Then why you still here, Shawn?”
 
   “We squashed it,” Shawn said.
 
   “I know Cam, and I know you.” 
 
   Brendan didn’t sound convinced.
 
   “And what does that mean?”
 
   “That it ain’t squashed.”
 
   Shawn laughed. “Where’s the bar around here? Let’s get a real drink.”
 
   For the next hour, he purposely avoided going back in and checking on Riley. Instead, he did what he originally came to do – chit-chatted with some industry folks and kept his ears open for the buzz on Glock. Having them on the trip with him in California had confirmed that they were already hot, and getting hotter. Some of their tracks had been leaked on the internet, so they already had a small following that was growing larger every day. Since it looked like he would be spending a lot more time with them, Shawn was relieved that they hadn’t been invited tonight – he needed a break from the unrelenting drama. There was no question though that their one-year development deal with Chris was going to turn into something a lot more concrete. And when it did, he would have to consider whether and how to reposition himself.  
 
   Brendan thought the best strategy was for him to give them nothing but praise and cast himself as being wholly unconcerned about his own position. And there was something to that; to challenge or criticize them would only make him look scared.
 
   “Shawn.”
 
   Brendan was nodding in the direction of the pool house, so he turned to see what was up. His eyes widened in disbelief for a second.
 
   “Oh hell no.”
 
   Brendan laughed. “Talk about your past coming back to haunt you.”
 
   It was Stephanie and she was headed his way. But he had to keep some perspective. He’d been neither married nor engaged to Riley when he and Stephanie had their night together in Pittsburgh. This was a big nothing, and that was how he would treat it. But then Stephanie was in front of him, and wrapping her arms about his neck, kissing him square on the lips. Shawn stepped back and holding her by the wrists, pried her arms loose.
 
   “Now that hurt my feelings,” she said, pouting prettily.
 
   “Stephanie,” Shawn said shaking his head. “My wife is here.”
 
   “Tell her I’m an old friend,” she said. She sounded just past tipsy. “I am an old friend. Aren’t I?”
 
   “Stephanie, do I need to be worried about you?” Shawn asked slowly.
 
   “I don’t know what you mean,” she said breezily.
 
   “Do I have to worry that if I tell you that you need to back off, you won’t listen?”
 
   Stephanie laughed shrilly. “You mean like, am I a stalker?”
 
   “Why are you in New York, Stephanie?”
 
   “I come here maybe once a month now. I’m in the music business, remember? Just like you.”
 
   “Okay. Well, good to see you.”
 
   “Good to see you too. And please get over yourself,” she said before she walked off, just the tiniest bit unsteady on her feet. 
 
   Shawn exchanged a look with Brendan and they both laughed. He looked up from his laughter to see Riley, just across the pool standing next to Jodi. Chris was gone but now they’d been joined by the host. 
 
   The smile dissolved from Shawn’s face and he watched as Cameron raised a hand – it almost seemed to be moving in slow motion – and finally, almost too casually placed it low on Riley’s hip, his fingers pressing into the bare skin exposed just above the waistband of her pants. For a nanosecond, Shawn was vaguely aware of Brendan’s hand on his shoulder in a fruitless gesture urging restraint. The rest was like an out-of-body experience. He actually saw red. Not figuratively; everything literally seemed to turn red. And then all hell broke loose.
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   Dust-up in the Hamptons
 
    
 
   Revelers at the most popular event in the Hamptons season report that it all started when rapper K Smooth showed up with his fetching new bride, New York writer, Riley Gardner. Apparently, no one told the host – the pugnacious Cameron Cole – that she was spoken for. Or perhaps he didn’t care. In any event, there was reportedly some unwelcome and inappropriate touching, a brief verbal altercation and ensuing mêlée. What?  Fighting at a party hosted by a gangsta rapper?! Yes, we know this is hardly newsworthy, but nonetheless, we couldn’t help ourselves – the absence of gun-play makes this an amusing New York vignette. After all, can you imagine all of those well-heeled Manhattan socialites stampeding for the exit? Serves them right. Most have likely never heard Cameron Cole’s music, and would almost certainly object to their children listening to much of it!
 
    
 
   “I hope you’re happy,” Riley said. She balled the paper up, tossing it across the room where it came to rest at Shawn’s feet. 
 
   He was sitting on the bed, throwing the last few things into his bag before heading to the airport for his flight to Houston. It had taken Page Six a couple days to get wind of what happened at Cameron’s but now that they had, Riley’s anger had flared once again. For the entire day following the party, she’d given him the silent treatment, and for another 24 hours after that, she was decidedly distant. It was only last night that she’d finally thawed. 
 
   Good thing too, since the idea of leaving home again without getting any first was more than a little unsettling. And then this morning when he thought it had blown over, she’d picked up the paper to find that she had become notorious.
 
   “I bet he won’t try that shit again.”
 
   “You don’t think you overreacted just a little? He had to get stitches.”
 
   “So did I,” Shawn reminded her. 
 
   He held up his right hand, still wrapped in gauze. It would be tough to get a solid grip on the mike without taking it off when he performed.
 
   “Well you hit a man in the mouth. I think you assume that risk voluntarily,” she snapped.
 
   “You don’t know Cameron like I do, Riley.”
 
   “I don’t care! I’ve never been so humiliated in my entire life.”
 
   “What would it look like if I let him grope you in front of all those people and didn’t do shit about it?”
 
   “So ultimately it’s more about you and some crazy, macho rapper thing than any of these other sham reasons you come up with.”
 
   “No, it’s about keeping you away from that bullshit. You think you can go to a party like that in a little see-through top and not have dudes pushin’ up on you?” 
 
   “Wow,” Riley said. “So now it’s about what I was wearing.”
 
   He said nothing.
 
   “I am not a child, Shawn. I’m perfectly capable of telling a man who’s being touchy-feely to get his hands off me. Regardless of what top I’m wearing.”
 
   “It’s not about you not being capable; it’s about me looking out for mine.”
 
   “What does that even mean? Yours? Like I belong to you?”
 
   Shawn bit his tongue and continued throwing things into his bag. The argument had begun this morning when she’d first seen the clip and continued on and off whenever she thought of something else that pissed her off about the situation. Her boss would see it; her co-workers, her mother. She wouldn’t be taken seriously as a writer.  
 
   She stood directly in front of him; her feet planted apart, arms folded across her chest. Rather than look up to her, Shawn stood so that the opposite was necessary.
 
   “It’s a figure of speech, Riley.”
 
   But she was already off on her rant. “Is that what this marriage means to you? That I belong to you?”
 
   Truth be told, that’s precisely what it meant to him. Shawn walked around her, carrying his bag into the foyer and dumping it on the floor. He pulled out his phone and called Brendan, confirming that he was waiting downstairs.
 
   “I’m talking to you,” she said when he hung up.  
 
   “Yes,” he said calmly.
 
   For about ten seconds Riley said nothing. Then she looked up at him, momentarily dumbstruck.
 
   “Yes, what?” she asked quietly. “I’m your partner and your wife. Not something you own, Shawn.”
 
   He shook his head. “As usual, you got this all twisted . . .”
 
   “What’s there to get twisted? You think I belong to you.”
 
   “Yes . . .”
 
   “Belong to you?”
 
   Shawn could see she was trying desperately to get him to seize this chance to recant, but he wouldn’t do it. He did think she belonged to him, and there was no point pretending differently. 
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   Riley’s face crumpled in defeat. “Maybe the next time I wear a see-through top you should just brand your name across my back,” she said dully. “That way everyone will know I’m yours.”
 
   “Riley, c’mon . . .”
 
   “You’d better go before you miss your flight,” she said. “Brendan’s waiting.”
 
   She turned and walked back into their bedroom, slamming the door behind her. Shawn glanced desperately at the time, and then at the bedroom door. He had to go if he wanted to make his flight. He stood there, hand on the doorknob, then changed his mind. He would call her later and tell her then what she hadn’t allowed him to say. That he belonged to her, too.  
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   [bookmark: _Toc335582255]Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   “‘K Smooth replenished his waning street cred when he delivered . . .’”
 
   “What?” Shawn sat up midsentence. “Read that part again.”
 
   “‘K Smooth replenished his waning street cred when he delivered an old-school beat-down to the braggadocious Cameron Cole. At his own crib, no less. Cole has long antagonized fellow rappers by his dismissive . . .’”
 
   “I don’t care about that part,” Shawn said. “I want to know what the fuck they mean by ‘waning street cred’. That’s what I’m talking about.”
 
   “Too bad it made the trades. Riley is going to . . .”
 
   “She’s already mad,” Shawn said dismissively. “Who wrote that shit?”
 
   “Darnell Parker.”
 
   “Wait till I see his ass,” Shawn said between his teeth.
 
   “You gon’ break his jaw too?” Brendan asked without looking up from the paper.
 
   “You sound like Riley,” Shawn said, disgusted. “Nobody’s jaw got broken.”
 
   “Close to it. That first punch, you straight cold-cocked his ass.”
 
   “He shoulda known better. Next time, I will break that mo’fucka.”
 
   It didn’t matter what anyone said, he would do it exactly the same way again if given a chance. Riley still wasn’t returning his calls, so admittedly that was a drawback; but it was the only one he could see. By now, she’d probably heard from the amen-chorus of her mother and Tracy, telling her that he was some kind of savage to have gotten into a fight but one of the benefits of being married was he didn’t have to fear her silence. They would make up sooner or later; he just had to wait her out. And that would be decidedly easier to do since he was away and working eighteen-hour days.
 
   “Call Darnell up,” Shawn said. “Tell him I want to talk to him. I want to find out what this ‘waning street cred’ shit is all about.”
 
   “Shawn, that’s just some crap he made up to make his shit sound more interesting.”
 
   “Maybe. I still want to check it out.”
 
   Brendan shrugged. “A’ight. But it’s a waste of time.”
 
   Darnell Parker worked out of Atlanta, so an in-person meeting wasn’t in the cards, but Brendan arranged a conference call for early the next morning. Shawn and Brendan called him on three-way while they waited for a stylist to show up with some new outfits for an appearance later on.  
 
   “So I’m guessing you’re not happy about my story,” Darnell drawled.
 
   “Why don’t you tell me what the hell you meant by that shit?”
 
   There was a brief silence. “I thought you were talking about the fight. What’re you talking about?”
 
   “‘Waning street cred’.” Shawn said flatly.
 
   It took Darnell a moment to recognize the phrase then he let out a short laugh. “Oh come on.”
 
   “Darnell, you better have something,” Brendan warned. “If you tell us that was just some shit you wrote because it sounded good on paper, we might have to get upset.”
 
   “Okay, fine,” Darnell said, sobering up. “I was referring to the last CD.”
 
   Shawn and Brendan exchanged looks. The last one was Shawn’s favorite. It was the first time he’d felt like he’d produced something that was almost purely his vision. Every beat, every hook, he had input on.
 
   “What about the last CD?”
 
   “Look, you read the reviews. You know the word. The beats are solid, but it’s preachy. People don’t like that ol’ KRS-One shit no more, Smooth. You should know that. Young ‘uns out there want you to relate to them, not heap on the judgment.”
 
   “You feel like it’s judgmental?”
 
   “Look, you’re still number three on the charts, right? So who gives a shit what I think?”
 
   “The people who read that mess you write,” Shawn said.
 
   “Smooth, I’ve been giving you good press for years. I ain’t never heard from you not one time offering me nothin’. I mean would it kill you to tell me you was getting married?”
 
   “Is that what this is about?” Brendan said. “Because if it is, Darnell, I’ma have you up as a petty-ass nigga.”
 
   “You know better than that,” Darnell said. “But your public relations is shitty. Lemme just put that out there. You were on Newsweek last year and that’s all well and good. And then you did that intellectual magazine your wife writes for, and that’s cool too. But y’know what? You’re alienating your base with that mainstream shit.”
 
   “Power to the People is not mainstream,” Brendan argued.
 
   “It is to the hip-hop generation. That’s as Mom-and-apple-pie as Ebony, as far as they’re concerned. So get yourself a new publicist, Smooth. That’s my advice to you. And the other piece of advice I got is, give me an interview. Give Vibe an interview. Shoot a pictorial of you in the most fucked-up neighborhood in the Bronx or some damn thing . . .” Darnell trailed off.
 
   Shawn looked at Brendan. Darnell had a point. They both knew he did.
 
   “A’ight, Darnell,” Shawn said, feigning boredom. “You ain’t got shit to say as usual.”
 
   Darnell laughed. “Smooth, you know you’re my boy but you got to step your game up, kid. If you want to do something, just holler at me and I’ll get you a feature. You still got that pull. For now.”
 
   Shawn threw the phone across the room where it exploded into pieces against the wall.
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   No one would believe it, but it had never been about the money or even the fame for him. When he thought about the days before he had hits on the radio and record-breaking CD sales, all Shawn remembered was that he wanted to be heard; feeling like he had something to say and no one was listening. And when they finally did listen, the money and the crowds and the VIP treatment were all extras; the biggest pay-off was, and remained, having a voice that mattered. Now Darnell was telling him that before long, his voice might not matter so much after all. 
 
   Tomorrow was the first Houston show and just that one conversation had rocked his confidence. When Brendan asked if he wanted to check out some clubs, Shawn passed and instead stayed back in the hotel. It only took a couple of hours for the silence to drive him crazy so he picked up the phone.
 
   It was late and Riley was already in bed, sounding a little drowsy. Still, she had picked up so that was something.
 
    “So you still mad about Cameron’s party?” he asked.
 
   “No,” she said. “I don’t like fighting with you when you’re away. We’ll fight about it when you get back.”
 
   Shawn smiled. “Deal.”
 
   “You don’t sound like yourself. What’s going on?”
 
   “Just bullshit. I’ll tell you when I get home.”
 
   “Will you?” she asked, her voice hoarse. “I wish I believed it,” she observed, almost to herself. 
 
   She was obviously tired and, no matter what she said, still a little pissed off because under normal circumstances, she never would’ve let that slip out. Between them, Riley was the one who always exercised restraint and kept things level. If there was ever a night when he needed her to keep things level, this was it. He wouldn’t have cared if she didn’t talk at all - it would have been enough to listen to her breathing on the other end of the line and that would have calmed him.
 
   Shawn opened the blinds and sat on the desk with his legs propped against the windowsill, looking out across the city. Hotel Derek was one of the most exclusive in the city with suites that looked more like modern studio apartments. This was what people dreamed about when they imagined what it was like to be wealthy – views like this, in every city they visited, the entire world stretched out at their feet. 
 
   “What’re you thinking?” Riley asked on the other end of the line.
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “Well I’m tired, Shawn. I don’t know if I can sit here while you think about nothing. I have work tomorrow.”
 
   Definitely still pissed.
 
   “Are you there?” she demanded.
 
   “Yeah, I’m here. I’m just trying to figure out what the fuck your problem is,” he said.
 
    “The problem, Shawn, is that I’m not your employee, and for that matter not your possession,” she said. “So I need a little more give and take.”
 
   “What are you talking about now?” he said, exasperated.
 
   “I’m sitting here, something’s obviously wrong and you . . .” she sighed. “Forget it.”
 
   “No, speak your mind.”
 
    “You called, so talk to me. What’s going on? That’s not a difficult question. I share something, you share something. I want to feel like you trust me enough . . .”
 
   “We talk all the fucking time, Riley. And talk and talk and talk. I don’t know what you want from me. And who said anything about not trusting you?”
 
   “It doesn’t feel like you do,” she said quietly. “I can feel you holding back.”
 
   “Well, if you want to get technical about it, you were cheating on your man when we got together, so some people might say you’re not the most trustworthy to begin with,” he said.
 
   “Wow. I knew that would come back up one day. That’s a rotten thing to say.”
 
   “But it’s a true thing to say,” Shawn said.
 
   “I was with you. You’re the person I was with.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m sure that made him feel a lot better. What did you tell him anyway, to make it okay? That you fell in love?”
 
   “I did fall in love,” she said quietly.
 
   “Yeah. From the moment we met? That’s what all that sneaking around was about for you? Love?”
 
   “What do you want me to say? That I was in it for the sex? Okay, I was in it for the sex. At first. Just like you. Why is what I did any worse?” she demanded.
 
   “Because you were ‘with somebody’,” he raised his voice. “Isn’t that what the fuck you said after I hit it? But you lied to that motherfucka like a pro. For months.”
 
   There was silence for awhile and then he realized she was crying. He’d never made her cry before, but instead of feeling remorse, Shawn was surprised to feel a surge of resentment. The fact that she could still cry about that shit with Brian just pissed him off more. Did she still have feelings for that motherfucka, or what?
 
   “I didn’t lie to him,” she said. “I . . .”
 
   “You just didn’t tell him the truth. Semantics, Riley. Looks like that fancy English degree is coming in handy after all.”
 
   “I can’t believe you’re doing this,” she said. “That you’re trying to make me ashamed of what happened between us, no matter how imperfect the circumstances were.”
 
   “How imperfect the circumstances,” Shawn repeated. “Right. There you go again, trying to dress the shit up. You were fucking me when you were with him. I agree that’s pretty damn imperfect. How many times did you leave my bed and go straight to his? Lay up with me one day and then him the next?”
 
   She was really sobbing now and seemed unable to get out what she wanted to say. Shawn shook his head. He didn’t need this shit. Not right now.
 
   “You want to preach to me about give-and-take in a relationship?” he continued. “Well you better check yourself first. Looks to me like you’re real good at the ‘take’ when it suits you. Hell, for all I know, you might fall in love again. With someone else. Someone who doesn’t have a hard time sharing. Someone who talks your fucking ears off about what he’s thinking and doesn’t get into fights and shit.”
 
   “That’s not how it works,” she said, gulping, trying to catch her breath.  
 
   “So go ahead, Riley. Tell me how it works.”
 
   “Are you seriously saying you think I would cheat on you?”
 
   “I don’t know what I’m saying, okay?” he was suddenly exhausted. 
 
   “Then maybe I should just let you go.”
 
   “Yeah. You should.”
 
   He hung up before she could say goodbye.
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   Greg looked up at her, took a deep breath and then looked down again at the sheaf of papers on his desk.
 
   “I have to be honest, Riley,” he said. “I’m not sure this gets us where we want to be.”
 
   Riley felt herself deflate, even though she’d known, walking into this meeting that the conversation would go precisely as it had. Greg had spared her the public flogging of the writers’ meeting for a reason. He hated her piece on Chris; it was as simple as that. He hated it enough not to want to humiliate her by describing the full dimensions of that hatred in a public forum.
 
   “Honestly Greg, I’m not sure where we want to be,” she admitted. 
 
   “Well then help me with this, Riley. Tell me what you were thinking with this “Softer Side of Scaife” piece.”
 
   The way he said the title, which Riley actually thought was quite clever, was vaguely disparaging and didn’t make her feel particularly forthcoming. 
 
   “Does it matter at this point what I was thinking?” she asked wearily. “You didn’t get it. And if readers don’t get it . . .”
 
   Greg held up a hand to stop her. “Or maybe I don’t get the readers you’re writing for,” he said. “I freely acknowledge that this is new ground for me, and for the magazine.”
 
   “Maybe I don’t get these readers either, Greg. That’s what I tried to tell you. This is not my audience. This is my husband’s audience.” 
 
   Greg looked at her, his face blank and Riley suspected she may have gone too far. He slid the pages across the desk toward her.
 
   “You’ll see I’ve written some notes,” he said. “Read them and see what you can do. Bring me a revision on Monday.”
 
   Riley grabbed the pages and stood, turning on her heel.
 
   “Riley,” Greg said, stopping her in her tracks. “Your tenacity is one of the reasons I gave you this assignment. Your unrelenting pursuit of ‘getting it right’. And your confidence in your talent. I would hate to see you lose those qualities just because I’ve challenged you to expand your sense of what is relevant and interesting.”
 
   Ouch.
 
   Back in her office, she stuck Greg’s notes in her bag and shut down her computer. She was due home early, because Shawn was back today from Houston and they were going to a party at the home of the head of Sony Music. The party was an event that she’d agreed to, long before their fight about the Cameron Cole party.
 
   Since then, they had both carefully avoided talking about it and about the hurtful telephone conversation that followed. Shawn still called her every night, but it was nothing more than a check-in: Hey-I’m-here-show-went-well-how-are-you-fine-great-goodbye. 
 
   They were distant with each other, neither of them knowing how to bridge the gulf. She missed him. Even though there was contact, they hadn’t had a connection in over a week. Silence would have been better. 
 
   As soon as she walked into the apartment, Riley knew he was home. It wasn’t that anything in particular had been moved, it was just a subtle change in energy that told her Shawn was around. In the bedroom, he’d dumped a pile of clothes for dry-cleaning on the bed, and his boots at the door of his dressing room. He was considerably messier than she was, but Riley still welcomed any sign that he was home.
 
   She grabbed a dry-cleaning bag from the hall closet and began stuffing it with his and her clothes, and was on her knees digging through the laundry basket, looking for more stuff to include when she looked up and found Shawn standing over her.
 
   “Holy crap!” She grabbed her chest. “You scared me.”
 
   “Sorry,” he said, impassively. “I thought I heard you come in.”
 
   Riley noted that he didn’t make any move to kiss, or even touch her. Swallowing her disappointment, she turned once again to look through the laundry.
 
   “Anything else you need sent out?” she asked, forcing herself to sound casual.
 
   “Just the stuff you grabbed already,” he said.
 
   She busied herself with the clothes, wondering why he was still standing there. 
 
   “Are we going to dinner before this thing?” she asked. “Or are they going to have food there?”
 
   “They’ll have food,” he said. 
 
   When she looked up again, he had turned and was heading for his dressing room. Riley let out a breath she hadn’t even been aware she was holding and stood with the dry cleaning bag, tossing it over her shoulder.
 
   “I’m going to go drop these off,” she said. She was trying to sound as normal as possible, and the effect was to make her sound tense.
 
   “We have a concierge, Riley,” Shawn said, sticking his head out of the dressing room. He sounded annoyed. “I don’t know why you don’t use them for stuff like this.”
 
   “Seems easier to do it myself,” she mumbled.
 
   Shawn made an impatient sound and grabbed the phone from beside the bed. He punched out a few numbers and spoke to the person on the other end, telling them that he needed the dry-cleaning picked up.
 
   “There,” he said when he hung up. “Done.”
 
   Riley stood with the bag in hand, feeling foolish.
 
   “I’ll take it to the front door, then,” she said.
 
   She slow-walked to the foyer and left the bag by the door, taking a deep breath. This was not shaping up to be the reconciliation she’d imagined and hoped for. And following her conversation with Greg this afternoon, the last thing she needed was an evening full of tense silences. 
 
   Taking a deep breath, she went back to the bedroom and into her dressing room opposite Shawn’s, looking over her wardrobe and trying to decide what to wear. Thanks to Tracy’s tenacity, she had lots of new stuff to choose from. Dresses, chic pantsuits, shoes that cost almost a month’s salary. And then there was the jewelry. Shawn bought her new things all the time; without warning adding necklaces, earrings and bracelets to her collection often without breathing a word about it. Riley had grown accustomed to walking in and finding a new lariat or ring added to the glass top jewelry organizer at the center of her sizeable dressing room.
 
   Most of his choices were simple pieces that she might have bought herself, if she wasn’t the kind of woman to balk at spending fifteen thousand dollars on a bracelet. This time though, there was nothing new and she was both relieved and disappointed. 
 
   Riley couldn’t quite decipher this mood of his; unless she was mistaken, she was the one who had a right to be upset—he had embarrassed her by fighting at a party over some imagined pass that Cameron Cole made at her and then later suggested that she was likely to cheat on him because she’d done it before with Brian. 
 
   So why was she this unsettled? Well, she knew why. She wasn’t used to Shawn not wanting to touch her. Usually, he was all over her, almost as though he couldn’t help himself. A rush of insecurity coursed through her and she cursed herself for feeling so . . . bereft, just because he hadn’t ripped her clothes off the minute she walked in. But the disturbing truth was that she’d always suspected that the balance of power in their relationship depended on him wanting her as much as he did. The intensity with which he wanted her was matched only by the intensity with which she loved him. One did not work without an assurance of the other.
 
   “I’m wearing brown.”
 
   Riley turned at the sound of his voice. Shawn was standing at the door holding up a shirt. She shrugged. “Okay?”
 
   “In case you wanted to wear something that . . .”
 
   She smiled. “That matches? Are we coordinating colors now?”
 
   Shawn said nothing. She suspected that it was his way of checking out her outfit to make sure it wasn’t too revealing. Taking a quick scan, she pulled out a pale yellow Donna Karan maxi dress with a halter neckline. There was a slit that ran up to her mid-thigh, but no one could accuse her of showing too much skin in this number, not even her ridiculously jealous husband.
 
   “How’s this look?”
 
   “Good,” he nodded, satisfied and walked out. “I’m about to jump in the shower.”
 
   Normally, he would have asked her to join him. Normally, she would not need to be asked. Riley instead headed for the kitchen where she fixed herself a quick snack of crackers and brie. It was going to be a long, long night.
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   She couldn’t remember ever having been this angry. Ever. Riley twirled her champagne glass between her fingers and tried to concentrate on what Chris was saying but couldn’t. Her gaze was drawn repeatedly to the other end of the great room where a woman with a creamy chocolate complexion and long, glossy jet black hair was taking every opportunity to touch her husband.
 
   Shawn would say something and she would laugh, reaching out to stroke his lapel or squeeze his arm. Shawn would turn to speak to someone else, and she would rest her arm, oh so casually, on his shoulder. Shawn headed for the bar and she followed. Not immediately—because that would be too obvious—but shortly thereafter. For an hour now, ever since dinner, this woman in the electric blue dress had been hanging on to him and Shawn didn’t seem to want to do anything about it.
 
   “Who is that?” she asked Chris now, interrupting something he was in the middle of saying, something she hadn’t been listening to in any event.
 
   Chris glanced in Shawn’s direction. “Stephanie something. She’s an Arista executive.” Then he smiled. “What’s the matter?”
 
   “Nothing.” 
 
   Riley determinedly turned her back so that she was no longer looking in Shawn and Stephanie-Something’s direction.
 
   Chris shook his head and stifled a smile. “This is nothing,” he said. “You should see when he’s just gotten done performing.”
 
   Riley took a swallow of her champagne. “Thanks,” she said. “Thank you for that.”
 
   Shawn had been ignoring her all night. On the ride to the party, he’d answered every question she asked with monosyllables until she started feeling a little desperate and humiliated for trying so hard to get him to speak to her. Finally she’d just turned away and looked out the window at the city lights whizzing by. The drive out to Long Island seemed to take forever, like the silence. 
 
   Once or twice, she glanced at Shawn out of the corner of her eye but he was answering email, or texting. He may as well have been in the car alone. Earlier, when she’d come out of the dressing room fully dressed, he’d looked her over as though he was checking for compliance with some unspoken standard. Apparently, she’d met the standard, though just barely.
 
   “Let’s go,” he’d said. “I called a car. They should be downstairs by now.”
 
   During dinner, was when Stephanie-Something had made her first appearance. Their host, the corpulent head of Sony Music, had followed the Emily Post guideline of not seating couples together, so instead Shawn was seated next to Stephanie-Something. All through dinner, the woman had ogled him and totally ignored the person sitting on the other side of her. Once, she’d reached out for his bread instead of her own and broke off and ate a piece of it before realizing her mistake. And when she did, she held his arm as she apologized, and somehow, her hand stayed where it was, on his arm, all through the salad course.
 
   At that point, Riley might have been inclined to chalk it up to being just a case of yet another flirty woman trying to get Shawn’s attention, but he seemed to enjoy it. He smiled and oriented his body toward her when she spoke to him. And there was the subtle way he leaned his head in her direction. He seemed to know her, Riley thought. They weren’t new acquaintances, she was almost certain of it. She could feel the pace of her heart increase.
 
   And now, she was being forced to suffer through the after-dinner cocktails, watching Shawn being pawed and followed around by this tramp in heat. Riley emptied her glass and handed it to Chris.
 
   “Could you get me another one of these?”
 
   “You sure?” he asked. “You’ve had a few, haven’t you?”
 
   “What are you, the drink police?” she asked. Even she could hear that she slurred a little that time.
 
   Chris looked at her and nodded. “Okay, I’ll get you one more.”
 
   Riley watched as he crossed the room in the direction of the bar. On his way there, he paused and said something in Shawn’s ear. Whatever it was, Shawn looked at her, really looked at her for the first time all night. For a moment, their eyes met and in that instant, he looked like himself. He looked at her the way he always did, like she was the most important person in the world; the only person in the world. And just as her anger dissipated just a smidgen, Stephanie-Something leaned in to recapture his attention.
 
   Instead of waiting for Chris to bring her the drink, she headed for the bar herself, brushing by Shawn as she went. Before she could get there, he held her arm and leaned in, his lips pressed against her ear.
 
   “We’re leaving,” he said. “You don’t need another one of those.”
 
   That tiny contact, his lips on her ear, softened her and Riley turned to look at him but his face was so hard and cold, it made her want to cry. One minute pissed and now she wanted to cry. 
 
   What the hell was wrong with her? 
 
   She opened her mouth to tell him she wasn’t ready just to be difficult, but honestly, by then she would have done just about anything to get him away from that woman who even now seemed to be simply biding her time until Shawn got rid of his troublesome little wife.
 
   “Fine,” she said. “Let’s go.”
 
   She turned on her heel and walked away.
 
   The drive back seemed longer than the one that got them there. Riley sat still and quiet for as long as she could, but they were now minutes from home, and she had a feeling Shawn would retreat immediately to his den. And tomorrow, he would be leaving. If she wanted to address everything that had happened this evening, now might be her best chance. 
 
   “Do you know her?” she asked, trying to maintain control of her voice.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “The devil in the blue dress.”
 
   Shawn gave a short laugh. “Riley, you had too much to drink. You’re trippin’.”
 
   “I asked if you knew her,” she said, her voice rising.
 
   Shawn turned to look at her, and his face was obscured in the dark of the car. 
 
   “Yeah,” he said. “I know her.”
 
   Something about the way he said it made it clear that he meant he knew Stephanie. In the biblical sense. Riley felt her face— no, her entire head—grow warm. Before she could stop herself, she swung at him, but Shawn grabbed her wrist, his eyes wide and surprised.
 
   “What the . . . Riley!”
 
   Then they were pulling up in front of their building and Riley pried her hand lose, opening the door and running inside, past Javier, the evening doorman, and toward the elevators. She was relieved when the doors opened for her right away and she got upstairs well ahead of him. 
 
   In the bedroom she peeled off her dress and tossed it across the armchair, sitting on the edge of the bed in her underwear and beginning to unstrap her overpriced, silver designer high heels. Stupid fucking shoes that she only ever wore to events like this, because she was trying to be a good wife and trying to fit in . . . and what was the thanks she got? Complete humiliation; first at Cameron’s party and again tonight.
 
   “Riley!”
 
   She jumped at the sound of Shawn’s voice. Shouting. He was shouting at her now. Riley’s heart raced, and she could feel something building inside her, intensifying to what was sure to be a terrifying crescendo. When he appeared at the bedroom door she looked up at him. 
 
   “What the fuck was that?” he demanded. 
 
   “You’re a hypocrite, that’s what!” she said. “You spent the whole night with that woman hanging on to you like  . . .”
 
   “She works for Arista, Riley. She’s in . . .”
 
   “Don’t you dare stand there and pretend that was a business relationship!”
 
   “Okay, yeah,” Shawn ran a hand over his head. “I fucked her once. So what? It was before we were married.”
 
   “Hypocrite!” Riley grabbed one of her stilettos and launched it at his head. 
 
   Shawn ducked and it crashed instead against the bedroom door. Undaunted, Riley grabbed the other shoe and threw that at him as well. That time, her missile made contact with its intended target, hitting Shawn in the bicep. He looked at her as though she was a complete stranger, his mouth open in shock. Then before she knew what was happening, Shawn had crossed the room and pushed her back onto the bed, holding her down by her arms, his legs straddling hers.
 
   “What the hell is wrong with you?” he asked. 
 
   He actually looked concerned, as though he suspected she’d lost her mind but Riley was too enraged to stop now. She thrashed beneath him, trying to shake him off her, but he was too strong and all she succeeded in doing was exhausting herself. He held her fast until she stopped fighting him and instead lay there, helpless, her chest heaving, her heart feeling as though it might jump right out of her chest.
 
   “Baby,” he began.
 
   “Don’t ‘baby’ me!” she snapped. “You were with her all evening! If I ever paid that much attention to any man, no, to any person other than you . . .” 
 
   Shawn blanched as her words sunk in. For an instant, he looked almost ashamed. Riley, taking this as a possible moment of weakness and an opportunity, tried again to break free but still, he held her in place. Then he lowered his head so his forehead was pressed against hers and despite working to hold on to it, she could feel her anger begin to dissolve.
 
   “I don’t understand what’s going on with you,” Riley said, her voice trembling a little. “Or why you’re treating me this way.”
 
   Still he said nothing. Riley tried once again to get away but he wouldn’t release his grip.
 
   “Stop, Shawn,” she said, frustrated. “Just let me go.” 
 
   Then, without warning, the tears were flowing and because he had her arms pinned, she was helpless and could only turn her head as they streaked down her face. Riley could just imagine the mess she looked, with her streaked make-up and runny nose.
 
   “Let me go,” she said, squeezing her eyes shut. “Let me go. Let me go.”
 
   Suddenly Shawn’s mouth was on hers; he was kissing her, despite her tears, her snot-nose and her blubbering. He ran his lips back and forth, side to side over hers, and then his tongue was in her mouth, coaxing a response. 
 
   Riley wanted to resist, but she didn’t know how to, because she wanted him so much. She’d missed him touching her. And for the past few hours when it had seemed like he didn’t want her, the sense of loss had been almost overwhelming. Her breathing intensified again, but this time for very different reasons.
 
   Shawn moved his attention to her neck, kissing, nipping and sucking her there so that it was painful and pleasurable at the same time. She could feel the blood rise to the surface of her skin under his mouth and knew he’d left a mark and that it was intentional. He released her arms and moved his hands to her back, releasing the clasps on her strapless bra. Riley let him kiss her across her chest and basked in the feeling as he took one of her nipples in his mouth and then the other. She reached up and put both her hands on his head.
 
   “Did you . . . want her?” she asked, between breaths.
 
   “No,” he said, without hesitation, not raising his head or pausing what he was doing.
 
   “Then why . . ?”
 
   “Because I was trying to hurt you,” he said. 
 
   He reached down and slid her underwear over her thighs, bending her legs so he could tug it off and toss it aside.
 
   “What?” Riley opened her eyes wide, staggered by this admission. “Why?” she gasped. 
 
   She tried to sit up, but Shawn still wouldn’t budge, so she was held in place by his chest pressed against her. He raised his hips and she felt rather than saw him remove his pants. Riley heard his boots hit the wood floor.
 
   “What for, Shawn?” 
 
   She tried to catch sight of his face, but he seemed to be deliberately avoiding eye contact.
 
   “For doing what you do,” he said against her ear. 
 
   His warm breath caused a pleasurable shiver to travel down her back and all the way to her toes. Riley opened her mouth to ask him what he meant but at that moment he pushed into her and she cried out in surprise, her nails digging into his triceps. Just as she caught her breath, he pulled back and pressed into her again, this time much harder. He moved against her hard and fast. This was what she wanted. It was a feeling so missed, so welcome, so delicious, that she allowed her head to fall back and let herself forget what she wanted to ask him.
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   Shawn left the apartment under the cover of darkness just before dawn. Brendan would be waiting for him downstairs so they could fly back to Houston. Riley was in a deep sleep and had not stirred at all as he showered and threw a few items into a bag; she was probably emotionally and physically spent from the night before. And he was relieved, not sure he could face her. How could he explain to her what he didn’t understand himself? All he knew was that his wife was the only person who made him feel like this, like he couldn’t fucking breathe, and didn’t know whether he was coming or going. 
 
   He liked that she was independent, but he hated it too. Like her setting up that interview with Chris without telling him, and then being so close-lipped about what they’d talked about. And as for that whole deal with Cameron? What he hadn’t admitted to her was that he’d been angry at Cameron, but irrational as it was, he was at angry at her as well, just for being in Cameron’s orbit and being the way she was . . . with that careless sex appeal. And to make matters worse, swirling around in his brain had been that email from Chris: You lucky motherfucker. He liked that other men noticed her, but he also hated that most of all. 
 
   And he loved that she wanted to know him, really know him, but sometimes it felt like too much. Always with the fucking questions: what are you thinking, Shawn? What are you feeling, Shawn? Wanting to go deeper than anyone had ever gone before. As if she didn’t own him already. That was his reality; she owned him, mind, body and soul.
 
   And yet, she had no earthly clue of that fact. Why else would she flip out on him about Stephanie? 
 
   He’d wanted to make what now seemed like a stupid point, to make her feel just a tiny taste of what he felt when Cameron had made his move on her. Show her how it was that he got to a point where he wanted to kill that motherfucker. He hadn’t been prepared that she would get to that point herself, crazy with jealousy because he’d let Stephanie flirt with him a little. At worst he thought she might become pensive, and later seek him out to talk about it. That was what Riley did. She talked things through, always. So when she reacted the way she did, he hadn’t been prepared. He’d never seen her like that before.
 
   Her reaction had aroused all kinds of conflicting feelings: he was shocked, and honestly, he’d been secretly pleased and more than a little turned on by the sight of her eyes blazing with anger, all because she felt threatened that some other woman was poaching on her territory. There was some satisfaction to that, he had to admit—yeah, he wanted to say, now you know what it feels like when someone goes after what’s rightfully yours.
 
   But he was scared too, especially now in the quiet aftermath, that maybe he’d opened a Pandora’s Box of craziness in his marriage and they would become one of those couples who co-existed only on a steady diet of fighting and fucking. He didn’t want that for them. Riley was his quiet, his comfort, his solace and he wanted to be that for her as well.
 
   Last night had been a mistake. Something he did because he still needed proof, day after day after day that his wife would choose to be with someone like him. He’d even given her a hickey, like some high school kid, marking her so that anyone who looked would know she was taken. Thinking about it now, he was embarrassed to admit that that was exactly what had motivated it.
 
   And so here he was skulking out like a thief in the night, ashamed that he’d played her like that, messing with her head like she did with his. Only in his case, it was intentional and Riley, Riley was just being exactly who he’d known her to be when he married her. Being the only person he would want her to be. 
 
   For the first time since they’d been married, he was actually relieved to be leaving home. Maybe away from her he could figure his shit out.
 
   “I heard you and the wife got into it at the party last night,” Brendan said without greeting as he slid into the car.
 
   “We didn’t get into it at the party,” Shawn denied. But we did go bat-shit crazy once we got home. “And tell Chris I said that he’s a little bitch, carrying gossip like a thirteen-year old girl.”
 
   Brendan laughed. “Ah, so it’s true. What happened? Stephanie give you some wood so you lost your natural Black mind and forgot your wife was around?”
 
   “I couldn’t give a shit about Stephanie,” Shawn said.
 
   “From what I hear, it didn’t look like that last night,” Brendan said as he pulled away from the curb. And when Shawn said nothing, he looked at him. “You’re really working overtime to fuck this up, aren’t you?”
 
   By the time they landed in Houston, Shawn had had more than ample time to think about the folly of his actions the previous night. While Brendan was in the terminal, still waiting for his luggage, he sat in the truck they’d rented, in the waiting zone, gazing at his hand on the steering wheel. He’d removed the wrap and the three sutures from his altercation with Cameron were already beginning to disappear into his skin. They would leave a small, barely noticeable scar when it healed. 
 
   If he wanted to put an end to this madness, he could call Riley right now. He was practically itching to dial the number. She would be getting ready for yoga. If she was in any shape for yoga after last night. Thinking about her face as he moved above her, and her eyes—she almost always kept them open, staring right into his—was enough to make him shift uncomfortably in his seat. 
 
   Yeah, sure he could call, but he didn’t know what he’d say if he heard her voice. He was crazy about that girl, half out of his mind crazy about her. But he didn’t understand her and what was worse, he wasn’t sure he even understood himself when he was with her. Shawn chucked his cell phone into the back seat, well out of his reach, and turned on the radio, wondering whether he would catch one of the promo spots for his show that evening.
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   The after-party for the final Houston show was at the house of some new up-and-coming R&B singer who was supposed to be the next Whitney Houston. Shawn watched as she worked the room, wearing a tiny top that looked like a handkerchief tied around her small breasts and black skinny jeans. She was probably about sixteen years old, he thought as he watched her guzzling champagne with her guests. Maybe seventeen. 
 
   When he was that age, he too was being indoctrinated into the entertainment world. He remembered what it was like, getting that first rush from the attention given to him by people who seemed to love him, though they didn’t even know him. For the longest time, it was enough to have the approval of strangers. Now that he was older, he saw it for what it was – hollow and ultimately unsatisfying.
 
   He sat on a sofa in the corner of the room, twirling his phone around in his hands, yawning. Only an hour in and he was ready to go. Shortly after getting back to Houston from his trip home, he’d done something stupid. He’d answered one of Keisha’s calls and on an impulse, arranged for her to join the show as a dancer. Her attentions were hollow as well, but were for now a welcome distraction.
 
   A waiter stopped in front of him, offering a glass of champagne.  He shook his head. He’d had more than enough to drink tonight. Before the after-party they’d stopped at two bars, and he’d tossed back the Patrón with Brendan and a couple of the roadies until his eyes crossed.
 
   “You got Sprite?” he asked. “You think you could get me one?”
 
   “Of course, sir.”
 
   Usually he was pumped up after a show and wide awake, but tonight he was edgy and restless but tired at the same time. The Toyota Center was a challenging venue to fill, but he’d filled it, and even more than that, in spite of his earlier crisis of confidence he’d blown the roof off the joint, having one of the best shows he’d had in a year. He wanted to call his wife and tell her all about it, but it was late and would involve another conversation he didn’t feel ready to have. And Riley hadn’t called him either since that night so Shawn had no idea whether she would welcome hearing from him or not. 
 
   Still, he shouldn’t have flown Keisha out. But things with Riley right now were hard, and Keisha was an amusement, albeit a high maintenance one. After the show, she’d managed to stick to him like glue, even finagling an invitation to the party. Right now, she was near the bar someplace, socializing with people she’d probably only read about in the tabloids or seen on Entertainment Tonight. When they’d walked in, she had held on to his arm proprietarily until he’d excused himself to hit the Men’s Room. 
 
   Brendan came over rubbing his eyes and looking tired himself. It was easy to forget that for every hour he worked, Brendan worked two or three.  
 
   “I’m about to bounce, man. You coming?”
 
   “Yeah,” Shawn stood right away, following him out.
 
    As they got into the rented Land Rover, he noticed that it was only just after two a.m.
 
   “Damn. We must be getting old,” he said. “Remember when we used to be hitting clubs till six in the morning and then straight to grab some chicken and waffles?”
 
   “Yup,” Brendan laughed. “I don’t think I have that in me no more. You see some of the honeys at the party? They were like . . . prepubescent and shit.”
 
   Shawn laughed. “It was probably her Girl Scout troop.”
 
   “From what I heard, she’s no Girl Scout,” Brendan said shaking his head. “Lisa P or whatever the hell her name is – how old is she? Fifteen?”
 
   “I was thinking the same thing. And how ‘bout her crib, man? It was like six, seven number ones before I could afford some shit like that.”
 
   “Yeah, but that house ain’t hers. She might think it’s hers, but it really belongs to the label. She’s just a tenant. The minute her numbers fall off, her ass will get booted the fuck out.”
 
   “It’s a cold, cold world,” Shawn said.
 
   “No doubt.”
 
   They fell into a companionable silence, and Brendan turned on the radio, scanning radio stations.
 
   “So what’s up with Keisha?” he asked, a little too casually.
 
   “I should’ve known that was coming,” Shawn said. “Nothing’s up with Keisha.”
 
   “Then why’s she here?”
 
   “To fill in the empty spaces.”
 
   “Shawn. You’re fucking up.”
 
   “Nothing to do with you, B.”
 
   “I’m just sayin’, man. Your wife is not the kind to stand for that mess. She will leave your ass.”
 
   “I don’t need you to tell me about Riley. I know my wife, a’ight?”
 
   “Fine. I said what I had to say,” Brendan looked at him.
 
   Shawn was still restless and awake in his hotel room around three-thirty when his phone rang. He picked up right away, hoping—but not really believing—that maybe it was Riley. It was only Keisha, and she sounded like she had a few drinks in her.
 
   “Why you leave the party without sayin’ nuthin’?” she whined.
 
   “Just because the party’s over for me don’t mean it has to be over for everybody. What you doin’ up so late?”
 
   “What you doin’ up so late?”
 
   “I asked you first.”
 
   “I just got in. Wasn’t that house phat? I never been in a place that nice before.”
 
   “Yeah, it was decent.”
 
   “What if I stopped by your room?”
 
   Shawn hesitated. “A’ight. C’mon through,” he said finally.
 
   Keisha was still wearing her party clothes. Tight jeans and a silver sequined tank top that scooped low in the front and back. She pushed past him and into the room. In her hand was a bottle of wine.
 
   “I took this from the party,” she said, holding it up.
 
   “Merlot?” Shawn said locking the door. “You like that?”
 
   Keisha smiled. “Never had it.”
 
   “You won’t like it,” he said moving toward her.
 
   “Why not?” she put the bottle down and folded her arms across her chest.
 
   “For one thing, you don’t drink it chilled . . .”  
 
   He was directly in front of her now. They were almost touching.
 
   “How do you drink it?”she asked her voice barely audible. “Hot?”
 
   He laughed. “Not exactly.” 
 
   Shawn leaned in, brushing her lips with his, teasing her and testing himself; pulling back when she leaned forward. 
 
   “If you don’t drink it chilled and you don’t drink it hot, then how do you .  . ?”
 
   He kissed her to shut her up. Pressing his lips hard against hers, he forced them apart with his tongue. He slid his hands down her sides and lifted her blouse, his thumbs caressing her nipples. Keisha leaned against the pressure of his hands and reached between them, rubbing him through his pants until he was hard. But when she reached for his zipper, he pulled back abruptly.
 
   “What’s the matter?” she asked.  
 
   Just a sudden attack of conscience. Shawn pushed the thought back down. He’d been toeing the line with this girl for weeks, and now he could either step over it, or turn back. 
 
   Keisha smiled knowingly. “You want me to leave?” she asked.
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   [bookmark: _Toc335582256]Chapter Twelve
 
   [bookmark: Cheating] 
 
   Riley reached out and grabbed a hold on Brian’s hand to avoid being separated from him in the thick of the crowd. He gripped her fingers firmly and pulled her closer until he was shielding her with his body, one arm draped across her shoulder. She stiffened for a moment and then relaxed, allowing him to hold her at his side.
 
   “I wish we were closer to the stage,” he said, leaning in to speak into her ear.
 
   “Me too. But it’s pretty cool being here at all. Thank you for thinking of inviting me.”
 
   “I knew you would kill me if I didn’t and you heard about it.”
 
   Toni Morrison was at the university, reading from her latest book and some of her other works and Brian had called her the previous evening to find out whether she was interested. Riley was eager to accept. Toni Morrison’s Sula was her all-time favorite book and the opportunity to be in the same room as the author gave her something to look forward to after a week of emotional unrest. 
 
   “You want to grab dinner after this?” Brian asked now.
 
   Riley nodded and smiled up at him. Brian reached down and rubbed the back of his hand across her cheek. Riley was surprised to feel pinpricks of tears in her eyes at the affectionate gesture. He’d always been such a calming presence, and with all the tumult in her marriage right now, she craved a little calm.
 
   Since that awful night when Shawn had admitted flirting with that woman just to be hurtful, she was in a tailspin. She hadn’t even been able to bring herself to call him to ask what he meant, and it had been over a week and he hadn’t called her either, to explain or for any other reason for that matter. To say that she was confused didn’t even begin to capture it. Clearly, he was punishing her for something, but she had no idea what.
 
   After the first couple of days spent debating how to broach the subject, she decided to wait. Shawn had something to sort out, and if there was one thing that night proved, it was that she couldn’t help him do it. So she had to be patient and hold on to the one thing of which she was certain—her husband loved her. 
 
   Toni Morrison had a serene presence, and a voice that was quiet, but strong and certain. She sat at the center of an otherwise empty stage in an armchair, reading to the audience as though to a child at bedtime. The sole light trained on her illuminated the lines and planes of her face and her crown of graying dreadlocks. As she read, Riley felt a chill at the back of her neck. The passage seemed to speak directly to her.
 
    
 
   “She had been looking all along for a friend, and it took her a while to discover that a lover was not a comrade and could never be—for a woman. And that no one would ever be that version of herself which she sought to reach out to and touch with an ungloved hand. There was only her own mood and whim, and if that was all there was, she decided to turn the naked hand toward it, discover it and let others become as intimate with their own selves as she was.”
 
    
 
   Riley blinked back tears and nodded. For some reason at that exact moment, even though he didn’t look down at her, Brian squeezed her shoulder.
 
   They ate at Luke’s where the food was mediocre but the ambiance was familiar and comforting. Brian ordered his usual gyro and fries while Riley chose the slightly too greasy chicken Caesar salad. As they ate, they talked about the reading and then about Brian’s impending clerkship with a judge he admired in the New York State Court of Appeals, the state’s highest court.
 
   “So you’ll be in Albany this summer,” Riley said.
 
   “Yup. Not the most happening town, but I’m excited to learn how the process really works, y’know?”
 
   Riley nodded. She did know. They’d talked about this a lot once. It seemed a lifetime ago—sitting in her bed with her laptop, Brian next to her with those formidable law school texts opened and spread out around him. He had a clear vision of where he wanted to be and what he wanted to do with his law career. She’d admired that about him—his drive and certainty. 
 
   Brian had at first made her feel hopelessly unfocused in comparison, until he told her one night how much he respected that she’d gone out and seized her passion for writing so early and never wavered.
 
   You’re brave, he said. I went into Finance because I was too chickenshit to tell my family that if I went into the law, it wouldn’t be at one of the marquee firms that they worked in or would envision for me. But you went for it. I bet you do that with everything— just go for it.
 
   Riley hadn’t thought about herself that way before he said it. But now she did and some of it was because of him. He taught her think of herself as a fighter for what she believed in, for people she loved, and for things she wanted, and to not take those attributes for granted. Now, with Shawn, she understood how intense love could be and wondered sadly whether Brian had ever been anything to her besides a friend and a teacher. 
 
   “So can I ask how you’re finding married life, or is that off limits?”
 
   Riley shrugged. “You can ask, but I’ll almost always decline to answer,” she said. “It would be too weird, talking to you of all people about Shawn.”
 
   “That’s a loaded statement if I ever heard one,” Brian said taking a couple of fries in his mouth and chewing. “It implies that there’s something to tell.”
 
   Riley blushed. “I just meant talking about him in general.”
 
   “Sure?” Brian asked. “Because honestly, when I met you at the subway, before you spotted me? I saw you and thought you looked a little sad.”
 
   “Things have changed so much, Brian, and so fast,” Riley said shrugging. “I’m still adjusting.”
 
   Brian nodded. “I can see how that might be difficult,” he said, his voice gentle. “I bet it’s a whole different life.”
 
   “It is,” Riley said, swallowing a lump that rose in her throat.
 
   “But most of it good, right?” Brian’s voice was cautious, as though he didn’t want to insult her.
 
   “Most of it,” she nodded.
 
   “Well then I’m glad,” Brian said smiling at her.
 
   When she got home, Riley picked up the phone to see whether there was voicemail, hoping that today would be the day when Shawn called; that today would be the day he decided that he wanted to break the silence. But today was not the day. There was only one message and it was from Tracy whom she had been avoiding. If she saw Tracy, it would be immediately apparent to her friend that something was very wrong, and she didn’t feel ready to admit it. 
 
   She walked through the apartment, needlessly arranging things, in the already perfectly arranged space and remembered suddenly something Shawn had told her about his life. A lot of it is made up, he’d said. Basically arranged for my convenience. Like their perfectly arranged apartment, where everything appeared to be in its place, but just beneath the surface things had gone horribly awry with its inhabitants.
 
   Riley had spent countless hours thinking about where they had gone off the rails and couldn’t pinpoint it. All she knew was that now that he had her, Shawn seemed not to know what to do with her. 
 
   What did he mean when he said he’d wanted to hurt her? Why? And when he realized that he had, was he satisfied? Evidently not, because he was still keeping his distance.
 
   Thinking about how that night unfolded, and her reaction to him flirting with that woman, Riley was unsettled. She didn’t know she could behave that way, or even feel that way. Had they stayed at the party, she may have become one of those women who make scenes, publicly fly off the handle while everyone else looks on, shocked and embarrassed. She flushed to think about it. 
 
   In the middle of moving a pile of magazines from the entryway to the living room, Riley stopped in her tracks.
 
   Oh my god, that was it.
 
   That was what Shawn felt at Cameron’s. It was different, she knew, because she definitely hadn’t been flirting with Cameron, but if what Shawn felt was even one fraction of her emotions on the night of the Sony party . . .
 
   Riley put the magazines down and went into the bedroom, sitting on the edge of the bed and picking up the phone. Kicking off her shoes and folding her legs beneath her, she took a deep breath and dialed her husband’s number. She had to do this before she started to over think it, or lost her nerve. 
 
   Shawn answered after only one ring.
 
   “It’s me,” she said.
 
   “Hey,” he said. He sounded wary, unsure of himself.
 
   Riley could hear voices in the background, and then movement, as though he was walking away from the noise.
 
   “How are you?” she asked.
 
   He gave a short laugh. “Been better,” he said.
 
   “It’s good to hear your voice, Shawn.”
 
   “Yours too. I’m . . . I should have called you. I’ve been . . .”
 
   “Look, it doesn’t matter,” she said quickly. “It doesn’t matter why you didn’t call. It’s been difficult lately. For both of us. But I just wanted to say a couple things to you. If you have time to listen.”
 
   “I have time,” he said, his voice low.
 
   “I think I understand now,” she said. “Some of the stuff I’ve been giving you grief for, like Cameron’s and  . . . I don’t know how to explain this very well. I don’t think it was okay what you did at his party. 
 
   “And I think you need to find a way to deal with situations like that; a way that doesn’t involve fighting and letting things get out of hand. But I understand the feelings. I think maybe you think . . . maybe you thought I didn’t have those same feelings. About you, I mean.” Riley sighed, frustrated. “I’m not explaining myself very well.”
 
   “No,” Shawn said quickly. “I get what you’re saying.”
 
   “You do?” she asked, relieved.
 
   “Yeah.” 
 
   “Shawn, I get scared too,” she said. “And we’re so different I sometimes wonder if I give you what you need. . .” 
 
   “You do,” he said right away.
 
   “I know you say that, but I still wonder. And at that party I guess seeing you with that woman, I started thinking about that. Wondering whether someone else . . .”
 
   “No one else could ever give me what you give me, Riley,” Shawn said. 
 
   “I feel the same way,” she said. “So that’s why I called. I think it’s important for you to know that. Shawn, for me there is no one else who . . .” 
 
   “Look . . . I have to go, okay?” he said abruptly.
 
   Riley’s brow furrowed in confusion. He sounded so strange. He wanted to go now? Just as they seemed to be opening up to each other? There were a couple beats of silence. He seemed to be waiting for her permission.
 
   “Okay,” she said, finally. 
 
   But still he didn’t hang up.
 
   “Riley?” he said after a moment.
 
   “Yes?”she said, unable to keep the tears out of her voice.
 
   “I’m glad you called me.”
 
   And then he hung up.
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   Shawn was still holding the phone when Brendan came looking for him. He’d walked out on a business lunch without a word of explanation when he saw the number flash across the face of his phone. He hadn’t even considered how the conversation might go, why Riley might be calling, but knowing he would hear her voice was like seeing water after a drought. If she wanted to yell and curse and scream at him, he was prepared to take it. 
 
   “Are you crazy?” Brendan hissed at him, trying to keep his voice down. “You think those guys in there give a shit about talking to me? They want to talk to you! Why’d you walk out like that for?”
 
   “It was Riley,” Shawn explained. He put his phone back into his pocket.
 
   Brendan said nothing for a moment then shrugged, indicating the main dining room of the restaurant. Shawn knew better than to expect Brendan’s sympathy. He’d been warned, and chose not to heed it, and now he had to face the consequences of what he’d done.
 
   To say he’d made a mistake with Keisha didn’t even begin to capture it. All of a sudden it seemed like he couldn’t get rid of her.  But it wasn’t sudden—it had been a slow progression of stupid and reckless behavior which, had he been honest with himself, he should have foreseen would lead up to that night after the party.  
 
   It had been one of those encounters where everything seemed to pass in a blur of legs, thigh and naked ass. He didn’t even look at her face while he fucked her, but at a spot on the wall just above the headboard. She didn’t seem to notice, moving through multiple positions almost as though she was performing. And she probably was.
 
   Afterwards, he did look at her face and she had this expression; a self-satisfied look, like she’d won something. It took Shawn a moment to realize that she had won. He’d been outplayed by a groupie. All this time he’d told himself he was the one playing her—that he was using her to pass the time until he worked things out with Riley—but in reality she was strumming him like a guitar.
 
   She wanted to bag a rapper and she had. She wanted to be a professional dancer for hip-hop artists and now she was. And all he’d gotten out of it was a mediocre sexual performance and lump of guilt, sitting like a stone in his gut. 
 
   He’d never felt guilty after sex before. He’d never owed anyone anything before now. But sitting there at the foot of the bed, seeing Keisha’s reflection in the mirror all he could think about was Riley and the way she gave herself him to so completely. The way she loved him physically was the way she loved him emotionally—openly, freely and without fear or inhibition. It had taken his encounter with Keisha for him to realize in an instant that what he never believed was possible for him had actually happened. He didn’t want or need any other woman than his wife. 
 
   Great fucking time to make that discovery.
 
   After he was done with Keisha, the next thing he knew, he was literally sick to his stomach, crouched in front of the toilet bowl and hugging porcelain. The nausea was so strong, he kept waiting for the vomiting, but it didn’t come, just waves and waves of a sick feeling, roiling in the pit of his stomach. Whether it was all the alcohol or the self-loathing, he wasn’t sure. 
 
   Keisha stood over him, naked with a towel in her hand, wiping the perspiration from his forehead and he shrugged her off. When she left him alone in the bathroom, he brushed his teeth and showered, now thoroughly sober, hoping she would be gone when he got out. But she wasn’t. She was under the covers, looking like she planned to stay for the duration, smiling at him.  
 
   “You okay?” she asked.
 
   He didn’t answer, but asked her a question of his own. “You on the pill?”
 
   She smirked and shook her head slowly, looking down at her long, scarlet nails.
 
   “No?” Shawn asked, incredulous.
 
   She laughed lightly. “I was shakin’ my head ‘cause I don’t believe you asked me something like that. After.”
 
   “You think this shit is funny?” he said. “I asked if you on the fuckin’ pill. Now is you?” Something about her made him slip into what Riley liked to call his “street vernacular.”
 
   She nodded slowly. “I don’t want no kids,” she said quietly.
 
   “Yeah?” He pulled on his boxers. “Well good.”
 
   She didn’t say anything, so he looked up at her. “You need to leave,” he said bluntly. “Tomorrow’s gon’ be a long day.”
 
   “Go ahead, call your wife,” she said, her voice hard. “I’ll keep quiet.”
 
   Shawn grabbed her arm. “I told you don’t talk about her.”
 
   Keisha wrenched free and reached for her clothes. “Talk about her?” she sneered. “I did one better than that. I just fucked her man. And good.”
 
   When she was gone he reached for the phone and called New York for the first time in what seemed like forever. The phone rang many more times than usual; so many times, he expected voicemail to pick up. Then he heard her voice, thick with sleep, or crying? Had she been on the other line with someone else?
 
   “Hello?”
 
   Shawn tried to make himself say something, but he couldn’t think what. Even after his shower, he could smell Keisha’s scent on him. On the other end of the line, Riley was still holding the phone. He hung up. And then he sat there until he could see the salmon-colored sky that told him it was dawn.
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   The mailbox was full. Shawn stood staring at it for a moment, not comprehending, and then tugged out all the mail, which took some doing. It looked like no one had checked for at least a week. Riley was always good about stuff like that. He opened his duffle and stuffed the mail inside and dragged it upstairs with the rest of his luggage. As he pushed the door open and kicked his bags across the threshold, Shawn felt the weight of the last few weeks dissolve as though he’d shed a heavy coat.
 
   Chicago was going to be rough, so he was glad to be home, even though he had just one night. The thought of what he’d done to Riley and what he would have to do to keep it away from her made him sick but he needed to see her face, even if just for a little while. 
 
   The apartment was dark and silent. He turned on lights, walking through every room, but he already knew she wasn’t there. When he checked the closets he was relieved to see that all or most of her clothes were where they were supposed to be. Then he felt foolish. They were going through something right now, but it wasn’t as though she was about to leave him. 
 
   He had to keep reminding himself of that. Riley did not know anything about Keisha and she need never know because it wasn’t going to happen again. Nothing like that was ever going to happen again. Her weekend bag was missing. That was the one thing. Shawn checked her dressing room to confirm his suspicion. Yes, the weekend bag and her favorite boots weren’t there. He sat on the edge of the bed, trying to figure out what to do, where she might be. Finally, he called Brendan and got Tracy’s number.  
 
   Tracy’s voice changed as soon as she realized it was him.
 
   “You know where she’s at?” he asked her.
 
   “Yes. I do.”
 
   “You think you might want to tell me?” he asked, controlling his tone. If he pissed her off, she wouldn’t give up jack. And clearly she’d already gotten the rundown about . . . something. The Sony party would be Shawn’s guess.
 
   “No. But what I am thinking is that if she wanted you to know, you already would.”
 
   “Tracy,” he said, his voice measured and calm. “This is not your business. I just need to know where my wife is.”
 
   “Like I said, I don’t know that your wife wants you to know where she is.”  
 
   The way she said ‘wife’—her voice dripping with sarcasm—made him want to reach through the phone and smack the tar out of her.
 
   “If you’re that concerned,” she continued, “why don’t you just call her? You do remember the number don’t you?” 
 
   “Look. I’m in the city only till tomorrow night, okay? I’m going to Chicago. I’ll be there three nights then I’m coming back. When you see . . .”
 
   “How nice for you,” Tracy said frostily.
 
   “Tracy, cut me fucking break, okay?”
 
   “Who the hell do you think you’re speaking to? I am not Riley.”
 
   The line went dead.  
 
   Shawn held the receiver in his hand for a moment then walked through the apartment one last time, looking for a note. Anything.  But she’d left no clues to where she might be. Tracy was probably right. If Riley wanted him to know where she was, she would have told him. And she knew he was due home today, so clearly she didn’t want to see him. 
 
   Not calling her for this long had been the wrong move. And not opening up to her when she called him had been even worse. But he just hadn’t been able to stand it, listening to her tell him how much she loved him, and that he was the only one she needed, all the while knowing that just 48 hours before he’d been pounding Keisha into the mattress.
 
   He played their voicemail and at first there was nothing helpful there. A message from her job, one from building maintenance about window washers, and another about a book she had ordered at Barnes & Noble coming in, and finally one from Chris. Only he was calling for Riley, not for Shawn.
 
   He played it twice: Yo Riley, this is Chris. I got your message . . . yeah, that’s cool. Maybe it’ll work out next time. Call me, so we could get together for drinks or whatever. Peace.
 
   Get together for drinks? And what might work out next time?  Shawn bit into his lower lip and grabbed the phone, punching out Chris’ phone number. He got no answer at his house, so he called the mobile. Chris answered right away.
 
   “Yo playa, whassup?” Chris said. “I hear you tearin’ shit up coast to coast.”
 
   “Yeah?” Shawn asked. “How ‘bout you? Holding down the home front?”
 
   Chris laughed, obviously not detecting the tension in his voice. “You know. Doing my thing.”
 
   “So what’s up with you calling my house?”
 
   Chris said nothing for what seemed to Shawn like a suspiciously long time. “What you talking ‘bout? I ain’t called you. I knew you were in . . . oh! You mean when I called Riley about . . .”
 
   “Yeah, what the fuck you calling her for?”
 
   There was silence on the other end. 
 
   “What you got to say?” Shawn pressed.
 
   “You need to calm down, first of all,” Chris said, all the mirth gone from his voice. “And then second, try to remember who the hell you talkin’ to.”
 
   “You know who you talkin’ to?”
 
   “Yeah. I know. A nigga who want to go on the road pimpin’ with dancers then come back scared his wife might left him for a better man. I tell you what, because I know your wife, and because if I was in your situation I might even be a little scared my damn self, I’ma tell you why I called,” Chris paused. “She called to tell me they reconsidered running the story on me but still wouldn’t be doing it.  I hit her back.”
 
   “Man, I . . .”
 
   “Nah. Don’t try to backtrack. You fucked up. Everybody know ‘bout you and Keisha but let me tell you somethin’, kid. You ever come at me like that again, and I will bust a cap in your ass.”
 
   Then he had the phone hung up on him for the second time that evening.  
 
   Shawn sighed. He wasn’t worried about Chris. That was just how he communicated his displeasure; but by tomorrow the whole thing would be squashed. What did worry him was that the news of his little fling with Keisha had reached New York even before he had. But he didn’t think Riley knew. If she did, Tracy would have given him more of an earful than she had. The most likely place Riley might be, he didn’t want to call. Lorna’s house upstate.  
 
   He ate leftover Chinese food out of the refrigerator while in the den, listening to music with his headphones on but couldn’t relax. He’d just have to do it—bite the bullet and call Riley, tell her he wanted to see her, make up some story about why he’d cut their last conversation short. He pulled off the headphones and went in search of his phone. 
 
   Riley was standing there, in the middle of their living room, looking as startled to see him as he was to see her. She started to smile, but seemed to consciously stop herself.
 
   “I didn’t know where you were,” he said.
 
   “I’m driving up to see Lorna. I had everything packed this morning and took it to work with me, but then I realized I left the one thing I really need—my laptop, and I have this deadline, so I had to turn around on the parkway and . . .” She stopped as though realizing she was babbling.
 
   “You need a new one anyway,” he said quietly.
 
   “Yeah, I guess. At some point. Anyway, I’m taking the car,” she held up the keys. “In case you were planning to use it . . .”
 
   He shook his head dismissively.
 
   She adjusted the strap of her laptop carrying case on her shoulder. “How long are you here?”
 
   “Just tonight.” Shawn bit down on his lower lip to stop himself from asking her to stay. 
 
   She used to jump all over him when he came home after one of his trips. She never used to be so controlled. He’d done this. He’d made her unsure of him. 
 
   Shawn took in the sight of her, memorizing everything. She was wearing a white dress topped by a denim jacket and in true Riley fashion, boots. Her super-short haircut was growing out, her hair beginning to curl again.
 
   “So Chicago, huh?”she said, her voice falsely bright.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “So I’ll see you after that.”
 
   Her hand was on the doorknob when he stopped her.
 
   “Riley,” he said.
 
   She looked over her shoulder, her face hopeful. They didn’t do this kind of thing—hide their feelings, not speak for weeks and greet each other like strangers across the room. She was waiting, wanting him to ask her to stay. She’d made her move when she called him, and now it was his turn. If he chose to make it. 
 
   “You look really pretty, baby,” he said quietly. “I always forget how pretty you are.”
 
   He took a step closer, almost without knowing he was doing it. He wanted to touch her so bad. She gave him a small smile, but he could see the tears rise to her eyes as she turned. Shawn watched as his wife left, shutting the door quietly behind her.
 
   He had to let her go until he assessed what the threat-level was with Keisha and took care of it. If Chris knew, it might only be a matter of time before the news made it right here to his front door.
 
   Shawn leaned against the door and sighed. He almost couldn’t believe she’d made it so easy for him. Like all the fight was gone out of her. But he knew better than that. Riley would always choose to fight if she believed the cause was noble, or the reward was worth the battle. If she stopped fighting, it would be because she had begun to withdraw and was beginning to cocoon herself into some small, private, safe place where he would not, could not, penetrate. The idea of it scared him. If she went there, he would lose her for good
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   [bookmark: _Toc335582257]Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   Chicago was far worse than he thought it would be. Whenever he looked around, Keisha was there, holding onto him, cornering him, sitting on his lap. If he’d ever harbored any hope that she would be discreet and get the hint that what happened was a one-time occurrence, Shawn quickly gave that up. Even her cousin, Mike thought they were together. Though he avoided her calls and tried to keep as much distance between them as possible, nothing seemed to discourage her. And whenever he looked in Brendan’s direction for help, all he got was a shrug of the shoulders. It was hard to believe now, that at one time he had actually believed there was something attractive about her. Now she was like a rash that wouldn’t go away.
 
   The morning of the last show Shawn awoke to the sound of torrential rain and dark gray skies. Everyone ate breakfast together in the hotel restaurant waiting to hear from the crew whether the show would be canceled. Finally, around noon, they got word that the wind off Lake Michigan was way too fierce, and the complicated lighting and scaffolding would not be safe even if the rain stopped, which it showed no sign of doing. Shawn wound up in his suite, chilling with Brendan, eating lobster tails, drinking, watching music videos, comparing his skills to the newcomers. This is what his wife thought he did when he was on the road; what he should have been doing to avoid the crap he was going through with Keisha right now.
 
   Shawn leaned forward, putting down the lobster tail he had in his hand. He was a little drunk, and if he had his way would be plenty more drunk before nightfall. He’d been doing that a lot more lately. Drinking to sleep, drinking to forget, and drinking to stop himself from thinking about his wife.
 
    “No matter what—even if someone comes in the night and takes you to a field in the middle of nowhere, and put a gun to your head—you have to say you don’t know shit about me and Keisha. Understand what I’m sayin’?”
 
   Brendan laughed. “Shut up, man. Who exactly would be coming in the night to take me to a field in the middle of nowhere? You’re drunk.”
 
   “You have to promise me, dawg. Don’t confirm or deny anything.”  
 
   “To who?”
 
   “Anyone, B. As far as you know, when I’m on the road, all I do is my public appearances, my shows on Saturdays and church on Sundays.”
 
   “Yeah, right.”
 
   “You know what I mean, man. As far as you know, I’m a choirboy.”
 
   “You know I got you,” Brendan said, clearly humoring him.
 
   Sudden pounding on the door made them both jump. Shawn opened the door and let Mike and Darryl in. Just before he shut it, Keisha slipped in behind them. Shawn found himself a place as far away from her as he could manage.
 
   “With the show canceled, ain’t nothin’ to get into around here,” Mike complained. “Clubs ain’t about nothin’ . . .”
 
   “It’s raining,” Shawn reminded him. “Hard. And anyways, when do you sleep, kid?”
 
   Darryl laughed. “We vampires, man. We sleep in daylight.”
 
   Shawn looked at Brendan and smiled, shaking his head. Watching Mike and Darryl was like seeing a car careen out of control, and with every near miss, you grew more and more certain that the next time the crash would come. So far, Mike and Darryl had avoided it through the grace of God or whatever angel was assigned to look after fools and children.
 
   “Y’all wan’ play cards or something?” Keisha asked suddenly.  “I’m bored too.”
 
   “You got some cards?” Brendan asked.  
 
   “Yeah. Back in my room,” she jumped up. “We could play strip poker.”
 
   “I don’t need to see my cousin naked,” Mike said.  
 
   “I’ll get one of the other girls,” Keisha volunteered. She ran out of the room and Brendan started whistling Dixie, literally.
 
   “I don’ even know how to play poker,” Mike said after a moment.
 
   “So sit this one out,” Darryl said. “Watch your cousin make a hoochie out of herself. Again.”
 
   “Yo man, watch what you say about my family.”
 
   “I’m just sayin’. ‘Cept for you and B, everybody in here can say, ‘Been there, done that’ when it come to Keisha.”
 
   Mike threw a lobster shell at Darryl’s head and he laughed.  “Sorry man, but . . .”
 
   Keisha returned a few minutes later with a deck of cards and Anita, another of the dancers. Anita was a cute Puerto-Rican girl from the Bronx and kind of a hot number her damn self. When Darryl saw that she was playing, he became downright competitive. Shawn tried to sit out the hand but of course, Keisha insisted and since he was getting no help from Brendan, he sat at the table with everyone else. Mike found his own amusement with television and what was left of the food.
 
   In the first hour of play, Shawn lost his sweatshirt and Brendan his shoes. In the next, Keisha lost her shoes and the bandana she was wearing. She was sitting directly across from him, and Shawn couldn’t escape the feeling that this whole game was one big striptease orchestrated for his benefit. Anita lost her shoes, jeans and shirt in quick succession, but Darryl was winning and remained fully clothed.  
 
   When Shawn lost his t-shirt and jeans, and was sitting in his boxers, and Keisha wound up taking off her pants, he realized – even in his semi-drunken state - just how out of hand this whole thing could become and announced that he was out.
 
   “Hold up,” Keisha said. “That mean you have to take everything off.”
 
   Shawn laughed. “You can forget about that.” He pulled his t-shirt back on and stepped back into his jeans.
 
   “You’re a cheat,” she said staring into his face. “That’s all. A fuckin’ cheat.”
 
   “Okay,” Brendan threw down his cards. “This is getting too deep . . . everybody get the fuck out.”
 
   “Nah, man.” Darryl said. “I was winnin’ though.”
 
   “Game over, man,” Brendan said.
 
   Keisha stood in her bra and underwear, stretching her arms above her head. “All y’all are chicken shit,” she said. “What’s the big deal being naked?” 
 
   To emphasize her point, she snapped her bra loose and let it fall.  Brendan put a hand over his mouth and Darryl whooped while she also stepped casually out of her underwear. Mike looked over his shoulder and jumped up from in front of the TV.
 
   “Damn Keisha, why you always doin’ shit like this?”
 
   Shawn shook his head in exasperation. “Y’know what,” he said.  “I’m done. How ‘bout everybody going to their own room?”
 
   Mike was the first to leave, followed by Anita who looked confused and a little shell-shocked by had just unfolded. Finally, Darryl reluctantly left as well, but only after Brendan promised to make good on his two hundred and fifty dollars of winnings. Brendan and Shawn were left alone with Keisha, who slowly began putting her clothes back on. She looked over at Brendan.
 
   “So what you doin’ after this?”
 
   “Sleep,” Brendan said stretching and fabricating a yawn.
 
   Keisha rolled her eyes, and her neck, violently tugging on her shoes. Finally, she left, slamming the door behind her.
 
   Shawn and Brendan looked at each other and started laughing at the same time.  
 
   “Yo man,” Brendan said. “I think you just might have some fatal attraction type shit going on with this chick.”
 
   Shawn nodded. “Remind me when we get back to New York to change all my numbers.”
 
   “I think it might take a little bit more than that,” Brendan said.
 
   “What you got in mind?”
 
   The next morning, Shawn watched as Brendan and Lucy the choreographer assembled all the dancers and while they were sitting on the stage gave them a speech about the wonderful work they’d done and how much they’d contributed to the success of the show. And then he told them that because the remaining venues were so small, their services would no longer be needed. In the midst of the collective moans and groans that went up, Brendan assured them that they would be the first choices for the next tour. 
 
   After the speech was over, some of the dancers came over to thank Shawn for giving them the chance, and he smiled and hugged them, exchanging all the usual parting pleasantries. While he was shaking hands, and kissing people and being Mr. Nice Guy, Shawn caught sight of Keisha. She was standing by herself, arms folded, head cocked to one side and staring right at him with hard, cold eyes. 
 
   As soon as he was alone, he pulled out his phone and took a deep breath. He’d defused a bomb and now it was time to straighten things out at home.
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   When they got into JFK late that night, and just as Keisha and three of the other dancers were piling into a shuttle bus, Riley pulled up in the Bentley, honking the horn at him and Brendan. Shawn could see Keisha watching as Riley got out of the driver’s side, tossed Brendan the keys and then walked toward him. She stopped, a few feet away, a small smile on her lips. She still didn’t move to hug him, even now a tiny bit reserved. Shawn walked toward her until he was close enough to touch and reached out, holding onto the hem of her shirt and pulling her against his chest.
 
   For a moment she just leaned into him, her arms still at her sides. He pressed his forehead against hers and lifted her arms so they were about his neck. Slowly, her smile grew wider. Damn if it didn’t feel good to hold her again. He didn’t care who was watching, or what they thought. They hugged like that for a long time, Shawn glimpsing Keisha’s face in the back of shuttle bus as it pulled away. Her expression was unreadable but if he had to guess, he would say that she was definitely not thinking happy thoughts.
 
   “C’mon you two,” Brendan said. “It’s late. Let’s go.”
 
   Riley, now that she was holding him, didn’t seem to want to let go, which only made him feel more like a piece of shit, knowing what he was hiding from her. He would have to make sure that whole deal with Keisha was locked away tight, and then he’d have to find a way to stop thinking about it, because the guilt was making him crazy.
 
   “I’m glad you’re home,” Riley said, touching the side of his face. Her hand was warm, and Shawn leaned into it, closing his eyes. 
 
   “Yeah, yeah we covered all that,” Brendan said. “Let’s roll.”
 
   Her touch reminded Shawn that the trickiest part of their reunion still lay ahead. He felt a tightening in his gut, knowing that she would want him tonight. It had been a long time by their standards and he knew that look. But he’d been unprotected when he had sex with Keisha and it would be another week or so before he knew for sure he was in the clear. Until then, he had to figure out a way to avoid sex with his wife. Stupid, stupid, stupid. With her, a week would be an eternity.
 
   Riley kept up a steady stream of chatter for the entire drive as though telling him everything she hadn’t been able to tell him for the last few weeks. She’d finally come up with an article her editor liked which was coming out in August, her mother was making plans to come to the city for a seminar and was stopping by for dinner a week from Thursday, she’d found a rare first edition of ‘Through the Looking Glass’ that had cost her ten grand and she was planning to drive up to D.C. with Tracy for a Free Tibet March this weekend.
 
   Shawn heard every word she said but was hardly able to absorb any of it. He was thinking too hard about the Keisha problem. The look on her face while the shuttle pulled away gave him a strange feeling. He wondered whether he might have underestimated her.
 
   Before he had a chance to strategize about how to manage what was sure to happen when he and Riley were alone, Brendan was pulling up in front of their building and saying he would keep the car for the night.
 
   “We’ll talk tomorrow, man,” Brendan said significantly.
 
   Shawn nodded. 
 
   He was stuck. Riley was waiting by the door with Javier for him to bring his bags in. Even from ten feet away, he could feel her pent up energy, her eagerness to be alone with him; a feeling he had as well. But if he had one ounce of decency left after what he did, he would have to use it to resist doing what came most naturally. 
 
   Upstairs, he purposely kept his hands occupied, walking with the bags toward the bedroom rather than dropping them in the foyer as he normally might have done. But still, he barely had time to put them down before she jumped him, kissing him, unbuttoning his shirt, tugging at his jeans. Fuck. She was wild in a way that excited the crap out of him, and always meant the sex was going to be outstanding. Already he could feel himself getting hard. But tonight he couldn’t do it. Just as she was getting started peeling off her tank top he pushed her away firmly but gently.
 
   “Riley, I’m really tired,” he said shaking his head. It sounded unconvincing even to his ears.
 
   Her shoulders sagged. “Okay.”
 
   “I mean, I want to, but . . .”
 
   “It’s okay,” she said quickly. “Of course you’re tired. Can I get you something? Something to drink or . . .”
 
   She tried to walk past him but he held her arm, pulling her over to the bed. He pushed her down so that they were laying spoon-fashion. He kissed the back of her neck and reached behind him to turn off the light. In the darkness, he shed his clothes, leaving on his boxer briefs. When she followed suit and stripped down to her underwear, pulling his arm across her, Shawn grimaced. This was not going to be easy. 
 
   Though he could barely see her in the dark, he was acutely aware of how she felt – her skin smooth and warm – and the light citrusy way she smelled; and with each breath she took, her breasts pressed against his forearm. Feeling his excitement, Shawn shifted and put one of the pillows between them, pulling her back toward him again.
 
   “Is something wrong?” she said in the dark.
 
   Shawn squeezed his eyes tightly shut. “Nah.”
 
   “Then why don’t you want . . ?” her voice cracked.
 
   Shawn swallowed. “It’s not that I don’t want to,” he said. 
 
   “Then . . .”
 
   “I’m just really tired, baby.”  
 
   He didn’t sound any more convincing this time around either. Turning down sex with her was so out of character it was almost comical for him to think that merely being tired would work as an excuse. There had been times when he’d performed onstage for two hours, gone to an after-party till three a.m., flown home, rolled in at eight and still wanted to jump her bones before she left for work. Making love to her was like air to him—he would have to be dead before he could pass that up. 
 
   Unless, like now, he had to pass it up for her own protection.
 
   “I feel like the only thing between us that always works is broken along with everything else,” Riley said, laughing without any real mirth in her voice.
 
   “Is that what you think?” Shawn rolled her over so that she was on her back and he was on top of her, his weight resting on his elbows. “That sex is the only thing that works between you and me?”
 
   “I said the only thing that always works,” she corrected him.
 
   He rolled away. “Oh, okay. That makes me feel a lot better.”
 
   “I told you,” she sighed. “That’s not what I meant.”
 
   He wanted to believe her because as far as he was concerned, for the first time in his life, the sex he had with a woman was just the icing rather than the whole cake. That was why he’d married her.  He just wasn’t sure, even now, why she’d married him.
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   When Riley left for work, Shawn called Mike, getting Keisha’s number and writing it on the back of the business card of one of the industry people who’d taken him to lunch in Texas. He would call her later, feel her out, and make sure she didn’t have some ill shit planned for his ass. But he had to remember to call her from the mobile. As far as he knew, she didn’t have his home number, so that should take care of one problem. There should be none of that calling and hanging up bullshit, or more importantly, no calls to arrange little chit-chats with Riley. 
 
   Having to sit in his house scheming to keep something from his wife because of triflin’ ass Keisha made him even more pissed off at himself. This shit was too strenuous. Before Riley he hadn’t even bothered pretending he was monogamous.
 
   Getting to where he was with her right now hadn’t been easy, and no way was he going to lose her over chicken-head Keisha. He called her around noon while watching Sports Center. The TV in the background would provide just the right air of casual conversation that he wanted to fabricate. She had to think everything was cool. That he was calling just to shoot the breeze. But just as he’d known she would be, she was bitter about Riley’s and his public display of affection at the airport.
 
   “What, you callin’ me because she didn’t give you any last night?” she asked.
 
   “Nah. C’mon. Don’t be like that. I just wanted to thank you for being cool about B getting rid of all the dancers and everything. I wanted to tell you before you had to hear it from him with everybody else but, you know how it is . . .”
 
   “No. How is it?”
 
   “It’s about business, Keisha. If I told you, you’d tell Anita, and so on, and so forth . . . and the next thing you know, we’d have a rebellion, people walking off, shit like that.”
 
   “Well,” her voice had softened a little bit. “It ain’t as though I was expectin’ to be in the tour at all, so I guess I still came out ahead.”
 
   “Yeah . . . that’s what I was thinking. It’s good experience for your career.” 
 
   Career. That was laying it on a little thick but she was just dumb enough to think that that’s what she had—a career. Neither of them said anything for a moment, and Shawn was preparing to tell her he had to make a meeting when she cleared her throat.
 
   “Anyways,” she said. “What you doin’ today?”
 
   He bit into the heel of his hand, cursing himself for not being quicker to end the conversation. 
 
   “Nothing much,” he said, trying to sound casual. “But the thing is, Keisha, what I told you before . . . me and you hanging out is just asking for trouble, y’know what I’m sayin’?”
 
   “Then why you call me?” she shrieked.
 
   Shawn held the phone from his ear for a second. “To make sure we’re cool, that’s all.”
 
   Suddenly she was laughing, a harsh ugly laugh. The fact that he’d ever found her cute was more unbelievable every time he interacted with her.
 
   “You ain’t slick,” she said. “You just wan’ make sure I don’t blow up your spot, school your wife on what kind of motherfucka she really married to.”
 
   “Nah, Keisha, c’mon. It ain’t even like that.”
 
   “Smooth, you is too, too tired. If I feel like payin’ your wife a visit, nothin’ you say, no amount of ass-kissin’ is goin’ to stop me. That little scene at the airport was real sweet. But I wonder how sweet it would be if she knew what you was doin’ in Houston.”
 
   It was time to take off the kid-gloves. 
 
   “If you fuck me, Keisha, I will most definitely fuck you. Your ass won’t be dancing anyplace but on the Hunt’s Point ho’ stroll . . .”
 
   “Who you tryin’ to threaten, Negro?”she yelled. “Don’t you know I will . . ?”
 
   He hung up on her. Damn. That had gone well. He ignored his phone when it immediately started ringing. He’d have to change that number ASAP. Shawn sighed and used the land line to call B’s apartment. He wasn’t in, so he tried his mobile and got him.
 
   “B,” he said. “I think I just started some shit.”
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   Riley adjusted her robe about her and glanced again at the kitchen clock. It was 6:13 in the morning. Tracy would be up and about, almost ready to head out the door to come pick her up. They were driving to D.C. for the Free Tibet march and rally and Tracy insisted as always when they went on road trips together, that they leave early to avoid traffic. Like there was ever a time in New York City when you could “avoid traffic.”  
 
   The coffee’s drip into the carafe was painfully slow. Riley leaned on the counter with her head in her hands, wondering what had gotten into her to make her agree to make the three-and-half hour drive in the first place. Oh yeah, it had been her idea. After reading some article on the Dalai Lama she’d talked Tracy into going to the rally and she’d agreed with extreme reluctance. So calling her up and canceling at the last minute was probably out of the question.
 
   The coffeemaker stopped dripping and Riley reached for her oversized mug, filling it almost to the brim, adding a splash of milk and sugar. Lots of sugar. Absolutely necessary for her to get her ass in gear. It had taken her three weeks to figure out how to operate this machine. Like many of her things that she’d brought over from the Flushing apartment, Shawn had quietly disappeared her coffeemaker and replaced it with one made by Lamborghini. Yes, the same people who made the sports cars. She couldn’t even imagine what it had cost, but when she figured it out, she had to grudgingly admit, that the espresso it produced rivaled that of any upscale coffeehouse you could visit anywhere in the city.
 
   “Baby, what’re you doing up so early?”
 
   Riley just avoided dropping her mug, but did manage to spill coffee down the front of her robe. She spun round to face Shawn.  He was standing there with his boxer briefs low-slung on his hips, rubbing his eyes, squinting against the light. He looked good, really, really good. 
 
   When had it happened that she had to restrain herself with him? It used to be that when she wanted to jump him, he beat her to it; but over the last few days she’d learned that if she made anything resembling a sexual advance, rejection would almost certainly be the result. She looked away and focused instead on cleaning up the coffee spill.
 
   “Getting ready,” she said. “Why are you up?”
 
   “Getting ready for what?”
 
   “I’m going to D.C. with Tracy this morning, remember?”
 
   Shawn shook his head. “You didn’t tell me you were going to D.C. I would’ve remembered something like that.”
 
   “I did tell you,” Riley sipped her coffee. “But even if I hadn’t . . . anyway it’s just for one night.”
 
   “Now you’re spending the night in D.C.?”
 
   “Yes. I told you about this Shawn. The night you got back, I told you about the Free Tibet rally?”
 
   Recognition entered his eyes. “Oh yeah. Tibet.” He shook his head. “But you didn’t say it was overnight.”
 
   “Oh, do I need to get an overnight pass?” she asked.
 
   He opened his mouth as though he was about to answer and then seemed to think better of it.  
 
   “Call me when you get there,” he said finally, turning to go back into the bedroom.
 
   Riley closed her eyes. Now why did she have to go and say something like that?
 
   It was still a little chilly out, and this early in the morning, she had to layer up, wearing jeans, a black cardigan over a white t-shirt and a tank underneath. Riley waited outside for Tracy instead of in the apartment where it was warm because she didn’t want to get into it with Shawn before she left. When she was tossing her toiletries, jeans, tops and a couple other outfits into her overnight bag, she could tell he was awake, even though pretending not to be.  
 
   The last few days had been weird. Ever since he’d come back from Chicago they hadn’t made love and he always seemed to be heading off somewhere with Brendan—but not like before when he was just busy, now he almost seemed to be avoiding her. When she reached for him, he kissed her almost like an uncle—on her forehead or near but never quite on her lips. Once she’d gone in for the kill, just sticking her tongue in his mouth and he’d reacted immediately, like a man on fire. Then, just as she was certain he was about to give in to her, he remembered someplace he had to be and jumped into the shower.
 
   But what made it all the more confusing was that at the same time, he went out of his way to be nice whenever they were together, not responding when she tried to bait him into a fight. Like this morning. Now, thinking about it, she was actually glad to be getting away for the night, away from the strange tension between them lurking just beneath the surface of all the sweetness and light.
 
   She dropped her bag from her shoulder and stretched her arms above her head, yawning. Still tired. Could use another cup of coffee. She could always try to get Tracy to stop at a Starbucks or something but Tracy was one of those people obsessed with “making good time” so she was probably better off going back upstairs and filling one of those plastic mugs she used to take to work before they started giving tickets on the subway for eating and drinking. She looked back at the doorman, Javier. He was on duty between midnight and eight a.m. and was not nearly as good a sport as Ed, especially so close to the end of his shift. Just as she’d decided to go for it, Tracy pulled up honking the horn and it occurred to Riley that they were driving to a human rights event in a BMW. How bourgeois was that.
 
   She got in and tossed her weekend bag on the back seat, slamming the door behind her.
 
   “Excuse me,” Tracy said. “You think you might want to be a little more careful? If you wreck it, I can’t afford to get a new one. What’s your problem?”
 
   “You’re late.”
 
   Tracy glanced at the dashboard clock. “By ten minutes. What’s the matter with you?”
 
   “I need coffee.”
 
   “We’ll stop once we’re on I-95, but not one second sooner. You know what traffic on the Jersey Turnpike is going to be like around nine o’clock?”
 
   “I knew you were going to do this to me. Lemme run upstairs and grab some then.”
 
   “Riley, you had all morning to get coffee. Let’s just get going already.”
 
   The traffic was light as a matter of fact. It was smooth sailing all through the city and even through the Holland Tunnel. Riley could feel her irritability ebbing, the further they got from New York. She turned to look at Tracy who was fiddling with the dials for the radio, trying to find a station.
 
   “Nothing but crap on,” she complained.  
 
   “You mean nothing but rap,” Riley said.
 
   “I didn’t say that.”
 
   “But that’s what you meant.”
 
   Tracy looked at her. “What’s the matter with you this morning?”
 
   “Maybe I should just try to take a nap. Just tell me when we get a rest stop so I can get some coffee.” 
 
   Riley adjusted her seat backward and closed her eyes.
 
   “Don’t go to sleep,” Tracy hit her in the shoulder. “I need someone to talk to.”
 
   Riley rolled her eyes and resigned herself to being exhausted and testy for at least another hundred miles.
 
   They pulled into Washington D.C. a little after ten a.m., driving in on New York Avenue, the main drag leading into the city past rows of gas stations, fast food restaurants, low-rent motels and burnt-out or boarded up townhouses and neighborhoods that seemed to have been neglected for long that they’d finally died. But the townhouses themselves were old and beautiful enough that—had they been transplanted almost anyplace else—they would have been considered prime real estate, worth hundreds of thousands of dollars.  
 
   Shawn grew up in D.C., and to hear him tell it, in a neighborhood every bit as depressed as these. Except for public charity appearances and donations to a few urban revitalization causes spent very little time in the city. He seemed to have nothing but negative memories of his early life in D.C. and never talked about it in any detail except to say that he missed very little about living there. Riley looked out the window as they drove by at the scores of young men standing on the corners, not too different from guys in New York or probably any other urban center in the country. They just seemed to be milling about with nowhere to go.
 
   They checked in at a hotel on Thomas Circle that was a fair distance from the Washington Mall where the rally was being held, parking the car in the hotel garage and heading on foot in the direction of Constitution Avenue. Unlike New York, downtown D.C. was almost a ghost town on Saturdays but for Riley at least, it was a relief to walk through a city where there weren’t throngs shoving past you in the opposite direction.  
 
   The Mall was a different story though. Though still early, several hundred people had already gathered, buying food from vendors, signing petitions, even beating drums and dancing. Most were sitting on towels or blankets on the grass facing the stage just in the shadow of the U.S. Capitol where later on the Dalai Lama was supposed to make an appearance along with a host of celebrities, like Richard Gere who supported his cause.
 
   “Looks like the ‘I-wish-I-was-at-Woodstock’ crowd to me,” Tracy said as they made their way past a group of young, girls wearing tie-dye t-shirts and ripped jeans. “Are you sure you want to hang?”
 
   “I want to see the Dalai Lama,” Riley insisted. “He may be the most spiritually pure person of our time.”
 
   “Says who?” Tracy sniffed. “This just looks like a lot of hype to me.”
 
   “Okay well let’s it’s too late to decide you don’t want to be here, so let’s just find a place to sit.”
 
   They found a tree to sit under, which was perfect since the infamous Washington D.C. humidity had begun to rear its head, and spread out the blanket Riley had brought for that purpose, stretching out on it. They people-watched for awhile and Tracy took out a book she’d brought along. Riley remembered she hadn’t called Shawn as she’d promised and her phone was in the hotel room.
 
   “Tracy, got your cell?”
 
   Tracy motioned in the direction of her bag and Riley dug inside until she found it. She dialed the apartment but there was no answer, so she called Shawn’s mobile. Instead of his voice she heard a recording telling her that the wireless number she had reached was no longer in service. She tried again and got the same recording. Weird. Had he forgotten to pay his bill or something?
 
   “Tracy what’s Brendan’s number?”
 
   She looked up from her book. “What’s the matter?”
 
   “Shawn’s number is no longer in service. Brendan might know how to reach him.”
 
   “I don’t know it by heart—look in my contacts.”
 
   Brendan picked up almost immediately.
 
   “It’s Riley, Brendan. Shawn with you?”
 
   “Yeah. You okay?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine.”
 
   “How’s Tracy?”
 
   Riley grinned. “She’s fine. You want to say hi?”
 
   Tracy gave Riley a weary look, but Riley noticed she didn’t hesitate to take the phone either.
 
   “Hey Brendan,” she said. Her voice had changed, just a tiny bit.  She probably didn’t even notice it herself. “Uh huh . . . no, I’m fine . . . yup. I won’t, but if Riley has me out in this sun all day . . . okay.  Okay. Sure.” She handed the phone back to Riley who put a hand over the mouthpiece.
 
   “That was quick,” she said, eyebrows raised.
 
   “Shut up.”Tracy looked back down into her book.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Riley?” It was Shawn now.
 
   “Sorry I didn’t call earlier,” she said. “I got caught up . . . and by the way, what’s going on with your phone? I called and it said it was out of service.”
 
   “Ahm, I changed the number,” he said.
 
   Riley wrinkled her brow. “Why?”  
 
   “Because I thought I lost it,” he said. “I forgot to tell you about that. Here’s the new number . . .”
 
   “Give it to me when I get home. I’ll just call Brendan if I need you. Anyway, I just wanted you to know I got here fine.”
 
   “So what time you coming home tomorrow?”
 
   “Don’t know.”
 
   “Come back early,” he said.
 
   She wanted to ask why but was afraid of how that would sound.  She’d already used up her ‘bitch quota’ for the day with her smart-ass remark this morning. And he was being so patient with her lately. Uncharacteristically patient. Something wasn’t right. On the one hand he was overly attentive when he was around and on the other hand, he tried not to be around too much. And of course, there was the sex thing—or in this case, the lack of sex thing.
 
   “Okay. See you tomorrow.”
 
   “A’ight.”
 
   They hung up and Riley held the phone for a moment longer, struggling with the urge to call him back, interrogate him if she had to and find out once and for all what the hell was going on.
 
   “What’s the matter?” Tracy looked up from her book again.  “You’re sitting there with your mouth open like you’re trying to catch flies or something.”
 
   “I was thinking.”
 
   “What about?”
 
   “Shawn’s been acting really weird.” She leaned in closer. “Y’know the last time we had sex was before Houston?”
 
   Tracy shrugged. “Honeymoon’s over, Riley.”
 
   “No,” Riley shook her head. “That’s not it. I mean, sometimes Shawn is like a twice-a-day type of brother, if you know what I mean.”
 
   Tracy laughed. “Oh, it’s like that is it?”
 
   Riley blushed. “Not twice every day . . .”
 
   “I would hope not. How the hell could you walk, if that were the case.” Then for a moment a troubled look crossed Tracy’s face and she quickly looked down at her book. “When you get home Sunday, put on something sexy, give him a massage, get him all hot and bothered and when you finally break down his resistance scream and moan like you never screamed and moaned before. He’ll be fine after that.”
 
   Riley laughed. 
 
   “I’m telling you, girl. It’ll work.”
 
   “Yeah. Right.”
 
   “Fine,” Tracy started reading again. “You’re the one who’s not getting any, so I wouldn’t knock it till I tried it if I were you. Besides, every couple goes through dry spells. And with all the bickering you guys have been doing lately . . .”
 
   “It’s not that,” Riley said with certainty. 
 
   The worst fight she and Shawn had ever had was after the Sony party and even then, the night had ended up with some of the best sex they’d ever had. 
 
   No, something was definitely wrong. Maybe he was still punishing her. And they still hadn’t had the conversation they needed to have; the conversation where he would tell her once and for all why he’d wanted to hurt her that night. He’d said he was sorry, but she still didn’t have an explanation.
 
   The rally turned out to be a colossal disappointment. The spiritual epiphany Riley had been hoping for at the sight of the Dalai Lama didn’t happen. Perhaps the fact that all she actually saw was one corner of his crimson robe had something to do with it. That, and the fact that she didn’t exactly hear him either. As he was speaking, a group of what looked like college kids nearby was enjoying the effects of what looked like a very small joint, pretending to be much higher than they really were. 
 
   Tracy seemed content to read her book through the whole thing. Riley felt a strange heaviness in her head, a feeling that was needling her, a thought that she couldn’t quite pull from her subconscious and make coherent.
 
   “Well, look at this,” Tracy said suddenly. 
 
   Riley looked at her. Tracy was holding up her phone for Riley to see.
 
   “Guess who’s in DC too?”
 
   “Richard Gere,” Riley said dryly.
 
   “Well, undoubtedly. But I was talking about Brian. He just texted me.”
 
   Riley sat up, alert now. Tracy noted her reaction but said nothing.
 
   “Where is he?”
 
   “Staying at a friend’s place in Dupont Circle. He wants to know if we want to stop by for a drink.”
 
   “He came for the rally?”
 
   Tracy shrugged.
 
   Riley smiled, knowing that he probably had. She and Brian had talked about his spirituality a lot and he said that Buddhism was the belief system he most identified with. She should have known that he would be here. The thought gave her pause. Did she know he was likely to be here? Was that why she’d wanted to come? She tried to recall whether he’d mentioned it the last time they saw each other at the Toni Morrison reading.
 
   It was true that she was running out of excuses to keep spending time with him. And he, too, might feel as though it took something as momentous as a Toni Morrison reading to justify a call to her.
 
   “Let’s go,” Riley said.
 
   Tracy looked at her, seemingly uncertain. “Okay,” she said after a moment.
 
   Brian’s friend was a fraternity brother, who already had a couple years of law practice under his belt. When they arrived, they found that the quiet drink they had in mind was probably not going to happened. His red brick Dupont Circle townhome was filled with people dancing to nineties music and holding bottles of expensive beer. Tracy and Riley made their way through the throng, looking for Brian. They finally found him, standing among a group of good-looking guys who looked like they spent their days on Capitol Hill and their nights making irresponsible decisions at house parties like this one.
 
   Brian was clearly already drunk and as soon as he caught sight of Riley and Tracy yoked one arm around each of them and planted wet kisses on their cheeks. Tracy pulled back and wiped it away while one of Brian’s friends stepped in to introduce himself. Riley looked at Brian, amused but pleased to see him having such a good time.
 
   “Wow. I’m guessing you didn’t waste too much time on the Mall today,” she said. “Started drinking as soon as the clock struck noon is my guess.”
 
   “Noon?” Brian said, pulling her into the crook of his arm. “Try ten a.m.”
 
   “Better to get it out of your system now,” Riley said. “Soon you’ll have to be a responsible citizen up in Albany. Righting the wrongs in the world.”
 
   “I don’t want to talk about that,” Brian said loudly. “I want to dance with my girl!” Then he stopped and theatrically put a hand over his mouth. “Oops. I forgot. You’re someone else’s girl now. C’mon, let’s dance.” He dragged her with him to the dance floor in the middle of a living room cleared of furniture and they started moving to the music.
 
   As if someone had diabolically cued it up, the song playing was ‘Missing.’ As they danced, the words rang in Riley’s ears “And I miss you . . .  like the deserts miss the rain.” Brian put his hands on her hips as they danced.  
 
   “You found some better place . . . and I miss you, yeah, like the deserts miss the rain,” he sang in her ear.
 
   Riley danced out of his reach and tried not to attach too much significance to the words. That this song was on was one of those cruel coincidences that the universe seemed to have an insatiable appetite for. As she spun and moved, she caught sight of Tracy who was being talked up by Brian’s friend but who seemed interested only in watching them on the dance floor.
 
   Riley turned away from her and held Brian’s arm. “Let’s stop,” she shouted over the music. 
 
   Brian agreed without protest and danced toward the bar, getting them both a beer. He handed one to her and knocked his bottle against hers. He was flushed and a little breathless from the dancing; he looked down at her with such affection in his eyes Riley suddenly felt she was doing something wrong just by standing at the bar with him. She smiled at him and he took her free hand, placing it on his cheek. She left it there and he closed his eyes, turning his face to kiss her on the palm. 
 
   Riley pulled away as though he’d stung her, shaking her head.
 
   Brian gave her a sad smile and tossed back a long gulp of beer. Having a conversation in this crowd and noise would be close to impossible, and for that Riley was grateful. She didn’t need to hear him say it; she could see it in his eyes.
 
   “Are you seeing anyone?” she asked loud enough to be heard.
 
   Brian laughed and took another gulp of beer. He leaned in, close to her ear. “You think that’ll take care of it?” he asked.
 
   Riley said nothing.
 
   “I think I know what will take care of it,” Brian said. He began swaying to the new song that was playing. “You want to hear my theory?”
 
   Still Riley said nothing.
 
   “I think,” Brian said, directly in her ear again, “that you should walk out of here, don’t look back. Don’t call me, or answer my calls. Or my email. Or my text messages . . .”
 
   She pulled back and looked at him, searching his face. He was drunk, very drunk. But he meant it.
 
   “. . . and maybe in a year,” he continued. “Or in two years, or five, we’ll run into each other on the street. And I’ll be able to hug you and kiss you on the cheek, and wish you well without feeling like someone is twisting a fucking knife in my heart.”
 
   Blinking back the tears, Riley looked up at him and he emptied his beer bottle and shrugged, giving her a wry smile. She searched her mind and her heart for something to say, but came up empty.
 
   “I tried,” Brian said, serious for a moment. “But I can’t.”
 
   Then he was shouting across the room to one of his friends and grabbing another bottle of beer off the bar, dancing into the crowd until he disappeared from view.
 
    
 
   g
 
    
 
   Shawn was in bed, watching ESPN when she got home on Sunday. The lightness she felt at seeing him more than compensated for the absolute horror of the previous evening. When Tracy had dropped her off, she had practically bolted for the elevator, saying a silent prayer that he would be home so she could lose herself in him. She didn’t care if he initiated or not, she needed him and she was not taking no for an answer this time. Whatever the hell they were working out, they would work out later. But right now, she wanted her husband. He had a MacDonald’s bag next to him on the side table, and a glass of juice. A heap of his clothes lay on the floor.
 
   “Been out already?” she asked dropping her overnight bag at the foot of the bed.
 
   “Had to eat.” Shawn pulled the covers back and Riley climbed in next to him kicking off her boots and peeling off her jeans and t-shirt. Shawn watched her warily as if he didn’t know what she had planned.
 
   “And I guess cooking something was out of the question.” 
 
   She kissed him on the cheek, distracting him as she tried to wrestle the remote from his hand.
 
   “So did you free Tibet?” Shawn asked, holding the remote just out of her reach.
 
   Riley smiled. “Not quite. But I did get to see Richard Gere. He was a quarter mile away onstage but I did see him.”
 
   Shawn laughed. “So basically, it was worth the ride down there?”
 
   “Not even remotely,” Riley said. “I should have stayed home with you.”
 
   “Yeah, you should have,” he said half seriously.
 
   She lurched forward unexpectedly and grabbed the remote from his fingers, tossing it across the room onto the armchair. Then she crawled backward on all fours, lifting the sheet over her head, kissing his chest, going lower and lower, teasing him by stopping at the waistband of his boxers. She felt his hands under her armpits, pulling her up.
 
   “No, Riley,” he said. “Wait.”
 
   “No, you wait,” she said.  
 
   She put a hand behind his head and pulling his head toward her, kissed him, feeling his resistance dissipate then lessen to nothing. Holding his arms down at his sides, the way he sometimes did to her, she kissed his neck, licked his chest, gently rolling his nipples between her teeth. His breath was coming in short, fast bursts and Riley smiled because her power was back. She raised her head. His eyes were half-closed, and he seemed to be fighting a losing battle with self-control.
 
   “Do you want me?” 
 
   She knew the answer; it was more than physically apparent. But she wanted to hear him say it. She needed to hear him say it. Working her way down his chest again, this time she moved the waistband of his boxers lower as she went.
 
   “Do you want me?” she asked again.
 
   Then unexpectedly, he was flipping her over onto her back and Riley’s mouth fell open in surprise. 
 
   “Hell yeah,” he said.
 
   Before she could object, or say anything to slow him down, he was kissing a path down her chest and stomach. But he didn’t stop at her underwear as she had done. He pulled it down and off, bending her knees, spreading her legs and resting them on his shoulders. Then she felt his tongue, hot and wet, searching and pressing and pulsing against, over, inside her.  
 
   She tried to arch her hips but he tightened his grip, his tongue slowly stroking her, until she was moaning unintelligibly. It didn’t take long before she was quivering, her entire body tense and just as suddenly, slackening so that it felt as though she had no muscles at all and was just a trembling mass of sensation.
 
    Riley lay still for a few moments, her head sideways on the pillow, eyes half-open, recovering. She was floating away on a cloud of feeling, mindless and weightless. Then Shawn’s face was looming over hers. He’d gotten off the bed momentarily and she hadn’t even felt it. She smiled, thinking how beautiful he was, allowing her knees to fall apart again as he sank between them. She raised her hips, felt him nudge her thigh, and reached down to guide him in. But he felt different. Rubbery. 
 
   Riley looked down and thought her heart would stop. He was wearing a condom. She sat up, pulling away as though she’d been burned.
 
   “Why’re you wearing that?” she asked, her eyes wide.
 
   Shawn swallowed. “I just thought maybe . . . while you were away . . . and while I was gone, that maybe you didn’t take your pill.”
 
   Riley froze. He was lying. She knew it because there was something she had never seen before in his eyes—not just apprehension, but fear. She thought she could hear the blood pounding in her ears. The whole room closed in on them both and on that thing he was wearing. Ever since they were married and even for quite some time before then, he hadn’t worn one. So why now? Why was he wearing a condom unless . . . 
 
   Tears of comprehension sprung to her eyes and she blinked them back. 
 
   “Shawn . . . did you . . . were you . . ?” she didn’t know how to complete the question.
 
   He was already shaking his head. “Baby, I swear to you. It was just . . .”
 
   “Oh my god,” she said, not really speaking to him, so much as to herself. It all made sense now, his evasions, avoidance, being nice but not wanting to touch her. “Oh my god.”
 
   “Baby . . .”
 
   “Ohmigod!”  
 
   She didn’t know where the sound came from. Was that even her? It was as though she was watching herself from far away.  
 
   “You . . . you’re fucking someone?  You’re fucking someone!”
 
   She kicked at him and at the sheets, pushing him off her, arms flailing wild.
 
   “Riley. I swear to you, it was nothing. It was a mistake . . .” he approached slowly, arms extended, as though trying to talk her down from a ledge. His chest was heaving, his eyes wide. He was scared.
 
   She barely heard him. She was too busy scrambling to the edge of the bed to get away from him so he couldn’t touch her. If he touched her, she would be sick. She ran toward the bathroom and he followed, but not closely enough.  
 
   Riley slammed the door in his face and turned the lock, leaning against it, hearing herself cry and whimper, scarcely believing what was happening. She was sobbing and hyperventilating, gulping and feeling her heart; her heart literally ached.
 
   “Baby, I love you,” she heard him say on the other side of the door. “I fucked up, but I love you . . . Riley . . . open the door. Please . . .”
 
   She stuck her fingers in her ears, knowing how childish it was but not caring, not wanting to hear his voice. It didn’t matter how long he was out there. She was prepared to stay in here twice as long. 
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   [bookmark: _Toc335582258]Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   Every morning when Shawn woke up after another uncomfortable night on the sofa, Brendan came out of his bedroom and on his way to the kitchen or bathroom, and said the same thing.
 
   Go home, man. Go home.
 
   But he couldn’t. If he went home Riley would leave, and if she did, he’d have no way of knowing where she was or even how to reach her outside of work. Something told him that if she moved out of the apartment, it would be over. Although right now it felt pretty damn close to over anyway. 
 
   He kept reliving that morning and thinking of how he could have done things differently. Like just out and out lied. That had always been the plan if confronted with something like a phone call from Keisha, or a chance encounter between Keisha and Riley at some industry party.  
 
   Deny, deny, deny.  
 
   But she came in earlier than expected, and he was caught off guard when she crawled into bed with him like that, and wasn’t thinking of what it would look like for him to wear a condom when he’d hadn’t done that for months. Wasn’t thinking about much of anything other than getting close to her again. And most of all, he hadn’t counted on what it would feel like to try to lie to her to her face. Looking into her eyes, seeing the hurt and confusion had rendered him pretty close to speechless and he quite literally could not lie. Not to her.
 
   Even though there was no point in replaying the same old tape in his head, he couldn’t help himself. Riley had been coming on so strong, eager to get closer to him for days and he’d fought every natural impulse he had and pushed her away. So while she was in D.C. he bought the condoms, planning to construct an elaborate tale if forced to use them. 
 
   But in the moment, it was clear that there was no story she would have believed even if he’d had the guts to tell it. She’d looked right through him and saw the truth. A fucking condom. It had to be the all-time dumbest shit he’d ever done. 
 
   “You still here?”
 
   Shawn barely looked up. Brendan was coming out of his kitchen, a bowl of milk in one hand, the box of Cap’n Crunch in the other. Shawn sat up and made room for him on the sofa then watched as Brendan turned on the television and started flipping channels.
 
   “So what’d Tracy say when you talked to her last night?”
 
   Brendan was already digging his spoon into his bowl of cereal staring at the screen.
 
   “I told you, Tracy’s not giving up jack.  I asked her point blank.”
 
   “And what’d she say?”
 
   Brendan looked at him.  “She said, ‘I’m not giving up jack’.”
 
   Shawn doubted Tracy had used those words, but he got the point. Brendan was getting tired of him asking. 
 
   “So she didn’t say anything about a divorce or anything like that?”
 
   “How many times I got to tell you, man? You need to go home. Talk to your wife.” Brendan shrugged. “In a way this might work out better because the shit was bound to come out one way or another.”
 
   “Oh, this might work out better?” Shawn said. “I didn’t realize till just now it was a good thing my marriage getting fucked up.”
 
   “Look,” Brendan said holding his spoon up at him, milk dripping onto his wrist. “You did this shit to yourself. Ain’t nobody feelin’ sorry for your ass.”
 
   “Thanks, man. Nice lookin’ out.”
 
   “I tried to look out. Before you sent Keisha that plane ticket who was it that told you to hold up? Who told you to watch yourself when she was pushing. . ?”
 
   “A’ight, a’ight . . . but if you could find out from Tracy if . . .”
 
   “Shawn. I told you. Tracy is not stupid. She knows that whatever she tells me, she might as well be hollerin’ at you, so she doesn’t tell me squat.”
 
   “I bet she’s happy this shit happened,” Shawn said bitterly.  “Probably offered to drive Riley to the courthouse the day she heard.”
 
   “Shit. What would you tell her? You been married six months, man.”
 
   Shawn held up a hand. “Yeah, okay . . . whatever.”
 
   Brendan shrugged. “See what I’m saying? You don’t listen.  That’s what I been telling you. Bottom line? You were ready for Riley to be married to you, but you weren’t ready to be married to her.”
 
   “That’s real deep, man.”
 
   “I told you what you have to do. Go home. Talk to her. And if I was you I’d be trying to come up with some real groveling type shit.”
 
   Shawn leaned back. It wasn’t just that he didn’t want Riley to move out if he went home. He also didn’t know what to say to her. ‘I’m sorry’ was about the only thing that came to mind and that just didn’t seem to cut it. If this was another woman, he might buy her something expensive; something that would dazzle her. But knowing Riley, jewelry at a time like this would send her over the edge.
 
   “She won’t even take my calls,” Shawn said.
 
   “That’s why you have to go home. You want her to get used to not having you around? Wake up one day and say to herself, ‘This isn’t so bad.’?”
 
   Shawn looked up. He hadn’t thought of that. And between Tracy and her mother, he was sure she was already thinking along those lines. As far as he knew, she might be already moving her stuff out, looking at apartments. It wasn’t as though she didn’t now have the financial means to make that happen in short order if she wanted to.
 
   “Maybe I can go to her job, catch her coming out for lunch.”
 
   Brendan looked at him. “You sure you want to do that, man? It could get ugly.”
 
   Shawn laughed. “I got a better chance out on the street than in room with just the two of us.”
 
   Brendan thought about it for a second and nodded his agreement. “You might be right.”
 
   It took him thirty minutes to shower and dress, then Shawn took a cab over to the magazine’s offices on Chambers Street, but once he got there he had no idea what to do. He loitered on the curb for a few minutes but people recognized him and kept staring. Then he noticed two girls across the street pointing excitedly and he knew he had to get inside if he didn’t want a crowd to gather.  
 
   Power to the People was housed in an old red brick building on the more picturesque side of Chambers, near Chinatown where some of the roads were still cobblestone. This particular building was familiar to Shawn because it had a unique painted ceiling and semi-circular staircase that made it a favorite location for music video directors.
 
   The guard at the front desk looked at him when he entered with a complete lack of recognition. Then Shawn realized that based on what he was wearing—baggy jeans, Timberlands and a mock turtleneck two sizes too big—the guy was probably going to be suspicious if he just hung out, looking like he was casing the joint.
 
   “‘Excuse me, man,” he leaned on the front desk. “What floor is Power to the People?”
 
   “Fourth,” the guard looked him over, his eyes betraying that he was thinking precisely what Shawn had suspected he would. “May I call someone for you?”
 
   “Nah. I’m meeting someone for lunch. I just thought she’d be down here.”
 
   The guard picked up the phone. “I can call her down for you. What’s her name?”
 
   Shawn hesitated. “Riley Gardner.”
 
   “Oh, I know Riley . . .” the guard started dialing before Shawn could object. And he got her with relative ease—something Shawn had not been able to accomplish in two weeks. “Your name sir?”
 
   This time Shawn didn’t hesitate. “Brendan Cole,” he said. No way would she come down for him.
 
   The guard exchanged a few more words with Riley and then hung up. “She’s on her way.”
 
   If she would come down for Brendan, that meant she was at least open to listening. She had to know that if Brendan came to see her, it could only be about him.  
 
   When she got off the elevator, Shawn was waiting, leaning on the wall opposite its doors. A look of surprise and then resignation crossed her face. She stepped off and looked at him, saying nothing. He’d been so focused on getting her to come downstairs, on seeing her, that he’d completely forgotten to think of something to say once she was in front of him.
 
   “Riley . . .” he began.
 
   “Outside,” she cut him off, heading for the exit.
 
   Once on the curb, in the sunlight, he felt exposed. Tongue-tied.  
 
   “Who?” she asked quietly.  
 
   She was tense, her spine straight and rigid. Wearing a black sweater and black wide-legged pants that seemed to swallow her slender frame. Her arms crossed in front of her only exacerbated the effect.  She looked lost.
 
   “Nobody,” Shawn said. “Nobody you need to worry about.”
 
   Riley gave a sad smile. “After you’ve already screwed her you’re telling me I don’t need to worry about it? Who is it, Shawn?”
 
   “Keisha. She’s a dancer who . . .”
 
   Her face opened up as though she’d just realized something. “At Xander’s. She was at the music video party.”
 
   Shawn nodded.
 
   “That long?” her voice broke.
 
   To see tears rising to her eyes caused his heart to clench as though someone had reached into his chest and dug their fingers into it. He instinctively reached out to her but she stepped back as though he’d lunged for her throat.
 
   “No,” he said. “Baby, I swear.”
 
   He could see the emotions at war in her face. She wanted to believe him, but she was hurt and angry. And maybe even a little bit scared.
 
   “Chris told me you hired her,” she said after a moment.
 
   Motherfucking Chris. “Yeah, but . . .”
 
   “Is that why you hired her? Because you were attracted to her?”
 
   “No,” he said firmly. “I hired her because she’s Mike’s cousin.  That’s all. It’s not the way I planned it . . . it just . . .” he stopped.  
 
   He’d been about to say it just ‘happened’. But that wasn’t what she wanted to hear. For Riley every little thing had significance. It couldn’t just be that he got drunk and allowed himself to be led into a compromising situation. In her mind, it had to mean something.
 
   “I want to come home,” he said.
 
   Riley looked down at the ground. “If you do, I won’t stay,” she said simply.
 
   Shawn wiped his mouth with the back of a hand. “So . . . what . . . what are you planning to do?”
 
   “I’m planning to go out,” she said quietly. “And I’m going to find someone and I’m going to fuck him so you know exactly what this feels like.”
 
   Shawn felt his entire body go numb for a second and when feeling returned, he was burning hot. He swallowed. Riley was studying him, watching his reaction. She knew what that did to him, just hearing it.
 
   “Now imagine it’s happened,” she said, waiting a moment. “Good. Now you tell me. What would you plan to do?”
 
   Shawn ran a hand over his face. “I don’t know what you want me to say. Riley, it happened one time . . .”
 
   “What does that mean, one time?” she interrupted. “One occasion, or one time?"
 
   Shawn said nothing.
 
   "So one occasion, but more than once," Riley said, her face crumpling. “Did you . . . spend the night with her? Wake up with her?”
 
   “No. It only . . .”
 
   “Happened one time. Yes, you said that.”
 
   I know that’s not an excuse, but . . .”
 
   “You’re right, it’s not. So why keep saying it? You didn’t even use a frigging condom with her, did you? That’s why you needed to use one with me?!”
 
   Shawn closed his eyes. “It was fucked up. I know that. But I was drunk when I was with her, I didn’t plan . . . “
 
   “I don’t think I can handle any more details,” Riley held up a hand.
 
   He sighed. “All I’m saying is, I want us to be together, in the same house, working out whatever we have to work out.”
 
   “Whatever we have to work out,” she repeated dully. “So that’s where we are already. Where we have things to ‘work out’.”
 
   “What’s the alternative, Riley? You want a divorce?”
 
   Her head snapped up. “Is that what you want?”
 
   “No,” Shawn said, exasperated. “That’s why I’m here. That’s the last thing I want.”
 
   Her face softened almost imperceptibly, so he seized the opportunity and laid it on thicker.
 
   “I want you. That’s all I want. I want you.”  
 
   He meant every word, but a small, mercenary part of him wished he could cry to emphasize the point, put on a really good show of it so that they could cut through all the bullshit and go back to being man and wife. But Riley wasn’t that simple. She never had been.
 
   “And on at least one occasion,” she said, stone cold, “you wanted Keisha.”
 
   His shoulders sagged. “Riley . . .”
 
   “I have to go back upstairs,” she interrupted him. “I have to go.” 
 
   She turned away and Shawn held her arm. She pried herself loose but turned to look at him again.
 
   “Can I call you?” he asked. “At home? Will you pick up?”
 
   She hesitated then nodded.
 
   “Okay,” he sighed. “I’ll do that.”
 
   She started toward the building without looking back.
 
   “Riley, I love you,” he said when her hand was on the door. She paused and gave him one last glance.
 
   “I love you too,” she said before she went in.
 
   She didn’t say the words as endearment but with regret.
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   Once every couple of months, Brendan set up a meeting between Shawn and Philip Mark, a stylist who was supposedly the final word on what was in and what wasn’t even in yet but was going to be. The routine was that he would show them a series of outfits and Shawn would make the final decision on which ones he would wear. At the end of a Philip Mark session, Shawn was usually about twenty thousand poorer, and knew more about fabrics and color palettes than he’d ever wanted to know, but Brendan assured him it was necessary, what he called “image maintenance.”  
 
   Since the new season’s stuff was almost out, it was time for another Philip Mark consultation, and if there was one day when Shawn didn’t feel up to it, this would be that day. His wife was considering leaving him and he had to go sit in a room with a guy whose entire life revolved around clothes, discussing warm and cool tones and how they interacted with his complexion and eyes.
 
   He met Brendan outside the warehouse on Houston Street where Philip Mark’s studio was located and they boarded the old-fashioned death-trap of an elevator that would take them to the sixth floor.
 
   “You see Riley?” Brendan asked.
 
   “Yeah . . .”
 
   “So what she say?”
 
   “She said doesn’t know what to believe and, here’s the really good part, if I go home, she won’t stay there.”
 
   “What’d you expect?”
 
   “I don’t know, man.”
 
   They stepped off the elevator into the expansive loft and were greeted by a short, cute Puerto-Rican girl in a Kelly green suit.  Shawn smiled, reflecting on the fact that he only knew the color of the suit was Kelly green as opposed to any other kind thanks to the tutelage of Philip Mark himself.
 
   “Hi,” she extended a hand to him and then to Brendan. “I’m Philip’s assistant, Aracely. He’s running a little late so he asked me to start. Come with me, please.”
 
   They followed her, Shawn’s eyes firmly on her derriere. She had a little twitch when she walked, and he couldn’t decide whether it was for their benefit, or the natural result of her too-high spike-heel boots.
 
   “Can I get you some coffee?” she asked, glancing over her shoulder.
 
   “No thanks,” Brendan said automatically.
 
   “Yeah,” Shawn said. “Coffee would be good.”
 
   He could feel Brendan looking at him curiously. He knew he didn’t drink coffee. He didn’t give a damn about the coffee, he just wanted to watch her walking away to fetch it. She led them to the private room where Philip hung about twenty outfits at a time to show to select clients, and seated them on a pair of comfortable over-stuffed armchairs in front of which was a book of swatches. When Aracely was gone, Brendan looked at Shawn with a raised eyebrow.
 
   “Coffee?” 
 
   “Or tea, or Aracely,” Shawn said.
 
   “Keep that shit up. It’s what got your ass sleeping on my couch.”
 
   “Y’know what, B? As many bitches as you . . .”
 
   Brendan laughed. “But I’m not married though.”
 
   Aracely came back with a tray that she set on the table in front of them. Besides the coffee, there were assorted Italian pastries and a crystal pitcher of water. Brendan poured himself a glass of water and Shawn dug into a cannoli, looking up at Aracely.  
 
   Her hair was chestnut brown with blonde highlights and barely brushed her shoulders; it was full and bouncy, obviously the part of her appearance she concentrated on most. Her face was slightly round, like that of someone constantly battling a weight problem.  But Aracely most definitely did not have a weight problem. Shawn allowed his eyes to scan her figure once more and his eyes met hers when he looked once again up at her face. A very slight upward turn at the corners of her mouth confirmed that she’d noticed his admiration.
 
   Brendan sniffed and leaned back in his seat.
 
   “So what you got for us, Aracely?” he asked.
 
   “Ahm . . .” she turned to look at the clothes hanging on the rack behind them. “I think Philip said you wanted more evening wear.  Somewhat fewer sports and casual wear . . .”
 
   She launched into her presentation, bringing over outfits for them to look at, encouraging Shawn to try them on, suggesting colors and fabrics occasionally. She was nervous, he noticed; sometimes stuttering or dropping things. Brendan picked a couple items for himself and Shawn amassed a pile of his own, paying less attention to the clothes than to Aracely.
 
   She didn’t have what Riley had—that something that made him want to delve deeper than the physical, find out what was happening behind her eyes. But no one else had whatever it was Riley had that kept him hooked; that was the problem. So Aracely was just a girl, obviously uncertain of herself and inexperienced dealing with high-profile clients, who was all the cuter because of that uncertainty.  
 
   He wondered idly what she would say if he asked her out. Even wearing his wedding ring. He’d never taken it off but it never ceased to amaze him how some women managed to just pretend it wasn’t there, stepping to him like it didn’t mean shit. He felt reckless and for the moment, indifferent to consequences—Riley was probably going to leave him anyway, so what the hell?
 
   “So Aracely,” he said. “You ever heard any of my music?”
 
   His standard line. Meaningless because everyone had heard his music.
 
   Brendan was looking at him, sitting very still as though anticipating something terrible—like lightning striking him dead.
 
   She blushed. “Sure. I’ve heard your stuff.”
 
   “And?”
 
   She smiled. “I like it.”
 
   “You like it a lot, or you like it a little?”
 
   Her face was almost beet red now. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other.  
 
   “I like it a lot,” she said finally.
 
   “B, gimme your card,” Shawn said holding out a hand. It took Brendan a moment before he pulled out his business card holder and handed a card to Shawn. He passed it across the table to Aracely.
 
   “I’m doing a show at the Meadowlands next month,” he said.  “Call and I’ll hook you up with some tickets and backstage passes.”
 
   “I bet if I came backstage you wouldn’t even remember me,” Aracely said.
 
   “Oh I’ll remember you,” Shawn said.
 
   At that moment Philip Mark walked in. He went straight for the pastry and grimaced at one of the suits on Shawn’s pile.
 
   “Who picked that?” he asked, his mouth full. “Did I pick that Aracely?”
 
   “Yeah you did,” she nodded.  
 
   She looked intimidated. By Philip Mark, who was all of five-foot-three and a buck-fifty. He had an olive complexion and a head of kinky-curly dark hair that seemed to dominate his entire head, constantly falling about his face or sticking straight up, but never looking like it had been combed. His nose was prominent and beaklike. He was not a good-looking man, but had a certain air of privilege that made you naturally listen to him when he spoke.
 
   “How could I have been so wrong?” he held it up and tossed it aside. “That’s not for you, Shawn. Trust me.”  
 
   Then he smiled and said hello for the first time since he’d walked in.
 
   Philip shooed Aracely out of the room and went through all the outfits that had been selected before he got there, vetoing some and confirming others. His energy was exhausting, and by the time they were done, Shawn was dying to get out of there. Aracely was gathering her bag and coat as Philip walked them to the elevator and Shawn stopped, turning to her.
 
   “You want a ride somewhere?” he asked her.
 
   She hesitated, looking at Philip as though for permission. “No. That’s okay,” she said.
 
   “You wouldn’t be going to the South Bronx anyway, I assume,” Philip said cattily.
 
   Aracely looked at her shoes and Shawn wanted to assure her that he didn’t care about where she was from but Brendan was pulling on his arm.
 
   “We have to go anyway, man.” He gave Aracely a brief wave.  “Thanks for everything.”
 
   Shawn stepped onto the elevator behind Brendan, taking one last glance at her. As the doors closed, he could see her looking at him through her lashes.
 
   “You just love trouble.” Brendan said disgustedly.
 
    “I just want to be with someone who’s uncomplicated for a change. Someone who for just one fucking minute isn’t making me feel like I’m not good enough for her.” 
 
   “Oh, so now it’s about what Riley made you feel?” Brendan shook his head in disbelief.  
 
   “The one thing I don’t have issues with was whether or not I want to be with her. I still want to be with her. But I’m not sure she’s supposed to be with me.”
 
   Brendan sucked his teeth. “You can’t make her happy anyway, so what the hell, right? Might as well fuck it up.”
 
   “B, you don’t understand, man. Until you’re in my situation . . .”
 
   They headed out to the car and Brendan unlocked it so they could get in, but paused before opening the door.
 
   “Shawn, if I was married to Riley, I wouldn’t be in your situation. Believe that.”
 
   And there it was again. The rage. He was almost relieved. After a couple weeks of being numb, anger was a welcome emotion. Brendan was looking at him, shaking his head in exasperation.
 
   “You want to fight me too? Because I see what you’ve got?”
 
   Shawn said nothing. One part of him was considering for a moment how much better he would feel if he could beat Brendan’s face in. But another part of him understood the point.
 
   “At the end of the day, Shawn, you do have her. That’s the messed up part. You’re so busy thinking about losing her you don’t even realize how good it is to have her.”
 
   Still, Shawn said nothing.
 
   Brendan sucked his teeth. “Man, get in the fucking car.”
 
   That night when he called Riley, she picked up just before the voicemail came on. She sounded tired, distracted.
 
   “How’s work going?” he asked. “I mean, coming up with stuff to write about and everything.”
 
   “Okay,” she said without enthusiasm. “Chris helped me out after all. I’m doing this piece on female producers in rap. He introduced me to some people. I might call your friend, Jodi.”
 
   Shawn swallowed his objections to her getting leads from Chris. His right to be jealous about anything had been revoked two and a half weeks ago.  
 
   “Yeah?” he struggled to keep his voice even. “When?”
 
   “Look,” Riley sighed. “I don’t want to spend all night making casual conversation about my work and your work and the weather. Do you have something in particular to say?”
 
   Brendan was in the room, watching television and eating the Chinese food they’d ordered, so Shawn took the phone to the kitchen.
 
   “That I want to be with you. I don’t want to be with anyone else.”
 
   “And of course it’s all about what you want,” Riley said.
 
   Shawn held the phone away from his ear and took a deep breath. 
 
   “No. It’s about what we both want,” he said, the exasperation slipping into his voice. “So maybe it’s time you told me. What do you want, Riley? You want to work on this or what?”
 
   “I don’t know yet what I want.”
 
   “I don’t know what else to say besides ‘I’m sorry’. I don’t know what to do to prove it.”
 
   “And I wish I could tell you what to do to prove it.”
 
   “Look, why don’t we go away for the weekend? To the Bahamas or something.”
 
   “Is that my consolation prize, Shawn?” she asked caustically. “You screw around so I get to spend a weekend at the beach?”
 
   “Riley, it’s not about that. It’s about you and me spending some time together, working this out away from all the bullshit.”
 
   “Well I’m sorry but that’s moving a little too fast for me,” she said angrily. “As usual, you want to skip way ahead to the good part. And as far as I’m concerned, I don’t know if we’ll ever get to the good part again.”
 
   “I move too fast?” he demanded. “I remember us screwing the same night we met. But that was all me, right?”
 
   “You’re right,” Riley’s voice was calm. “It’s not just you. It’s me too. We move too fast. So maybe it’s time to slow things down. So, no. I don’t want to go to the Bahamas or anyplace else with you for now. I’m going to Lorna’s for the weekend.”
 
   Shawn closed his eyes tightly and grimaced. Lorna. Great. That was like going to a feminist re-education camp. By the time she got back on Monday, she would have divorce papers drawn up and ready to go.
 
   “A’ight,” he said. “And then what?”
 
   “And then I don’t know what. We’ll talk when I get back.”
 
   She didn’t wait for him to reply and hung up before he could decide what to say.
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   Riley didn’t know she was staring into space until Dawn tapped her on the forehead with a pencil. She realized she hadn’t even heard her open the door and come in.
 
   “So how’s this weekend?” Dawn said.
 
   “This weekend?” Riley looked at her blankly.
 
   “For the photo shoot,” Dawn enunciated. “You, me, the inimitable K-Smooth, your apartment. Remember?”
 
   “Oh, shit . . .” Riley hit herself on the forehead with the heel of her hand. “We can’t this weekend Dawn, sorry.”
 
   Of course, no one at the office knew about her problems with Shawn and she wanted to keep it that way. She could only imagine the glee of those girls from the mailroom who she knew secretly hated her guts just because she was married to their hip-hop idol. And not to mention the smug ‘I-knew-it-would-never-last look’ that she was bound to get from all and sundry.
 
   “Are you trying to blow this off?” Dawn asked. “Because if the idea of it bothers you that much . . .”
 
   “No. I promise you that’s not it,” Riley looked up at her. “I’m going upstate to see my mother, today, that’s all.”
 
   “Why this weekend? Go next weekend and let me shoot you guys this weekend.”
 
   “Can’t. Already made plans. And his scheduling is a little more complicated than we can work out at a moment’s notice. But how about we talk about this a couple weeks from now?”
 
   Dawn sighed. “I guess. I mean what the hell, you’ve already strung me along for a lot longer than that.”
 
   “I’m not . . .” the phone on her desk rang. “I’m not ‘stringing you along’. Two weeks, okay?”
 
   She reached for the phone and Dawn backed out of her office.
 
   “I’m holding you to that,” she said as she shut the door.
 
   “Riley?”
 
   It was Tracy. She’d developed this new system where she didn’t say anything upon picking up the phone, listening to see if it was Shawn. Sometimes she literally ached to speak to him and other times she thought she would throw up if she so much as heard his voice. Today was one of the latter days.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   “You okay?”
 
   “Bad day,” she said without elaboration.
 
   “I know,” Tracy said. “Still thinking about your conversation with him last night, huh?”
 
   “Yeah. Y’know what the worst part is? I can feel him getting impatient with me. And it makes me wonder if I’m making a bigger deal out of this than . . .”
 
   “You’re not. Okay?” Tracy said firmly. “Don’t you ever think that! You have every right to feel every one of your feelings. And he has absolutely no right to be impatient.”
 
   Still Riley could hear a ‘but’ in there somewhere, so she asked.
 
   “Well. I was just going to say that for you, sooner or later you’re going to have to get to the point where you decide whether you’re going to try to forgive him, or you’re going to walk away.”
 
   “Sometimes I feel like I could forgive him. When he came by the office, all I kept thinking, even while I’m standing there being mad at him is how I just wanted so badly to be able to hold him and say we could work it out. But it’s like . . . I’m stuck. I’m still so fucking mad; I could gouge his eyes out . . .”
 
   “And that’s natural,” Tracy said gently. “So take your time and think about what you want.”
 
   “But I’m scared, Tracy.” She had never admitted this before. Not to anyone. Hardly to herself even.
 
   “Of what?”
 
   “That he’ll just give up and leave me. Or that I won’t ever feel the same way about him . . . . and that maybe I shouldn’t even be trying to forgive him. I mean, maybe what he did is unforgivable and I should just move on and I’m just too much of a needy, weak . . .”
 
   “Riley, you’re none of those things, okay? You’re married to him. He’s not just your boyfriend. You’re right to think seriously about saving the relationship if you can.”
 
   “But what the hell happened?” Riley said, her voice cracking. She lowered her voice, realizing she might easily be overheard by someone walking by her office. “I don’t understand what happened, Tracy. He loves me. I know he loves me, so what happened?”
 
   “I don’t know, sweetie,” Tracy said. “I don’t know.”
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   Riley left work early to get back to the apartment and pack a few items for the weekend. She set out around four and hit heavy traffic leaving the city, but was on the Henry Hudson Parkway by a quarter to six, and cruising north to the sounds of Sade on the CD player. It was a slow ride because Route 9N was not exactly a highway. It was a four-lane parkway that meandered through the small picturesque towns of Westchester County.  
 
   Riley had enjoyed this drive since she was a freshman in college—she and Tracy would pile into a borrowed or rented car with the guys they were currently dating and drive into Manhattan for some high jinks that usually involved fake IDs and a hangover the next morning. 
 
   Lorna had been really permissive about that kind of thing. She believed in letting kids find their own way in the world, only stepping in when the choices they made presented imminent danger. Riley used to wish for a mother who established clear lines and almost envied Tracy’s constant negotiations with her own mother to extend those boundaries. Now she was just happy she had the kind of mother she could actually tell about the condom incident without having to resort to euphemisms.
 
   After Sade was done, Riley groped at the pile of CDs on the passenger seat and held the cover up to see what she should put in next. As luck would have it, the CD she’d picked up was Shawn’s latest. On the jacket he was standing shirtless with his arms folded, legs planted wide apart and his head cocked to one side in a defiant pose. Riley took the CD out of the case and put it in. The music blasted throughout the car and then his voice. Familiar, but different because it was so fierce. Riley listened to the whole CD, pulling off the exit ramp just as the last song cued up. 
 
   She drove the rest of the way to Lorna’s trying to remember what the R&B radio station was this far up north. Finally pulling into the driveway, she saw that the lights were on in the living room. It was a just past seven-thirty. She could hardly wait to get inside.
 
   Before she had even gotten out of the car completely, Lorna opened the front door, clad in jeans and a tank, not unlike what Riley herself was wearing. They smiled at each other and then Lorna opened her arms. Riley walked into them and allowed herself to be hugged.
 
   Lorna held her at arms’ length. “You look like shit,” she said, still smiling.
 
   Riley nodded, tears in her eyes. “I feel like shit, Mom.”
 
   Lorna hugged her again tighter this time, and Riley dissolved into noisy tears of relief to be home and with someone whose love was pure and certain.
 
   They made green tea and Riley sat at the kitchen counter watching as her mother walked about, chopping vegetables for Western omelets, and beating eggs in the chipped, big blue mixing bowl that had been around for as long as she could remember.
 
   “The funniest thing happened today,” Lorna said, her hand working the fork in a circular motion through the eggs. “I realized two of my students had turned in identical papers. And I mean absolutely identical.”
 
   “How is that funny?” Riley asked.
 
   “Well, it’s funny because I called them into my office and it turns out that they both bought it from an internet site. The same site. You could tell they were pissed—not at getting caught necessarily, but because they spent good money on this paper—which by the way was only worth a ‘C’.”
 
   Riley smiled politely. They were avoiding the subject that they both knew they would discuss eventually. She decided not to waste time.
 
   “I saw Shawn yesterday,” she said. She could detect a reaction in the slight pause of Lorna’s hand as she beat the eggs.
 
   “How was that?” she asked. Her voice was a study in forced casualness.
 
   Riley shrugged. “He said what you’d expect him to say.”
 
   “And what’s that?” Lorna looked up. She was melting butter in the skillet now.
 
   “That he’s sorry. He loves me. It only happened once. Blah, blah, blah,” Riley droned.
 
   “And you don’t believe any of those things?”
 
   “I believe he’s sorry. I can’t figure out what he’s sorry for though.  Getting caught, or doing it in the first place.”
 
   “So you don’t believe he loves you and you don’t believe it happened only once.”
 
   “I don’t know about either of those things. I can’t just take his word anymore,” Riley sipped her tea. It was getting cold.
 
   “So what does that mean?” Lorna asked. “For your relationship.”
 
   “I don’t know that either. But I know this; it can never be the same between us.”
 
   Lorna didn’t say anything, but Riley could see a twitch working at the corner of her mouth.
 
   “What is it?” she asked. “Tell me.”
 
   Lorna emptied the batter into the skillet. “It’s just . . .”
 
   “What?”
 
   “It just seems like a romantic notion to me—‘It’ll never be the same’. Why the hell not? And if not the same, maybe it’ll be better.”
 
   Riley leaned forward, her eyes wide. “Romantic? And better? He screwed some girl! Months after we got married.”
 
   “What I mean by ‘romantic’ is that by saying that it’ll never be the same, you’re accepting this Hollywood version of what relationships are, and what commitment is. As though before he did this, your love was like some precious frigging white rose, and now it’s been stained and can never be as white and as pure as it once was.”
 
   “And?” Riley demanded. “So what’s so awful about that?”
 
   “What’s awful is that’s basically a crock of shit, Riley. Relationships—people—are more complicated than that. We hurt people we love all the time. We do stupid, hurtful, selfish things. That’s what makes us human.”
 
   “So you’re saying I should just forgive him and pretend nothing happened? Coming from you . . .”
 
   “I’m not saying that . . .” the vegetables went into the skillet, “. . . I’m saying don’t make your decision about whether or not to stay with him on the basis of some myth.”
 
   “And the myth would be what?”
 
   “That you get married and live happily ever after. You were thinking that marrying him was the end-game. That all of a sudden everything between you two would be settled in some way. But it’s not, and so you’re panicking.”
 
   “I’m not panicking,” Riley said sharply. “I’m mad as hell—not to mention hurt—that my husband is fucking someone else.”
 
   “I see panic,” Lorna insisted.
 
   “Okay, fine, I’ll take the bait. How am I panicking, mother?”
 
   “You’re realizing that there’s actually some work involved here. That he’s imperfect, and if you want to make your relationship last it might be a struggle.” Lorna held her palms up. “And God forbid you should have to ‘work’ at a relationship—it’s supposed to be fun, right? Like playing house, like Ken and Barbie. Always smiling, always happy.”
 
   “This just sounds like one of your lectures to me.” Riley walked over to the microwave to reheat her tea. “You’re making an intellectual exercise out of something that is so not intellectual. It’s about my feelings.”
 
   Lorna rolled her eyes
 
   “Why is that so strange? That my feelings should be hurt by . . .” Riley’s voice cracked and her mother reached out and squeezed her shoulder briefly.
 
   “Okay, don’t start crying again. All I mean to say is that I wonder if what you can’t forgive him for is the sexual act, or the fact that he’s ruined this little fairytale you constructed in your head.”
 
   “I don’t believe in fairytales,” Riley said coldly. “You made sure of that. And as for the sexual act, I can’t even begin to picture that without doubling over in agony.”
 
   “But you kind of do believe in fairytales, Riley. I mean, wasn’t that the lure in the first place? This secret romance, all that passion in the afternoon in hotels, him flying out of town the next day, all your friends disapproving? And then for it to ‘blossom into enduring love’. My God, it’s almost corny . . .”
 
   Riley said nothing.
 
   “And then he proposes and you get married. You didn’t think past that point did you?”
 
   That much at least was true. She hadn’t thought past the wedding. All she’d known was that she wanted him. His proposal gave her permission to admit that she wanted him more than she’d ever wanted anyone, or anything in her entire life.
 
   “And that’s all I’m saying. The wedding is over. Real life has begun. And in your case, real life involves a husband who’s in a business where women throw themselves at him constantly, and if he doesn’t have the strength or the will to resist, something like this happening is not that damn surprising.” Lorna slid the first omelet onto a plate and handed it to Riley who took it and got herself a fork.
 
   “So I should accept his screwing around as the price of being married to him? Because he’s a rap star and . . .”
 
   “Hell no,” Lorna said quickly. “You think I’d ever say something as crazy as all that?”
 
   “You were beginning to scare me,” Riley said wryly. “So what are you saying?”
 
   “I’m saying that when you decided to marry Shawn you only used your heart. This time, before you make a permanent decision, use your head too. Don’t just make it about your hurt feelings. You committed to him. You have to decide whether this fling he had is the deal-breaker, or just a bump along the road.”
 
   “I wish I could record this,” Riley said. “Dr. Lorna Terry, diehard feminist extolling the virtues of matrimony.”
 
   “The virtues of commitment,” Lorna corrected her. “The two aren’t synonymous. And unless I’m mistaken—which would mean I didn’t teach you anything—you didn’t marry him for the sake of marriage, you wanted the commitment.”
 
   “That’s true,” Riley said, her mouth full of egg. “But if I’m committed and he’s not, then it’s meaningless.”
 
   “Well,” Lorna cocked her head to one side. “Are you sure he’s not committed?”
 
   “He cheated on me!”
 
   Lorna shrugged. “I’ve cheated on men I was committed to.  Genuinely committed to, even.”
 
   “No offense, but I was there through some of these men and I don’t remember seeing a whole lot of commitment. All I saw was you disposing of one after another.”
 
   “We’re not going to go into ancient history, are we?” Lorna was scrambling her own eggs, dropping in onions and green peppers and jalapeños.
 
   “We just dug all through my messy life. Why’s yours off limits?”
 
   “I could always pull rank and say it’s because I’m the mother and you’re the kid,” Lorna said smiling. “But I guess that wouldn’t work for us, huh?”
 
   “Never has,” Riley agreed.
 
   “Fair enough,” Lorna shrugged. “Well let’s just say that a lot of what you saw me do with the men in my life, I regret now.”
 
   “Specifically . . ?”
 
   “Being  . . . well, callous . . .” Lorna scooped her eggs onto a plate and sat opposite Riley, reaching for her teacup and taking a test-sip and then going to reheat it as Riley had done for hers.
 
   “Go on.”
 
   “I was so into being a good feminist which in my mind that was equated with eliminating any permanent male figure in my life. If there was even the hint of something about to go wrong, I just quit the guy—I mean after all, I’m a feminist, right? I couldn’t take some guy’s mess. And even if he was damn close to perfect, I found a reason to quit those too. So I sabotaged every good relationship that came along. Remember Earl?”
 
   Riley nodded.  
 
   Earl had lived with them for five years; from the time Riley was seven until she was twelve. He was a tall, dark-skinned man who was handsome and strong and who long after his departure remained Riley’s standard of what a real man should be. He was as close to her mother’s equal as she’d ever seen a man come. He gave as good as he got with Lorna, until she simply wore him down and he couldn’t give any more.
 
   “He was a good man. He loved me. And more amazing than that, he loved my kid. And he wanted to make us happy. But I wasn’t prepared to accept happiness from a man. It felt like selling out to me. So I basically did everything in my power to drive him away . . .” Lorna sighed. “Of course I didn’t see it that way at the time. But that’s what I was doing.”
 
   Riley didn’t know what to say. It was the first time her mother had ever discussed Earl. She still remembered the night he left. There was a loud fight that woke her up and she’d come out of her room and was at the door when Earl came down the landing, carrying bags from his and Lorna’s room. He stopped in front of her and put his huge hand gently on the side of her face. This doesn’t have anything to do with you, baby girl. Always remember that, okay? And then he was gone.
 
   Riley had never seen or heard from him again. His words had always stayed with her. And because she believed him, she concluded that the real culprit, the real reason he was gone had to be Lorna. And so she’d punished her for that for as long as she could keep it up, until she was too tired of being angry and hurt, and had to let her memories and love for Earl dry up and disappear.
 
   “And the lesson is?” Riley tried to lighten the mood.
 
   Lorna smiled and took a leisurely sip of her tea, coming back to start on her eggs. “Hell if I know.”
 
   Riley laughed.
 
   “With the exception of some kind of abuse, only you can know how much is too much to take from him or from any man. You decide the terms for your life, Riley. Don’t let someone else’s standards for what marriage is make that decision for you . . .”
 
   “Including yours,” Riley interjected.
 
   Lorna grinned. “You kidding?  With my track record, especially mine.”
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   [bookmark: _Toc335582259]Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Riley woke up feeling sick to her stomach, her entire abdomen clenched in a tight agonizing ball. When she turned over to try to get out of bed, she realized her period had begun in the middle of the night and she had bled all over the sheets. It was unusual for her to be so out of touch with her body that she didn’t know when her period was due, but everything was out of whack lately. Sighing, she got up and stripped the bed, rolling everything into a ball to throw out. The down mattress cover was ruined as well, so she stripped that and got into the shower, allowing the warm water to course over her head. Watching the swirls of blood and tissue wash down the drain, she felt an inexplicable wave of sadness and began crying for no reason that she could discern. 
 
   Except of course for the fact that she was beginning to miss Shawn. 
 
   They hadn’t spoken in several weeks but she knew that he’d gotten a sublet in Chelsea from a cellist who was on tour in Europe with a philharmonic. And she knew that he’d gone to Baltimore to see his grandmother for a few days and was due back in the city any day now. She knew only these things because Tracy talked to Brendan just about every day, pumping him for information then faithfully reporting every word.
 
   When she had her period, Shawn was patient and solicitous, and funny too because he acted as though she had some strange affliction. He was completely and sweetly ignorant of this particular mysterious function of the female body except in the most academic sense. He brought her food on trays, constantly asked her how she felt and tirelessly refilled the hot water bottle because he knew she got terrible cramps and because he believed that was what husbands were supposed to do. But if there were no cramps, he wanted her just as much as always, and they made love in the shower so they wouldn’t have to deal with the clean up afterward.
 
   Riley stepped out of the shower and wrapped herself in her big terry bathrobe, arming herself with her ‘feminine articles’ and then climbing back onto the bare bed. She reached for the phone and called in sick, hanging up and curling into a fetal position. 
 
   The last time she’d seen him, Riley had actually called Shawn over to see her. Her plan was for them to talk but as soon as she saw him, it had devolved into a nasty scene of her saying awful hurtful things, and him standing there and trying to take it. And then he came toward her, and somehow, they wound up kissing—didn’t they always? And for a few seconds, it seemed fine and Riley was relieved because it felt so natural, but when Shawn lowered her back onto the sofa and tried to undress her, something inside her had frozen. She went rigid beneath him, her hands balled up at her sides. It took him a moment to realize that she wasn’t responding the way she always had. They looked at each other and it was clear that they were both scared. The unspeakable had happened—she didn’t want him. Sex had always been their fail-safe. And it wasn’t working.
 
   Riley pushed the thought of that night out of her mind and turned over into the pillow. Quiet tears squeezed between her eyelids and soon she was sobbing, her chest heaving. Within minutes, she fell asleep.
 
   The phone woke her around eleven and she reached for it, her mind still fuzzy with sleep. It took her a moment to recognize the voice. He was probably on a speaker phone.
 
   “Hi Chris,” she said, her voice gravelly.
 
   “I called your office. They said you were out sick. You a’ight?”
 
   “Yeah. More or less.”
 
   “You want me to bring you anything?”
 
   Riley thought for a moment. Chris Scaife was offering to bring supplies to her sick bed? Maybe she was still sleeping.
 
   “Some lunch later?” she said finally.
 
   “A’ight. What you need?”
 
   “Thai food would be nice.”
 
   “Okay. What you want?”
 
   “Chris,” Riley said. “Why are you doing this? Did Shawn tell you to check up on me? Or Brendan?”
 
   “Damn. I can’t just do a good deed?”
 
   Riley laughed. “Yeah, but I was just wondering why, that’s all. It’s going to be a real pain in the ass for you to go out and find me Thai food and bring it all the way over here, so . . .”
 
   “I’ll get one of the girls over here to go get the food,” he said. “I’m not that damn nice.”
 
   Riley laughed again. “Okay. You had me worried there for a minute.”
 
   “Well don’t be. I’ll just drive it over. What you want?”
 
   “Chicken green curry and satay.”
 
   “Spell that,” Chris said.
 
   “S. . . A . . .”
 
   Chris laughed. “I’m messin’ with you. I’ll bring it around one o’ clock, a’ight?”
 
   “Thanks Chris. This is really swee. . . “
 
   “Yeah, yeah. See you at one.” He hung up.
 
   Riley smiled before hanging up herself.
 
   What a surprise Chris Scaife was turning out to be. For some reason he seemed to want her to like him. Of course if Shawn knew he was coming over when she was alone, he would probably fly into one of his irrational rages. Right now, the thought of Shawn being jealous about her and Chris actually made her feel better.
 
   When Chris called from downstairs later, it was just a few minutes after one. Punctual too. The surprises just kept coming. Riley opened the door for him and took the bag he handed her. Chris walked in and surveyed the living room as though he were checking to see if anyone else was there.
 
   “How’re you feeling?” he asked, sitting on the sofa.
 
   “Better. Thanks for the food.” Riley went into the kitchen to get plates and utensils, returning to set them out on the coffee table.
 
   “Nah. That’s a’ight,” Chris said. “Already ate.”
 
   Riley shrugged. “More for me.” She sat cross-legged on the floor and portioned out some chicken, rice and satay. Chris was watching her, saying nothing but she had a feeling he was on a mission. Maybe Shawn had sent him after all. But that was unlikely.
 
   “So what’s going on with you?” she asked him finally.
 
   “I should be asking you that,” he returned.
 
   “Yeah? Why is that?”
 
   “You know. You and Smooth being on the outs.”
 
   “You see him more than I do, so maybe this is a conversation you should be having with Shawn,” Riley said without looking up. “And to be really honest, I’m not sure I’m comfortable talking about it at all.”
 
   “A’ight,” Chris said agreeably. “Let’s talk about something else. Let’s talk about you and me having dinner sometime. Like tomorrow night.”
 
   Riley looked at him, trying to read his face and gauge from his voice whether she was being hit on. It wouldn’t be the first time she got this vibe from Chris, but for him to make such a bold attempt just seconds after inquiring about her husband would be too vulgar to be believed. Few things would make Shawn as livid as the idea of her going to dinner with Chris Scaife unchaperoned. 
 
   “Okay,” she said. “Why not?”
 
   Chris smiled as though he’d known all along she would say yes. 
 
   “I’ll send you a car.”
 
   “No,” Riley said, her mouth full. “Tell me time and place and I’ll be there.”
 
   “You don’t trust me?” he asked.
 
   Riley smiled. “It’s not a question of trust. I don’t want you thinking the wrong thing.”
 
   “And ‘the wrong thing’ would be what?”
 
   “That this dinner is anything other than me agreeing to have a meal with my husband’s business associate.” 
 
   Chris grinned. “But now I’m your business associate too. Don’t forget I hooked you up with those female producers.” He stood and pulled his car keys out of his pocket. “I’ll holla at you tomorrow sometime.”
 
   “Fine. You do that. And thank you for hooking me up with your producer friends. My boss really liked that story.” Riley stood to let him out but he motioned that she should stay where she was.
 
   He paused at the front door. “I could be a lot more than just that,” he said.
 
   “A lot more than ‘what’?”
 
   “A lot more than just your husband’s business associate.” He smiled at her one last time before he shut the door.
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   Dawn was giving her the cold shoulder because Shawn had left town without giving her a chance to do the photo shoot as promised. He’d been gone two weeks this time around, and she’d long since lost track of what city he was supposed to be in. He didn’t call when she was home, but sometimes left messages that told her little more than that he was still alive. Some she replayed several times before erasing them. 
 
   Near the end of a trip out to the West Coast Tracy passed on a message from Brendan asking if she could fly out to California for a photo-op and launch party for Shawn’s new contract with Arista and the launching of So Def Records, his own label. She couldn’t refuse the chance to see him, no matter how tense it might be and she thought the change of scenery might help her shake her dark mood, and make her feel more like herself again. 
 
   The weather in New York was just beginning to make the transition from blustery to downright cold even though it was only October. The apartment felt positively frigid most nights—a side-effect of all those glass windows that had gone unmentioned by their realtor.
 
   For a good number of nights each week, she slept on the sofa and her writing was suffering. Hours spent watching music television to produce story ideas only resulted in her crying over Shawn’s music videos and obsessively looking for the dancer he’d slept with in fleeting shots. 
 
   There were precious few other diversions except for the occasional after-work drink with Chris Scaife who was turning out to be a pretty decent guy. He tried to help her out with story ideas and gave her tips on emerging trends in the industry that few other people were perceptive enough to recognize, and best of all, he discreetly—to the extent that Chris was able to be discreet—gave her updates on what Shawn was doing. 
 
   Apart from that, she had little information about her husband’s life and whereabouts except for the one time she’d seen his picture in a newspaper attending a post-awards show event. Shawn was holding a wineglass and had been caught in mid-conversation with someone who was just out of frame. It hurt just to see him. She knew that if she asked, Tracy would pump Brendan for even more information, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to hear what he was really doing. The news she might get may hurt even more than seeing him in a newspaper like a stranger.
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   Tracy was waiting for her after work at a bar and grill on Seventh Avenue. They sat at a table in the rear, desultorily eating the complimentary Buffalo wings and sipping three dollar drafts.  
 
   “So you’re going to that Arista party for Shawn next weekend?” she asked.
 
   “Sure. Why not? I guess that’s my job or something right? As The Wife?”
 
   “You’re becoming really cynical about being married to him,” Tracy observed. “That can’t be a good thing.”
 
   “It’s hard not to be cynical when your husband cheats on you.” Riley wiped her hands on a napkin and reached for her beer.
 
   Across the room at the bar, a couple guys were scoping her and Tracy out. Only lately had she begun to notice the attention she got from men again. It seemed like she’d been blocking all of out for such a long time. Shawn hated it, so she’d gotten used to pretending it wasn’t happening. Now, she thought wryly, she had the all-clear to flirt again if she wanted to.  
 
   “Cheated. There’s a difference,” Tracy pointed out.
 
   “You know more than I do then.”
 
   “So you’re saying you think he’s still cheating on you.”
 
   “Who knows?”
 
   “If you really thought that, I don’t think you’d be going to California,” Tracy shook her head.
 
   “Maybe you’re right. But now I know that the potential for him to cheat is there.”
 
   “The potential for damn near anything to happen is there. The potential for you to get hit by a train tonight on the way home is there . . . doesn’t mean it’s going to happen. And you certainly can’t live the rest of your life on that basis.”
 
   “Whatever Tracy. Cheating doesn’t happen. Someone does it.”
 
   “Okay, but Riley, let’s not forget that your relationship with Shawn started with you cheating on Brian, so maybe it’s time to stop being so sanctimonious about this. Be angry, be upset, but for heaven’s sake, don’t be sanctimonious.”
 
   “Don’t hold back, Tracy. Tell me how you really feel.”
 
    “I’m not trying to be mean but it’s been three months already. If you want to divorce him, you should get moving with that. But if you aren’t going to, maybe you need to find a way to deal with this other than bitterness and cynicism.”
 
   “Wow. You’re really heaping it on today,” Riley said dryly.
 
   “And another thing,” Tracy said, on a roll now. “Your hands aren’t entirely clean either. What about these little boyfriends you always have hanging around? The way you strung Brian along even after you were married? All that was missing from that little affair was the sex. And now Chris Scaife. Really.”
 
   “That’s not fair.”
 
   Tracy rolled her eyes. “Okay. Fine. Consider it food for thought, then. I wonder if these romantic friendships would be just as acceptable if it was Shawn and some little chick who he claimed was ‘just a friend’.”
 
   “So have you thought about coming to California with me?” Riley asked, pointedly changing the subject. Brendan had invited her as well, and so far she was resisting the idea.
 
   “Nope. What would be the point?”
 
   “To have a good time. To keep me company.”
 
   “I don’t want to have a good time,” Tracy said dully. “And you have Shawn to keep you company.”
 
   “Okay, so you’ll keep Brendan company.”
 
   Tracy tilted her head to one side. “It’s not happening, okay? Me and Brendan? Not happening.”
 
   Riley shook her head. “I don’t see how you can say that. After all the calls, the . . .”
 
   “Brendan is,” Tracy paused and chose her words carefully. “. . . maybe the most decent guy I’ve met in, I don’t know how long.  He’s the best friend I’ve made since, well, since you. But it’s no more than that.”
 
   Riley’s first instinct was to argue the point—if they could be such good friends, why couldn’t they be more? But the fact of the matter was, she and Shawn were married but by no stretch of the imagination were they good friends, so what did that mean? She was hardly in the position to question someone else’s relationship when her own was such a God-awful mess.
 
   “I know what it looked like for awhile.” Tracy shrugged. “We liked talking on the phone together. That’s all.”
 
   “That’s plenty.”
 
   “Yeah, but don’t try to make it more than it is. I already thought it through and his lifestyle, my lifestyle, the things I want out of life . . . we’re just headed in different directions. I’m not like you, Riley. I can’t jump into the deep end and try to learn how to swim later.”
 
   “Is that what I do?”
 
   “Yeah.” Tracy said almost sadly. “It is. And it’s caught up with you. Big-time.”
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   Living in the apartment alone was more difficult than she thought it would be. It seemed so huge and so quiet, especially at night. In the dark and silence, Riley couldn’t help but think too much about everything. Most especially Tracy’s words tonight. That was what she’d done—jump in and try to figure things out later. She was married to someone she barely knew. That was the long and short of it. The things she loved about him were only the tip of the iceberg. What did she actually know about his capacity for faithfulness? Or his willingness to change, or compromise to do what it took to make a relationship work? 
 
   And without knowing any of these things she’d promised to love, honor and cherish him for all the days of her life. It seemed ridiculous now that she hadn’t really absorbed the meaning of those words, even as she said them. Lorna was right; those had been heady, mindless, intoxicating days. Even the opposition to their marriage hadn’t swayed her—she was in a fog then, and couldn’t see clearly to save her life. But even so, knowing what she now knew, she couldn’t let him go. 
 
    It should have been getting easier to be without him, it was getting steadily worse. Noticing other men, flirting a little with random guys and increasingly with Chris Scaife, none of that seemed to put a dent in what was the overwhelming reality of her life these days—she missed her husband.
 
   Meeting people for drinks and dinner was what she did to fill the empty time. Usually, if she arranged things just right, she would be out until sometime between eleven-thirty and one a.m. so when she got home, it would be all she could do to get her shoes off and collapse, exhausted into bed.
 
    She tried to rotate her social engagements, between Tracy, Chris and Peter or Walsh so she was hardly ever really alone. She never used to mind being alone—it was when her best ideas had come, when she’d written her best. But now, alone just reminded her she was without Shawn. 
 
   But as much as she wanted him, she couldn’t make herself forget that he’d hurt her in a way she never believed she could hurt. For the first couple of weeks after she found out about Keisha, she awoke each morning mildly surprised that she had not expired during the night from the great, aching maw in her chest. For two weeks, there was not a waking moment that was not marred by the thought of Shawn with another woman. She tormented herself with mental images of him naked and entwined in someone else’s legs, kissing someone else’s mouth, touching her breasts. And not just “someone else” but someone that Riley had seen, whose attractiveness Riley could vouch for.
 
   And when it became unbearable, she would resolve to pack all her things and leave for good. But in the end, all she ever did was cry herself to sleep because she knew she wouldn’t leave; she couldn’t stand the thought of never seeing him again. So all in all, it was better not to be alone, better to be out with people as much as she could.
 
   Tonight, Chris was on the roster. Whenever she met him, it was always at some high-profile restaurant or hot-spot-of-the moment he’d chosen. So if they had plans, Riley tried to dress accordingly, wearing outfits that were suited to his status—the designer stuff that Tracy had browbeaten her into getting. This time they were eating at one of Xander Hausen’s places, an overpriced soul food restaurant in Midtown. Chris offered to come by the condo to pick her up, but as always Riley told him she’d meet him there.
 
   She spotted him as soon as she walked in. He was already seated and eating appetizers when she got there. The maître d led her to the table and he barely looked up as she sat, so engrossed was he in his catfish fingers.
 
   “Thanks for waiting,” Riley laughed.
 
   “Hungry as hell,” Chris said. “I went the whole day without eating and didn’t even realize it until I got here and smelled the food.”
 
   “No, that’s okay. I’m sure you’re really busy.”
 
   Riley picked up the menu, scanning it for something interesting. Two months ago she would have died first than share a meal alone with Chris. But as he liked to say—and it was true—they’d gotten “beyond the bullshit.”
 
   “I spoke to your man today,” Chris said conversationally.
 
   Riley resisted the urge to drop the menu and grab him by the collar, begging for information. Instead, she very coolly lowered it and looked at Chris who was smiling at her in a way that made it clear he knew she was only pretending to be casual.
 
   “What’d he say?”
 
   “Basically?” Chris said, painfully slowly. “He told me to keep my hands to myself.”
 
   Riley smiled. “In those words too, I’m sure.”
 
   Chris shrugged. 
 
   Riley waited, but Chris said nothing more.  
 
   “You told him we were having dinner?”
 
   “Can’t have it looking like I’m trying to move in on his woman.”
 
   “So you’re not? Trying to move in on me.”
 
   She’d been nursing her curiosity on that point for weeks. Chris Scaife did not strike her as the kind of man who had female ‘friends’. It didn’t take a genius to see that he was just a notch above thinking all women should be barefoot and pregnant. And he did have a tendency to make suggestive comments. The problem was she could never decide whether he was serious or teasing.
 
   “Why? You want me to?” Chris raised his eyes from his food to meet hers.
 
   Riley smiled. “No. I just wanted to make sure we’re on the same page.”
 
   “We’re on the same page,” he confirmed.
 
   “Then, why?” she asked. “Why’re you so nice to me? I was never really that nice to you.”
 
   Chris wrinkled his brow and nodded. “True. You never were. But I know how that is. I’m everything you don’t want Smooth to be.”
 
   Riley took a sip of her water to hide her surprise at how astute he was.
 
   “Everything I thought you were is what I didn’t want him to be,” she said finally.
 
   “So what else did you guys say about me?” Riley asked casually.
 
    “He misses you.”
 
   “He said that?”
 
   Chris looked at her. “He didn’t need to say it, Riley.”
 
   The waiter came over and Riley ordered the catfish and cornbread platter, and Chris got a fried pork sandwich with a side of greens.
 
   “So what did he actually say?”
 
   Chris looked at her. “You need to just go ahead and call him yourself.”
 
   “Fine.” Riley leaned back.  
 
   “Oh, you’re mad now?”
 
   “I’m not mad. It’s just that you’re the best information I have,” she admitted. “Y’know I saw him in the newspaper? That’s how I get a lot of my news about Shawn now—the same way as the rest of the country.”
 
   Chris said nothing.
 
   “Did you know about Keisha?” Riley asked suddenly.
 
   Chris looked at her.  
 
   “Did you?”
 
   Chris nodded slowly. “I heard a little somethin’.”
 
   “Did Brendan know too?”
 
   “Riley. If B knew, you really think he should’ve told you?”
 
   She sighed. “Maybe not. I don’t know. It’s just so humiliating.”
 
   Chris nodded “I know what you’re saying. But you don’t understand because you’re not in this game. You don’t tour with Smooth, you don’t go to the promotional events, shit, and you don’t even go to the concerts. If you did, you’d know what it’s like. Bitc . . . I mean, women at those shows come on strong, y’know what I’m saying? Slipping up like he did? Occupational hazard.”
 
   Riley rolled her eyes. “Sorry. Not buying it. I mean, what am I supposed to do, just accept that he’ll cheat on me because they’re some pushy women out there?”
 
   “I wouldn’t say all that.”
 
   “Then what are you saying?”
 
   “That sooner or later you need to let that shit go. Let it go or let the brother move on. That simple. Right now, you got him hanging. Married, but not married . . . I mean, that’s messed up.”
 
   Everyone was telling her that lately. Even Lorna. But it sounded much simpler than it was.
 
   While they ate, Riley let Chris talk about a lawsuit that the gun manufacturers had filed against Mike and Darryl for the use of their name, and the intricacies of how Glock would have to be repackaged and remarketed. It was more information than she’d ever wanted to know about the process of star-making, but she liked listening to Chris talk about his work. She could hear in his voice how much he loved it. 
 
   She’d heard the same tone from Shawn when he was talking about his shows and his rhymes, but the truth was, she couldn’t remember ever having listened to him as closely as she was listening to Chris now. Maybe Keisha had been a good listener as well as a good lay. It made her chest constrict to think of it.
 
   After dinner, when they were trying to figure out whether to go get dessert someplace else, Chris’ mobile rang and he talked for a few minutes before Riley realized Brendan was on the other end. Shawn was probably right there too. She wondered if he was thinking about her; if he knew she was with Chris. Then Chris handed her the phone.
 
   “It’s B,” he said.
 
   Riley hesitated a moment before taking it. “Brendan?”
 
   “Hey, Riley. What’s up?”
 
   “Nothing. How’s . . . how’s Shawn?”
 
   “He’s good. You still flying out here this weekend?”
 
   “Sure. Why? Doesn’t he want me to?”
 
   “Riley. Of course he wants you to. You want to talk to him?”
 
   “No.”  She wasn’t prepared.
 
   “A’ight. Just wanted to make sure you were still coming. Gimme Chris again.”
 
   Riley handed the phone back and waited for Chris’ conversation to be over, and when it was, she told him she just wanted to go home.
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   Friday came too soon and not soon enough. Riley was taking an eight-thirty flight out of LaGuardia and had everything packed and ready in the car so she could leave work and head straight for the airport. No sense taking chances trying to run home first. Riley drifted through the morning, doing all the routine things that would suck up as much time as possible—filing, cleaning her desk and re-reading what she’d written over the last couple of weeks. There was no way she was going to be able to focus enough to manage much more than that.
 
   During the long flight, she tried to sleep, but whenever she drifted off, she would jerk awake minutes later, frustrated and unrested. When the plane finally landed at LAX, she was beyond exhausted. It was past two a.m. East Coast time, and even she would have been asleep by then under normal circumstances. She walked through the terminal grateful that she hadn’t checked any bags, and headed for the exit. If Brendan was late, she’d take a shuttle; she was too worn out to stand around waiting for anyone. Outside it only took her a second to spot her ride. 
 
   Shawn was leaning against a black Lincoln SUV, scanning the crowd of people exiting from another door closer to him. His hands were in the pockets of his baggy cargo shorts and he was searching the crowd. The shorts were the same tattered ones he’d worn almost every day on their honeymoon in Jamaica. She watched him for a moment, noting the worry on his face, then walked in his direction, and was only a few feet away when he noticed her. The lines on his forehead smoothed and he smiled, opening his arms. She stopped, not only surprised that he was there at all, but that he wanted to hug her. The sight of him—and with his arms outstretched for her was like having a vise removed from her heart. It took every ounce of self-control not to throw herself into his arms.
 
   “C’mere,” he said impatiently, when she didn’t move right away.
 
   Riley put her bag down and went to him. He met her half way and wrapped his arms about her. He felt so good, so warm, and so familiar. He ran a hand across her forehead, as though brushing hair away, and pressed his lips there. A driver got out of the car and collected her bag, putting it in the back. The entire ride to the hotel, she rested her head on his shoulder but neither of them spoke.
 
   Shawn stopped at the front desk to talk to a clerk and came back with a key, handing it to her and taking her bag.
 
   “What’s this?” Riley looked at him. “I thought you were already staying here.”
 
   “I am. But that’s the key to your suite.”
 
   It took her a moment to understand what he’d said. Your suite.
 
   “So we’re not . . .”
 
   “I got you your own spot.”
 
   She bit in her lower lip. “Okay.”
 
   “It’s down the hall from mine,” he said, as though that made things better.
 
   Riley sighed. “I said, that’s fine.”
 
   On the elevator ride up, he gave her a run-down of the next day’s activities, in pretty much the same way she’d heard Brendan do for him on so many occasions. She had a nine a.m. appointment with a stylist who was going to take her shopping and help her with whatever the hell it was stylists helped people with. And at one she was sitting with him at a photo-op, no interview. And then the rest of the afternoon was hers while he went to look over some storyboards for a music video and record some radio station promotion spots. At ten-thirty p.m., a car would be downstairs to take her to the party where he would already be waiting. The whole production felt like a business trip.
 
   “Nine might be a little early for me,” Riley said dully.
 
   “It’s the only time she had available,” Shawn said. “Sorry. We can cancel if . . .”
 
   “Nope. I’ll do it.”  
 
   No one was going to be able to say she didn’t perform her wifely duties. If she had to meet the frigging stylist at nine, then so be it.
 
   He left her bag on the floor of her suite and looked at her as impassively as if he were the bellboy waiting to fulfill a guest request.
 
   “You okay?”
 
   “Yeah. I’ll see you tomorrow,” she said dully.
 
   “G’night.”
 
   He’d turned to walk away but she stopped him.
 
   “I heard about the lawsuit from Chris,” she said. “That thing with Mike and Darryl? What’s going on with that?”
 
   It was a cheap shot. As she had hoped it would, his carefully crafted mask of hospitality cracked a little at the mention of Chris and the subtle reference to time she’d spent with him. Shawn’s eyes narrowed almost imperceptibly and a slight tension appeared in his jaw. At least she could still make him jealous.  Small victory.
 
   “They settled,” he said.
 
   “Oh. Good,” Riley said. She hoisted her bag onto the bed and pretended to be busy with it. “So I’ll see you tomorrow then.”
 
   She turned and showed him her back, hearing, rather than seeing him leave the room. When he was gone, she sat on the edge of the bed, and covered her face with her hands, sobbing from exhaustion and disappointment until all she had energy to do was pull back the covers, kick off her shoes and go to sleep.
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   Shawn paced his suite, trying to get comfortable. He had a strange tension about his neck and shoulders that seemed to have come out of nowhere. Maybe he could call downstairs and have them find him a masseuse. Someone who could pound the kinks out of his muscles and leave him begging for nothing more than a hot shower and his warm bed. But he already knew that nothing would make him relax, not with Riley just three doors down the hall.
 
   He wondered whether she was sleeping. She looked tired at the airport and hadn’t even breathed a word of complaint when he told her about all the stuff Brendan had planned for her the next day. She even agreed to take the morning appointment with Nadine.
 
   Shawn undressed and turned on the shower. He would work out the kinks in his neck this way, and try to get out of his mind the look on her face at the airport. She just stood there, looking at him, like she was pleased to see him. But that was all; ‘pleased.’ It was a polite emotion; nothing like it used to be between them. He had to ask her to come to him, and she had. But when he hugged her, she was stiff. 
 
   As the water cascaded over his head, he thought about that night back home when he’d finally accepted that he should find someplace else to live, at least temporarily. After a screaming match that he’d hoped would exorcize Keisha from their relationship, he’d grabbed Riley and kissed her. At first she responded, but when he tried to undress her, she had turned to stone. Shawn had felt her hold her breath, like she was prepared to endure him touching her. Endure it. She didn’t want it, but she would have gone through with it if he’d persisted. But he couldn’t. He wanted her, but he needed her to want him too. 
 
   The very next day, he told Brendan that all those West Coast events he’d been holding off on were a go. Arista wanted to talk to him and he could take some meetings in their office out there. Shawn accepted the invitations. He was prepared to stay in L.A. as long as necessary. 
 
   Within a couple weeks, he was right here in this hotel, installed in a perfectly nice suite, pretending his life hadn’t turned to shit. But he had to admit, for someone who had lost everything that mattered, he’d been remarkably productive. All day, every day, he worked on getting the deal with Arista done. And every night, he went out to clubs or parties, and stayed out until he couldn’t keep his eyes open any longer.
 
   Sometimes he drank too much, or smoked too much, and a couple times he’d slept eighteen hours straight from sheer exhaustion. But it was all welcome, because he discovered something very important—if he kept moving at all times, always going somewhere, or doing something or talking to someone, he might not think about his wife. He could forget. 
 
   So that’s what he’d done; he kept moving. And when the partying got old, he got a trainer and went to the gym instead. That produced the welcome feeling of exhaustion as well, but with collateral benefits. He stopped smoking bud. He even felt good a lot of the time.
 
   It all worked just so long as he didn’t talk to her or see her. So what he did was leave voicemail messages. He could communicate with her without having to hear the distance and the withdrawal in her voice.
 
   Shawn got out of the shower and toweled dry. But now she was here. Within reach, but feeling even further away. He’d been hearing from Brendan that she was spending a lot of time with Chris, and so he called him to find out what the deal was. To Shawn’s surprise, Chris had copped to it right away, admitting that they were hanging out sometimes.
 
   I think you know me, Smooth. I wouldn’t move in on your woman, Chris said. I wouldn’t do you like that.
 
   Gone were the days when he could have called her himself, or gotten all hotheaded and told Chris to back the hell off. So he had to approach the situation with a little more levelheadedness.
 
   She’s not just my woman, Chris, he’d said. She’s my wife. She’s everything. You need to respect that.
 
   He’d lost his right to interfere directly with her friendships so instead he’d done it indirectly; getting Brendan to ask her to come out to L.A. for the launch of his label. It would get her away from Chris, and give him a chance to see whether they had a shot.
 
   The separate suite was something he felt he needed. Because if she was in the same room, same bed it would be way too difficult to lie next to her and not touch. And if he did touch and she rejected him . . .  Still, as he pulled on his sweats and prepared to go to sleep himself, Shawn felt equally tormented by the knowledge that she was only a few hundred feet away, and for all the good it did him, she may as well be back in New York.
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   “She’s going to leave me, B.”
 
   Brendan looked up from his Blackberry and shook his head exasperated. 
 
   “You’ve been saying that for weeks. If she was leaving, she’d be gone. If she was leaving, she wouldn’t be here in L.A.”
 
   Shawn shook his head. “You don’t know Riley. This is exactly what she would do. She would come to L.A. and analyze the situation, see how she feels about me, and then she would go back home and file for divorce and move back to Flushing like nothing ever happened.”
 
   Brendan studied him for a moment and then put the Blackberry on the table, giving Shawn his complete attention for a change.
 
   “I think you’re the one who doesn’t know her,” Brendan said seriously. “You don’t see it, Shawn?”
 
   “What’re you talking ‘bout?”
 
   “This fucking circus life we live in this rap game, man. Not too many women worth having would sign on for some shit like this. But she did. She tolerates the parties and the clubs and the drinking and the smoking.
 
   “And you being gone for weeks, and the women all over you and all that mess. She hates all that. But she rolls with it. Because for her, it’s all about you. Anybody with eyes can see that.”
 
   Shawn said nothing.
 
   “You’ve been hiding out in L.A. and y’know what she’s doing? She’s waiting. That’s all. She’s just waiting for you to just come correct. And the minute you do, she’ll be all in again. And even this stuff with Chris that you’re trippin’ over? Even that’s about you, Shawn. Why you think she’s with hanging out with Chris of all people? Because he’s close to you.
 
   “Now shut the hell up so I can finish sending these emails,” Brendan muttered under his breath. He picked up his Blackberry again.
 
    
 
   g
 
    
 
   At nine a.m. sharp, Riley got a call from the front desk telling her that a woman named Nadine Ford was downstairs waiting for her. The stylist. She was dreading it, but the truth was, she had no idea how to dress for a record label launch party and could probably use all the help she could get. As it was, she’d spent the morning trying to figure out what to wear just to go shopping with the stylist, finally settling on her old faithful faded jeans with a broad belt, and tank top with boots. The only things she brought along with her were her Visa card and driver’s license. No doubt stylists were expensive.
 
   Riley spotted Nadine immediately even though she’d never seen her before. Sitting on the arm of one of the overstuffed chairs in the waiting area, she was chattering into a blinged out iPhone, every bit the stereotypical L.A. ‘beautiful person’. 
 
   Nadine was an über-skinny fair-skinned sister with hair bleached a honey blonde, wearing a pair of tight pink suede pants and a beige leather shirt with boots that had toes so pointy, it was hard to imagine them being comfortable, or even possible to walk in. In mid-sentence, she looked up and noticed Riley, and hastily ended her conversation, coming over to greet her with a disarming smile and extended hand.
 
   “You must be Riley,” she said.
 
   “Yes. And you’re Nadine.”
 
   “I am so happy to finally meet you.”
 
   Her voice lilted at the end of her sentences.
 
   “I’ve been working with K for three years now,” she said, putting a hand on the small of Riley’s back and steering her toward the exit. “And when he told me he was married you could’ve just about knocked me on my ass. I knew it had to be someone special and you,” she paused here to look Riley over from head to toe.  “. . . you are just . . . exquisite.”
 
   “Thank you.”  
 
   It was her job to say things like that, Riley realized, but all the same it was embarrassing to listen to.
 
   “So we’re getting you ready for a photo-op at one and the party tonight?”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   Nadine handed a ticket to the valet and turned her full attention to Riley.
 
   “This can be a daunting process if you’ve never done it before,” she said seriously, as though they were about to embark on a trek across the Tundra. “But you’re going to have to trust me. This is what I do best. I’ll tell you what works and what doesn’t, and since you’re a New Yorker and probably into that minimalist thing, you’re going to have to trust me even more. You think you can do that?”
 
   Riley resisted the urge to laugh out loud. “Sure.”
 
   Nadine beamed. “And I’m happy to say, I don’t think we’re going to have to do anything with the hair. I love that androgynous look.  So chic.”  
 
   And then she actually ran her hand over Riley’s head. God. Was this what Shawn went through just to pick an outfit?
 
   Nadine’s car was a sleek, silver Jaguar XK8 convertible. Not bad for a glorified personal shopper. She tipped the valet and without even looking at him slid behind the wheel, pulling a pair of sunglasses out of her purse and putting them on.
 
   “I should put the top up,” she said more to herself than to Riley.  “The air is terrible today.”
 
   Their first stop was a boutique run by a “close personal friend” of Nadine’s a man who looked to be in his fifties named Gus, who dressed like a sixteen-year old hip-hopper and had a bald spot he combed over. He and Nadine exchanged kisses and then they talked about Riley as though she weren’t even there, comparing impressions on what ‘line’ would suit her frame, what color would bring out her eyes and how much leg she might want to show.
 
   It was alternately fascinating and annoying—they were making her an image, she realized. Not simply dressing her for an event.  
 
   “Sit, sit,” Gus told her. “I’m going to have someone fetch you a cappuccino and tiramisu that is just to die.”
 
   Riley obediently sat on one of the uncomfortable art-deco chairs randomly placed about the boutique. Moments later, a young woman in a skirt so short it almost looked like a tube top appeared with a small café table, and then a couple minutes after that with her cappuccino and tiramisu. 
 
   Gus and Nadine had disappeared to the rear of the boutique, so all she could do was wait and eat and drink. She wondered where Shawn was, and what he was doing. He’d been back and forth to L.A. so often in the last few months it almost felt like he lived here. She would take it as a good sign that he was still staying in a hotel, rather than renting a place.
 
   When Nadine and Gus finally emerged, they were wheeling a garment rack with them. Nadine held up the first outfit—an emerald green halter dress—and waved it at Riley.
 
   “You have to try this,” she sang. “You’re going to look so hot in it.”
 
   By the time they were done at Gus’ boutique, Riley had tried more than fifteen outfits and chosen three, more out of exhaustion than anything else. Two dresses and a shantung jacket with matching cigarette pants that altogether cost more than seven thousand dollars. Nadine didn’t ask for a credit card and seemed to have some arrangement with Gus that permitted them to simply walk out of the boutique, bags in hand.
 
   “Shoes. We need shoes,” Nadine said when they were back in the Jaguar. “And I know just the perfect place. I get my own stuff there.”  
 
   As though that was a valid measure of anything.
 
   Riley glanced at her watch surreptitiously. Only ten-fifteen. Nadine could conceivably keep her for another two hours. At the next stop, they bought a pair of modestly priced Anne Klein Collection sandals and leather slides by someone Riley had never heard of but who was apparently famous enough to charge five hundred and ninety dollars for his wares.
 
    “One more stop,” Nadine said patting her on the hand as they left the store with their shopping bags in hand. “I know you must be dying to get back to that husband of yours.”
 
   “Actually, I have no idea where he is right now,” Riley said breezily.
 
   “I don’t know how he keeps that pace up,” Nadine said missing her undertone entirely. “And you. You must be a saint to tolerate being separated so much.”
 
   “It is what it is,” Riley said dryly.
 
   “Well honey, you’re a better woman than I am,” Nadine returned. “He is altogether too cute to let out of your sight unsupervised.”
 
   The last stop was a mega-boutique that carried all the exclusive designers. Nadine went through the place like a whirlwind, scooping up dresses here, pants there, shoes and stoles and skirts and tops. She stood by while Riley tried combination after combination, vetoing some, and giving the thumbs up for others. The one thing they agreed on completely was when they found the outfit for the afternoon photo-op. 
 
   It was a pair of dark blue retro-style Earl Jeans that fit snugly on the hip, and a black Dolce & Gabbana jacket that tapered at the waist, but was short enough to show just a peek of flesh. The shoes were black, high-heeled sandals that actually resembled something Riley would have picked for herself even without the assistance of a stylist. 
 
   After all the outfits were chosen and she’d changed back into her own clothes, Riley emerged to find Nadine sitting with Shawn on one of the sofas in the sitting area. He looked up when she entered and gave a small smile.
 
   “Look who I found!” Nadine said brightly. She leaned in and hugged Shawn briefly. “I honestly don’t know how you stand it, Riley. He’s so yummy! I would be all over him all the time.”
 
   Riley and Shawn’s eyes met and to her surprise, they both spluttered into laughter at their own private joke: they were all over each other all the time. Or at least, they used to be.
 
   “Hey baby,” he said.
 
   “Hi.” 
 
   Why did she feel so shy of him all of a sudden?
 
    Maybe because he looked so different, but still so incredible. She hadn’t looked at him properly the previous evening; hadn’t seen that he was leaner, and darker from the sun and that he had clearly been working out. He was wearing chinos, slung low on his hips and a white t-shirt with his favorite mustard-colored boots. His arms filled the sleeves and she could tell that his chest was bigger too.
 
   Nadine’s flirting had been good-natured and clearly meant nothing, but Riley knew that there were other women, not so good-natured, who were probably noticing what she had just noticed all over again—her husband was sexy as hell. But he was her husband.
 
   The proprietary thought startled her. She and Shawn hadn’t laid eyes on each other for almost three months. Whether or not their marriage would even survive was very much up in the air, and if his getting her a separate suite was any indication, maybe they were leaning in the direction of ending it. The thought of Shawn, no longer hers, made her stomach twist in knots.
 
   Hers? Where the hell had that thought come from? Riley blushed.
 
   “I thought you might want to go to lunch,” Shawn said getting up and coming toward her. “I know Nadine can be like Speedy Gonzalez on acid. You’re probably hungry and tired.”
 
   “Excuse me, I’m still here, y’know,” Nadine raised a hand and waved it over her head.
 
   Riley nodded. “I could eat.”
 
   “We’re done anyway,” Nadine said. “I can have everything sent to your hotel late this afternoon with one of my team to dress you for the event this evening.”
 
   Shawn was watching her, his eyes never leaving her face. Riley was finding it hard to concentrate on what Nadine was saying.
 
   “I think I can dress myself,” she managed, finally.
 
   Shawn, whose back was to Nadine, smiled.
 
   “There’s no question that you can,” Nadine said evenly. “The question is whether you should.”
 
   Shawn was grinning wider now, obviously amused by Riley’s close encounter with the L.A. sensibility. Riley looked at Nadine who had tilted her head to one side, and was waiting. She seemed insulted that Riley was declining her services.
 
   “Okay, sure. Send them over,” Riley capitulated.
 
   “Good,” Nadine smiled, her voice becoming light again. “I’ll send someone over at six.” Then she looked at Shawn. “You can have her back now.”
 
   Outside, Riley was surprised to see that Shawn was driving himself. For a change, there was no Brendan, and no driver. He unlocked a silver grey BMW sedan parked at the curb and opened the door for her before getting in himself. Riley looked the car over, appreciating the butter softness of the leather seats and the intricately detailed styling of its dashboard.
 
   “Did you buy this?” she asked when he pulled away from the curb.
 
   “Why would I buy a car in L.A.?” he asked, sounding confused.
 
   “I don’t know,” she said. “You’ve been here for awhile . . . maybe you’re planning to be here longer.”
 
   “We already have a home and a car in New York,” he said tersely.
 
   Riley almost cried with relief. Here with him, it was becoming difficult to remember that she was angry with him, and that he had hurt her. He was different somehow. Almost humble.
 
   “You feel like Thai food?” he asked after a moment, his voice softer.
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “You’re going to like this place,” he said, sounding almost excited. “It’s even better than that place in SoHo you like to go to.”
 
   “Better than Jasmine Garden?” Riley said. “I doubt it.”
 
   “They have a lot more actual Thai people in L.A. than New York,” he said. “I wouldn’t put any bets on Jasmine Garden if I were you.”
 
   “We’ll see,” Riley said, laughing.
 
   Laughing. She was laughing with Shawn. It felt good.
 
   The restaurant was a small hole-in-the-wall named Ginger. It had maybe only ten tables, and walking in, it was hard to see how they could possibly make the rent. But once Riley tried their lemongrass chicken, she understood. The food was amazing. Granted, she was incredibly hungry, but there was no denying that Ginger was giving Jasmine Garden a run for its money. They didn’t speak at all as they ate, but the silence wasn’t at all uncomfortable; probably because they were too busy enjoying the food. Riley cleaned her plate and gave a satisfied groan once she was done, leaning back into her chair.
 
   Shawn nodded. “Uh huh? How ya like me now?” he said.
 
   Riley laughed out loud. “Okay, you may be on to something here. I’ll admit that this definitely puts Jasmine Garden on notice.”
 
   Shawn nodded. “Damn right.” Then glancing above her head, he jumped up. “Shit! It’s twelve-fifteen. We have that thing at one. Brendan must be losing his mind right about now.”
 
   Riley stood right away, a little disappointed that their time alone together was over already. She’d forgotten that this was pretty much a business trip. Shawn had career obligations to fulfill and it was her job this weekend to help him fulfill them.
 
   “We can drive really fast in your really fast car,” Riley teased, following him as he dropped some cash on the table and headed outside.
 
   “Okay, so it’s a little flashy, but this is L.A. No one does understated in L.A.”
 
   “So I see,” Riley said as she got into the car. “I mean, for instance, are all the women like Nadine? All done-up like that?”
 
   Shawn didn’t respond but paused for a moment and looked at her, expressionless, and then he was walking around to his side of the car. He got in and started the engine and soon they were on their way to the hotel. Neither of them spoke for what seemed like a really long time, while Riley tried to figure out what had changed. One minute they were joking and laughing and the next he’d closed himself off to her like shutting a steel door.
 
   “So you think I would know what L.A. women are like,” Shawn said when he finally spoke. “Like I’d be an expert or something?”
 
   “What?” she asked, confused. “No! I didn’t mean . . .”
 
   But by then they were pulling up in front of the hotel and Shawn got out and tossed the keys to the valet. When he opened the door for her, Riley tried to catch his eye, but he was avoiding looking at her. They walked into the lobby in silence, Shawn a few paces ahead of her. Out of nowhere, a young woman stepped into his path.
 
   “Oh my god!” she said. “I can’t believe it’s you! I love you!”
 
   Shawn stepped around her as though she wasn’t there and continued walking toward the elevators. The young woman looked crestfallen and a little embarrassed. Riley cringed, knowing that she was responsible for his change in mood, however inadvertently. She jogged a little to catch up with him, standing next to him and waiting until they were in the elevator before turning to him.
 
   “That’s not what I meant,” she said firmly. “But let’s face it. You don’t have a right to be righteously indignant even if it was what I meant.”
 
   Shawn turned to look at her. “As far as I know, I’m still married. If you want to know what women are like in L.A., maybe you should ask Brendan. Oh, and you know, Chris might know as well. He likes to sample the local flavors when he’s out here.”
 
   Riley rolled her eyes and looked straight ahead. “In case you forget, you were married when you slept with that girl as well, but that didn’t seem to stop you!” she said through her teeth.
 
   The elevator opened on their floor and she walked out ahead of him, picking up the pace as she neared her suite. She was almost home-free when Shawn grabbed her arm and pulled her back toward him. 
 
   Shawn walked a few steps forward, still holding her against him, so that she was forced to walk backwards. She was pressed against the wall of the hallway and he had placed a hand on either side of her. Having him that close had an immediate effect. She clenched her thighs together. He leaned in, and Riley was sure he was going to kiss her. She wanted him to. But instead he spoke into her ear.
 
   “When are you going to stop punishing me?” he asked.
 
   And his voice sounded so anguished, so unlike him, that Riley blinked in surprise. Before she could begin to formulate a thought in reply, Shawn had pressed his forehead to hers and then just as suddenly was walking away. By the time she looked up, he had opened the door to his suite and gone inside.
 
    
 
   g
 
    
 
   Shawn was already downstairs in the lobby when she finally went down wearing the retro jeans and D&G jacket she’d picked out with Nadine. He was dressed in an oversized rugby shirt, and of course the obligatory baggy jeans and boots with the laces hanging out. Shawn stood when he saw her, and smiled as though everything between them was hunky-dory. It was surreal; like she was the wife of a politician or something, putting on a good face, posing with her husband for the public and then going back to separate homes, separate lives.
 
   “You look nice,” he said, looking her over.
 
   Riley turned up the corners of her lips. “Thanks. You too.”  
 
   The truth was, she hated the way he looked when he went to these things; that exaggerated ‘ghettofied’ image that really had nothing to do with who he was and everything to do with selling CDs. It used to fascinate her, the way he and Brendan could switch from one demeanor to the next—one minute they were genuine ‘boys from the hood’ and the next, they were no more ‘street’ than her or Tracy. Sometimes it was hard to figure out what was real in this world. She was beginning to understand why Shawn and Brendan called it the rap “game.”
 
   “You nervous?” he asked her now, as they waited out front for Brendan to bring the car around.
 
   “What for?” Riley shrugged. “I just need to stand there and smile, right?”
 
   Shawn looked at her as though trying to read her face. “Thanks for doing this,” he said finally. “I know you hate this shit.”
 
   “Was there ever any question that I’d do it if you asked?” she asked impatiently.
 
   “No, but it’s not like we’ve been talking every day. Or talking at all . . .”
 
   Just then Brendan pulled up and they climbed into the SUV. Shawn sat up front with Brendan and Riley in the rear, staring unseeingly out the window at the ugly L.A. freeway. They said nothing for the ten-minute drive. When finally they exited the vehicle they were greeted by flashbulbs and a wall of photographers. Behind the photogs and two barricades that had been erected, were fans, screaming Shawn’s name. Brendan shielded them as they headed for the entrance and Shawn reached out to Riley, gripping her hand and pulling her close so that she was walking just ahead of him, his arm encircling her waist. Almost as soon as he was inside there were industry people pulling him away. 
 
   There was an enormous poster against one wall with the name of Shawn’s new label, and a table with press kits. He stood in front of the poster and shook hands with record executives posing for photos from different angles. Occasionally, photographers would shout out instructions, asking him to turn this way and that and Shawn would oblige.  
 
   Riley stood to the rear of the room watching, marveling at it all. Shawn’s eyes found her but he kept his tough guy face intact. Then something in his eyes changed just enough for several in the bank of photographers to turn to see who he was looking at and then begin taking pictures of her. Brendan shoved her to the front of the room and Shawn pulled her up onto the dais. More out of shyness than anything else, she leaned back into him. Shawn placed his arms over her shoulders and clasped at her waist. 
 
   Riley squinted at all the flashbulbs, tried to focus on a spot above everyone’s heads. It was strange, heady stuff, to be the focus of all this attention. She smiled until it hurt and soon the clicking of the cameras, the flash and the people all seemed to disappear. Now she understood a little of what Shawn meant when he talked about going into a Zone. You had to; otherwise the sensory overload would drive you insane.
 
   When there were no more pictures to take, the record executives began mixing with the press, answering questions, distracting them so that Shawn could be spirited out a side door and back into the car. The whole thing had taken no more than thirty-five minutes. It seemed incredible that those few minutes were worth millions in sales and publicity.
 
   “I was starting to get vertigo from all those flashbulbs,” Riley said as they pulled away.
 
   “You get used to it.”
 
   “I don’t think I ever would,” she said.
 
   “He loves that shit,” Brendan said. “The first time he did one of those, you should’ve seen him.”
 
   Shawn laughed. “I was seventeen. I never got that kind of attention before.”
 
   “Yeah, but you still get a high off all that, admit it.”
 
   “A little high,” Shawn said. “But just a little one.”
 
   Something about the way he said that reminded Riley of that time, what seemed like millions of years ago, when she’d interviewed him and got him to admit that he liked parts of his celebrity lifestyle.
 
   Brendan grinned. “How ‘bout you, Riley? You get a contact high?”
 
   “No,” she shook her head. “Sorry. Not even a little one.”
 
   “Well, you get to skip out on the next thing,” Brendan said. “I’ll drop you off before we go over to the  . . .”
 
   “No, I want to come.”
 
   “He’s just looking at storyboards for the video,” Brendan warned her. “It’ll be boring.”
 
   “Still. I want to come. Just to see what it’s about.”
 
   A boardroom had been reserved in Arista’s downtown offices for the meeting and when Riley walked in with Brendan and Shawn, the six or so people waiting already had copies of what looked like a comic strip in front of them. Shawn introduced her around and Riley smiled, barely processing the names. Someone handed her a copy of the storyboard and she sat next to Shawn, listening as they discussed the sequence of the shots, the lighting, how many wardrobe changes he would have and, how many hours they estimated the shoot would take. 
 
   It was all so technical; every miniscule detail seemed to be planned. One shot that seemed like it would be impossible to orchestrate would be of a bead of sweat rolling down Shawn’s brow.  Riley had always seen music videos as a kind of catch-as-catch-can enterprise, but it clearly wasn’t that at all. Everyone in the room was taking extremely seriously something she had always considered trivial. One of the reasons she wasn’t previously interested in his work was that she’d never quite believed that it was work. Had he suspected as much?
 
   She listened as Shawn critiqued some of the shots and changed a few, cutting out a couple “booty shots” as he called them, which Riley suspected was done partly for her benefit. A couple hours into the session, they ordered out for Chinese food and took a break to await its arrival. Shawn pushed his chair back from the table and pulled her away from everyone else to a far corner of the room where they sat by themselves on a table.
 
   “I didn’t know,” she admitted. “How much painstaking detail went into this stuff.”
 
   “It’s not work if you’re having a good time,” he said.
 
   “And you’re having a good time.”
 
   It wasn’t a question. He was obviously in his element here, completely in the driver’s seat.
 
   “Yeah but you don’t have to stay for the whole thing if you don’t want to. These things can go on forever.”
 
   “I want to see everything. I wish I could be here for the shoot, to see how it all comes together.”
 
   “Why can’t you?”
 
   “Work on Monday.”
 
   “Yeah, but you’re in L.A. There’s got to be a good story around here somewhere, just waiting to be written.”
 
   Riley chewed on her lower lip thoughtfully. “Maybe.”
 
   “I want you to stay,” Shawn said.
 
   Their eyes met for a fraction of a second and Riley felt a longing twist in the pit of her stomach. He brushed a finger lightly against her nose-ring; a gesture which between them was almost as intimate as a kiss. When they first met, apart from their handshake, that was how he’d first touched her.
 
   Almost against her will, her anger was receding the more time they spent together. Holding onto it now seemed to consume more of her energy than it was worth, but they had never talked about the underlying problems. It would be foolish to pretend everything was resolved just by time apart. They’d missed each other, that was all; but it didn’t fix anything.
 
   “Shawn.”
 
   They both looked up. It was one of the two narrative directors—a young woman named Dana. She had a bushy ‘fro held back in a headband and wore a Nehru jacket with faded jeans. She wore no make-up, but the one clue that she wasn’t entirely unconcerned with her appearance was her perfectly tweezed eyebrows. They were arched so high they gave her an air of semi-astonishment.
 
   “About the shot of you onstage,” she paused, looking at Riley. “I hope you don’t mind.” But there was an edge to her voice that signaled that she didn’t actually care whether Riley minded. “I know you want the stage to look slick but . . .”
 
   “Can we talk about this in a few?” Shawn said. “After we eat?”
 
   Dana pursed her lips. “Sure, but . . .”
 
   “I understand,” Shawn said pleasantly. “After we eat, okay? I can’t think straight when I’m this hungry.”
 
   Dana gave up and walked away and Riley looked at Shawn, her eyes silently questioning. 
 
   “Long story,” he said.
 
   “Tell me,” Riley said firmly.
 
   “This was long before I even met you.”
 
   “And I’m guessing it didn’t end too well.”
 
   “It was just a one-night thing.”
 
   “Your specialty,” Riley said before she could stop herself.
 
   “Riley.”
 
   She looked away, trying to rein in the green-eyed monster that had awakened. The streets were practically littered with his conquests. Nadine had worked with him for three years, she said. Was she one of them too? Was she even his type? Come to think of it, what was his type? No one could be as unlike her as that dancer, Keisha. And they were both unlike Dana. 
 
   “Hey,” Shawn held her chin and turned her so she was looking at him. “You still with me? What’re you thinking?”
 
   “Nothing,” she smiled to give him a sense of ease she didn’t quite feel herself, but by the look on his face, she could see he didn’t buy it either.
 
   When storyboards were finalized, they drove over to a local studio where Shawn was recording promos for several local radio stations, reading their slogans off a sheet that was prepared for him. After his fifth take doing one radio station’s spot, Riley signaled to Brendan that she was leaving and took a cab back to the hotel to meet Nadine’s person who was supposed to help her dress for the event that night.
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   A car was downstairs waiting for her precisely at ten-thirty, and Riley got in, wondering who would be there to greet her when she got to the party. It was going to be weird pulling up in a big Lincoln and getting out on her own, especially in an unfamiliar city. She’d chosen a black halter with a black skinny pant and gold Manolo Blahnik heels that were obscenely expensive.  
 
   The party was at a spot called The Cat Club. There was a velvet rope across the doorway, flanked by two sizeable men in black suits and a banner with the name of Shawn’s new label. Brendan was standing out front, talking to a couple of rappers Riley recognized even though she was drawing a blank on their names. And a familiar and welcome face—Chris Scaife. He was all dressed up for a change, in a soft white suit and beige shirt. He was handsome without his baseball cap and sagging pants.  
 
   When Riley got out of the car, they all turned to watch her make her way toward the door. She hugged Chris first and he held her at arms’ length, looking her over.
 
   “Whassup, girl?” he said. “You look good.”
 
   “You too. You never told me you were coming,” she scolded.
 
   “Wouldn’t miss it for the world,” he said. “Smooth getting his own label—that’s huge.”
 
   “Is he inside?” she looked for the first time at Brendan who was watching her interaction with Chris with particular interest.
 
   “Yeah,” he nodded. “C’mon.” He took her arm and led her away from the others.
 
   “You’re just as bad as Shawn,” she said to him as he guided her through the entrance to the club.
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Brendan said.
 
   Once inside, Riley was too overwhelmed to speak. First of all, it was far larger than the exterior would have led her to believe. It was a warehouse, with high ceilings, exposed duct-work and unfinished walls for an industrial look. And there had to be about five hundred people there. She could have sworn Brendan had told her it wouldn’t be that big a party. 
 
   All over the club, unseen equipment projected the new logo for So Def Records and Shawn’s image onto the walls. In some, he was overblown to superhuman proportions. Waiters and waitresses in black tie were serving champagne and finger foods expertly weaving in and out of the crowd. Otherwise, the décor was sparse and ultra-modern—silver chairs with spindly legs and tables only just big enough to hold about half a dozen wineglasses or so—were dispersed all about the room. 
 
   Four elevated bars glowed neon green in each corner of the club, so that the center of the room was reserved for dancing. Silver cages in which women dressed in cat suits moved sinuously to the music were suspended from the ceiling and hung about ten feet above the dance floor.
 
   Brendan led her to one of the bars that had been cordoned off as a VIP area and outfitted with much more comfortable sofas and plush chairs. Shawn was sitting with someone Riley didn’t recognize, talking and drinking an amber colored liquid. When he saw her, he extended an arm and she went over to him, allowing him to pull her onto his lap, arms wrapped about her waist. It felt like old times, having him hold her like this, absentmindedly but securely. They were enjoying each other but only because they were carefully avoiding the reasons they’d been separated in the first place.
 
   “This is my wife Riley,” he said to his companion. “Riley this is John Sampson.”
 
   Riley shook John Sampson’s hand and offered him a brief smile.
 
   “I enjoy your work in Power to the People,” he said unexpectedly. 
 
   “Oh, thank you,” Riley said, pleased.
 
   “But I noticed they’ve got you doing something different now? I read that piece on women producing hip-hop. That was on point.”
 
   “So you really do read my stuff. You weren’t just being polite,” Riley joked.
 
   “Not at all. What’re you drinking, Riley? He turned to call one of the waiters.
 
   “Pinot grigio would be great. Thank you.”
 
   Shawn pulled her closer so that she was leaning against him. Riley took a sip of the wine John Sampson handed her.
 
   “I was just telling Shawn how since I’ve been in this business, I haven’t seen as much of a merging of sounds as there is out there now. It used to be that his sound wouldn’t play—and wouldn’t sell —on the West Coast. But not anymore. Might be a story in there for you.”
 
   “What do you do?” Riley asked him.
 
   “John’s a VP at Virgin,” Brendan said.
 
   “I tried to get your husband to sign with us,” he said. “But he didn’t feel we had enough of a track record with rap . . .” John shrugged. “. . . and he’s right. But just don’t tell anybody I said so.” He grinned and emptied his glass.
 
   Riley was smiling back at him when she spotted a familiar face just outside the VIP area. She squinted in disbelief, but it was true. It was the girl from Xander’s. 
 
   Keisha. 
 
   Her heartbeat accelerated and her temples throbbed.
 
   Why was she here? All the way in California? After everything that had happened, did Shawn still allow her to dance in his shows? Or were they still . . ? 
 
   She couldn’t even allow herself to complete the thought.  
 
   If she’d had any doubt at all that this was the same girl, the way she was staring, no, glaring, at her effectively eliminated every ounce of it. Keisha’s eyes were directly on her and did not waver though it was clear she’d been spotted. Riley turned around to face Shawn.
 
   “I’m going to the Ladies Room,” she said.  
 
   “You okay?”
 
   For him to have asked the question, there must have been something on her face, or in her eyes, that clued him in that everything was most definitely not okay.
 
   “No,” she said.
 
   Behind them, John and Brendan had sensed that something was afoot and had discreetly turned away, talking about Mike and Darryl’s settlement.
 
   “Why? What’s wrong?”
 
   “An old friend of yours is here,” Riley said.
 
   “Who?” Shawn looked puzzled.
 
   “You should know.”
 
   He narrowed his eyes in confusion. “Old frien . . .”
 
   “Keisha.”
 
   A series of looks crossed his face—surprise, confusion, anger and finally comprehension.
 
   “Mike must’ve brought her out for the party, Riley, I swear.”
 
   She sighed, wanting to believe. Not knowing whether she should.
 
   “Riley, look at me. I didn’t bring her here.” Shawn held her chin between his thumb and forefinger. “That’s my word.”
 
   Riley twisted free. “I have to go to the Ladies Room, I’ll be right back.”
 
   “Riley . . .”
 
   “I’ll be right back!” 
 
   She wrenched away from him and pushed her way through the crowd, not knowing where she was headed. She wandered aimlessly for a couple of minutes until finally she saw the neon sign lighting the way. 
 
   She was halfway there when someone touched her shoulder. Thinking it was Shawn, she spun around to tell him again that she’d be back. But it was Keisha.
 
   She was shorter than she appeared from a distance, and had a combative and determined look on her face. Riley stared at her impassively, waiting. If Shawn was still sleeping with her, this girl did not look like the type who would be anything other than proud of that fact and more than willing to share it with whoever would listen. And god, Riley thought, she was beautiful. There was no getting around that.
 
   “You Smooth’s wife, right?”
 
   “And you are?” Riley said coolly.
 
   “Keisha. I know you prob’ly ain’ even heard of me. But I have something to say to you.
 
   “Go ahead,” Riley prompted, trying to appear only mildly curious.
 
   The music was loud, but not so loud that they needed to raise their voices to be heard. Keisha’s hands were on her hips, and legs planted apart. No doubt she had been waiting for this moment for a long time.  
 
   “When we was in Houston, during the Strictly Ol’ School Tour?” She paused for effect, swallowing and then licking her lower lip. “Me and Smooth? We was . . . intimate. And I just thought you had a right to know ‘cause. . .”
 
   “That’s very considerate of you,” Riley cut her off. “To think of my rights.”
 
   Keisha’s face fell a little, but she did a good job of keeping it almost immobile as Riley spoke.
 
   “But here’s the thing, Shawn already told me.”
 
   A look of complete and utter shock crossed Keisha’s face, and was quickly replaced by defiance. “Yeah, well did he tell you he was sweatin’ me for weeks before that? That he was the one what sent me the plane ticket? He was . . .”
 
   “Was,” Riley emphasized, staring the girl right in the eyes. “But maybe now it’s time for all of us to move on.”
 
   Keisha blinked and appeared to be thinking of something else to say. “Well,” she said finally. “Your man ain’t about shit. He did it once, he’ll do it again.”
 
   Riley forced a tight smile. “What concern is that of yours?” 
 
   Her only education in these messy and sordid confrontations came from movies and television—she never dreamed she would be involved in one.
 
   Keisha’s neck started working on its axis. “For your information, I don’t want him.”
 
   “Good,” Riley said coldly. “So we agree on something.”
 
   Over Keisha’s shoulder she could see Shawn making his way toward them. He looked downright frantic and she couldn’t help but enjoy his discomfort a little bit. His worst nightmare realized. If it was a fraction of what she’d felt when she found out about Keisha in the first place, it was punishment enough.
 
   “Yeah?” Keisha asked sarcastically. “What’s that?”
 
   Riley gave her a sweet smile. “That you should stay the hell away from my husband.”
 
   Just saying the words gave her a rush. Lorna would disown her if she knew she’d been engaged in a catfight over a man, of all things, but it felt good on a deep primal level. Keisha turned on her heel and flounced away, brushing by Shawn as she did so. Then he was standing where Keisha had been, his face almost gray. He didn’t seem to know what to say. They stood staring at each other for a few moments until Riley decided to put him out of his misery.
 
   “I’m fine,” she said, her voice flat.
 
   He studied her face for a few moments more and then she could see his frame begin to relax. “You sure you’re a’ight? What’d she say to you?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter.”
 
   Knowing she wasn’t angry seemed to fuel Shawn’s own anger. He glanced over his shoulder in the direction Keisha had gone.
 
   “That fucking bitch don’t know . . .”
 
   “Forget it,” Riley said, taking his arm. “And don’t call her a bitch.  She didn’t get here all on her own.”
 
   “Baby . . .”
 
   “Forget it.”
 
   The confrontation with Keisha had actually made her feel better. She got it now. Shawn’s betrayal had only been part of what nagged at her these past months. His betrayal was something they would have to deal with between them, and if they were lucky, maybe they could get through it. But now she knew that the other part that tormented her was her unfulfilled need to affirm that he was hers and no one else’s. And now she had.
 
   The thought hit her like a sledgehammer. She was Lorna Terry’s daughter for heaven’s sake. She should not need this as much as she did. She shouldn’t, but she did. Shawn had told her once that she “belonged” to him and she couldn’t, or didn’t want to understand what he meant. But she understood it now.
 
   Looking Keisha in the eye and claiming him had not made her feel weak, or dependent, or deluded. It made her feel empowered. Shawn was her husband. He belonged to her, and she to him.
 
   Riley grabbed a belt loop on either side of his slacks and pulled him toward her so that they were pressed against each other.
 
   “I want to know right now. Am I going to have to worry about there being other Keishas out there?”
 
   Shawn looked her directly in the eye. “No.”
 
   “You swear?”
 
   “You and me,” he said firmly.
 
   “You know we’re going to have to talk about this,” she said. “Right?”
 
   He nodded, his eyes never leaving hers. “Yeah, I know.”
 
   “Maybe a lot,” she said, testing him. “Until I feel comfortable again. Until I can trust you.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Their eyes held until Shawn looked down to release her hold on his belt loops, instead pressing his palms against hers then weaving his fingers through her own.
 
   “Let’s go,” he said.
 
   “We’re in the middle of a party for you. Where are we going?”
 
   “I want to be alone with you. We can come back later. They’ll be here all night.”
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   Shawn was propped on his elbows, the weight of his lower body resting on hers. His face was glistening with sweat and Riley could still feel him inside her, gently pulsating, and her own muscles, clenching and unclenching about him. He kissed her, and she could taste the saltiness of their combined perspiration; involuntarily, she tightened about him once again. Shawn emitted a light groan against her lips. She ran her fingertips over his triceps feeling the scratches, carved into his skin minutes earlier by her fingernails. Turning her head to the side and raising it slightly off the pillow, she could just reach up enough to kiss him there.  
 
   “These are going to sting,” she said.
 
   Shawn smiled at her. “I don’t care.”
 
   “Was it like this?” she asked him before she could censor herself. “With Keisha?”
 
   “Riley, c’mon.”
 
   “I just . . .” She needed to know that this kind of intensity wasn’t routine for him. Something he got from just anybody. “I want to know.”
 
   “You want to know what? What it felt like? I was drunk . . .”
 
   “You told me that,” she said impatiently. “I want to know if it was like this. Like it is with us. Or better.”
 
   “No,” he said right away. “Look at me. When we’re together like this, when I’m inside you, feeling you, making love to you? It’s like, some astral plane, seriously spiritual type shit. Nothing else even comes close. Nothing.”
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   Shawn watched his wife dancing with Chris Scaife, who was a little closer than he needed to be, and noted that it had been a long time since he’d been this mellow. Riley had wanted to know everything so he told her, leaving nothing out, as difficult as that was. Yes, he’d sent Keisha a plane ticket. Yes, he’d flirted with her for weeks before that. Yes, he’d known she was attracted to him and would sleep with him if he was willing. Yes, to all of it. While he talked, tears had streamed down her face, but she hadn’t made a sound. When he reached out to her, she’d held him at bay.
 
   No, Riley said. Just finish. Let’s just get it out and finish it.
 
   And so he kept talking. Shawn watched her cry and kept his distance and when he was done, when she knew everything she wanted to know and had asked every difficult question, she turned over onto her stomach and with her back to him, held the pillow and cried some more. When finally she spoke again, her voice was muffled.
 
   Now I know what happened, she said. But someday soon we’re going to have to talk about why.
 
   Then he reached out and placed a hand on her naked back, testing to see whether it was safe to touch her again. She’d turned over to look at him and her eyes were puffy and tinged in red. She held out her arms to him, her lower lip trembling.
 
   You can hold me now, she said.
 
   And so he went to her. They lay there together for awhile until Riley had gotten up and headed for the bathroom. 
 
   C’mon, she said. Let’s go back to your launch party.
 
   Maybe confession really was good for the soul. And it just might save his marriage.
 
   Over the time they’d been separated, Shawn had had a good long time to contemplate his role in what happened and the truth was, he’d never considered the consequences of cheating on Riley before he did it. Having her marry him was mostly about making sure she wasn’t available to anyone but him and as long as that was true, he’d considered their marriage a success. He hadn’t given serious thought to the fact that Riley had every right to expect that he would be available only to her.  
 
   While he definitely hadn’t planned on infidelity as a lifestyle, he’d subconsciously given himself a pass—after all, he knew that there was no one out there who would put even a dent in his feelings for his wife, so the occasional slip-up could be forgiven, so long as he wasn’t caught. What he hadn’t counted on was the God-awful feeling the deception alone had produced. The gulf in his marriage hadn’t been created by Riley finding out, it had been created by the act itself. Nothing he’d done with Keisha, nothing he could do with anyone would be worth it.
 
   If it hadn’t been for the party, he could have stayed in the hotel room with Riley all night, reacquainting himself with her body, her sounds, the smell and taste of her. But there was plenty of time for that; it was one of the perks of being married, lovemaking at your leisure. 
 
   “I told you I wasn’t playin’, right? I told your wife everything.”
 
   Shawn turned and looked at Keisha, incredulous that she would even dare approach him after what she’d done. Around them, the party went on, but a few people slowed down as they walked by, curiously watching the young woman who had leaned over into the VIP area but not had quite enough courage to walk right in.
 
   “You need to get the fuck out my face,” he said.
 
   At the sound of his voice, slightly raised, one of the security guys, stationed at VIP entrance made as though he was about to remove Keisha but Shawn waved him away.
 
   “Why, your wife gon’ beat me up?” she sneered.
 
   He looked at her. “Somebody needs to.”
 
   Keisha pulled back. “Oh so you gon’ hit me now? You threatening me?”
 
   “Keisha. Let the shit go. We did it, it’s done. Forget it.”
 
   “It wasn’t all that . . .”
 
   “Then why you sweatin’ me?” Shawn said exasperatedly. “Don’t act like you ain’t been in this situation before.”
 
   “Oh, so you thought you could just hit it and treat me like I was some kinda hoochie or some-fuckin’-thing. And it ain’ even . . .”
 
   “You want me to apologize? Is that it?”
 
   “Yeah. Exactly. I want you to apologize.”
 
   Shawn crooked his finger, calling her closer. Smiling with satisfaction, she leaned in.
 
   “Y’know what, Keisha,” he said, his eyes on hers. “You’s a triflin’-ass, hood-rat bitch. You think the sex wasn’t all that? Well guess what? I don’t even remember that shit. If you think I’m about to apologize when you should probably be thanking my ass, then you must be sucking on a crack pipe in between all the dicks I hear you been had in your mouth.”
 
   Keisha blinked twice and her lips trembled as she spoke. “Fuck you, Smooth,” she said. She turned and pushed people out of her path as she walked away.
 
   Shawn sighed. Now,  finally, maybe he could look ahead.
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   The next day was Riley’s last day there. Shawn had a four a.m. call time for the video shoot and worked straight through until after ten a.m. Then he went back to the hotel for brunch with his wife. She was just waking up and reached for him sleepily as he entered the suite. Shawn crawled into bed with her, still fully clothed.
 
   “I ordered us up some food,” he said, speaking into her shoulder.
 
   “Good. I don’t think I could get up now even if I wanted to,” she said, her voice hoarse. “Last night was insane.”
 
   “It was,” Shawn said, thinking about his confrontation with Keisha.
 
   “But I think I’ve had enough of insane, honestly,” Riley said seriously. “I want our life back. I want you back.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yes. But I’m still angry with you. And I’m not sure how much I can trust you so I’m sure I’ll be a bitch sometimes, and ask too many questions, and make your life a living hell . . .”
 
   “I can hang if you can,” Shawn stopped her.
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “I’m sure.”
 
   Riley gave him a small smile and touched the side of his face. “So we’re in this thing, huh?”
 
   “We’re in it,” he said.
 
   After they ate, it was back to the set until it was time for Shawn to take her to the airport. When he dropped her off, he felt his throat tighten as she disappeared into the terminal. When he got back into the car Brendan turned and stared at him.
 
   “Wait a second. Don’t tell me you’re crying,” he said. “Shake it off, punk.”
 
   Shawn laughed. “Fuck you, man.”
 
   They were on the freeway headed back to the hotel when Brendan’s mobile rang. He said a few words and handed it off to Shawn. It was Mike.
 
   “I been tryin’ to reach you,” Mike said. He sounded sober, serious—so basically, unlike himself.
 
   “What up?”
 
   “What happened between you and Keisha?”
 
   “She got in my face and I told her ass what was up. Come to think of it, what you bring her to the club for?”
 
   “Smooth, I wouldn’t worry ‘bout that right now if I was you.”
 
   “Yeah? You know that bitch talked to my wife? My wife, kid. You better make sure you tell her . . .”
 
   “Smooth, she say she gon’ put a charge on you.”
 
   Shawn was momentarily silenced. “A what?”
 
   “A rape charge.”
 
   Shawn blinked.
 
   “Smooth, I tried to talk to her, man. But she say that . . .”
 
   “When was this shit supposed to . . ?”
 
   “I don’ know, man. But I had to let you know that shit was about a drop. She say she pressing charges as soon as she get back to New York.”
 
   “When she leaving?”
 
   “With me and D. Tonight.”
 
   “Where that bitch at right now?” Shawn asked. He bit down hard on his lower lip.
 
   “C’mon man, you don’ wan’ do nothin’ stupid. All you need to do . . .”
 
   “Yeah, go ahead. Tell me what I need to do when I got a rape charge hangin’ over my head,” Shawn said.  
 
   Next to him Brendan’s head whipped around at the words ‘rape charge’.
 
   “Smooth, I tried to tell her that . . .”
 
   “You need to try harder,” Shawn cut him off. 
 
   “I’ll do what I can, man. But the way she sound right now,” Mike sighed. “It might not go like we want it to.”
 
   “Everybody knows I didn’t rape that ‘ho. Everybody on the tour saw her all up in my shit!”
 
   “I know that Smooth.” Mike sounded distraught.
 
   “Handle that shit, Mike. I’m tellin’ you.” He hung up and looked at Brendan. “Keisha. That shit is comin’ back.”
 
   “Damn, Shawn. A rape charge and you’re done. Even a robbery charge wouldn’t be as bad.”
 
   “B. I get that. You don’t need to rub the shit in. What should I do?”
 
   Brendan sighed. “Pay her off.”
 
   Shawn snorted. “Give that ‘ho money? From my blood, sweat and tea . . .”
 
   “Shawn, what’s the alternative? You want this in the papers? Just when you have a new label, when you and Riley just patched shit up?”
 
   Shawn chewed on a piece of loose flesh at the edge of his forefinger. Riley. What would she say to her mother? To her friends? To people at her job? He buried his face in his hands.
 
   “She’ll know it ain’t even true,” Brendan said.
 
   “I’m not worried about Riley thinking it’s true,” Shawn said impatiently. “It’s the people around her.”
 
   The pressure they would put on her to end the relationship would go without saying. In the first year of marriage, infidelity and a felony charge. Who in their right mind wouldn’t tell her to get the hell away from him? And Lorna on the subject of rape . . . hell, he might as well fold up the tents and go home. No matter how you looked at it, he hadn’t made her daughter’s life better; that was for sure.
 
   “Anybody who was on the tour knows what went on, man.”
 
   “B, it won’t make a difference. If she just gets it into one newspaper in New York that I raped her, it’s all over.”
 
   “That’s why you need to make it go away. Pay her off.”
 
   Shawn chewed harder on the skin around his nail. Maybe that was all he could do. Make it go away. Otherwise he would lose everything that was important to him – his reputation, his career, his wife.
 
   “A’ight,” he said resolutely. “How we gon’ do this?”
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   Things moved pretty quickly after that. Too quickly. The next morning, he finished shooting the music video and Brendan canceled all of his other engagements, including the show he had planned for that weekend. The Arista people weren’t happy, but considering how unhappy they were going to be when they heard about a pending sexual assault charge, it seemed like a good idea to fly to New York right away and take care of that problem first.
 
   Shawn reached Riley at work but she was still tired and in a crappy mood about having to leave him so soon, so he decided to wait until he saw her in person to drop the bomb. And it wasn’t as though he was too eager to share the news anyway. He wanted to believe that this wouldn’t change things between them. He had to believe it.
 
   Since he’d left the airport Mike had called three or four times and as far as he knew, Keisha hadn’t acted on her threat. But there was no guarantee she wouldn’t. Shawn flew out with Brendan late in the afternoon and got to New York sometime after midnight local time. Rather than go home, they stayed in a hotel near the airport. They had an eight-thirty meeting with the lawyers scheduled for the following morning, and as long as nothing had happened yet, Shawn preferred to do that before telling Riley anything. If he was lucky, the picture wouldn’t look as dismal after he found out what his rights were and maybe he could give her a reassuring picture along with the bad news. Maybe he would have worked out some kind of “settlement” of Keisha’s imagined grievances before crossing the threshold of his home. 
 
   That was preferable, to go home without any shadow of his mistake with Keisha hanging over his head and that of his wife. Brendan had been trying to reach Mike since they’d landed, and there was no answer. Darryl was MIA as well. Sometime around three a.m., Shawn managed to fall into a restless sleep. Three hours later, he was awakened by pounding on the door to his suite. He staggered over to open it. Brendan was already dressed and ready to go.
 
   “It’s happened, man,” he said. “I just got the call. She pressed charges last night.”
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   [bookmark: _Toc335582261]Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   Riley was waiting for him downstairs when he arrived with Brendan at the offices of Graves, Baker & Pennell, pacing in front of the security desk with her arms folded. When they walked in she pulled off the knit hat she was wearing and came toward them. 
 
   “Shawn, what’s wrong?” her eyes were wide and worried.
 
   He’d called her as soon as Brendan gave him the news and told her that he was in the city and needed her to meet him at his lawyers’ offices, no questions asked. She was half-asleep but agreed right away, sounding frightened. He’d wanted to be able to tell her there was no reason to be afraid, but that simply wasn’t true and he’d promised himself he would not lie to her ever again.
 
   Shawn held her arm now and led her to the elevators, hitting the button. Brendan stood a few feet behind them.
 
   “I got a call from Mike,” he told her, trying to keep his voice level. “He told me Keisha said she was pressing rape charges against me.”
 
   Riley raised a hand to her mouth but said nothing.
 
   “So I flew in last night to take care of it . . .”
 
   Riley’s made a face. “Last night? Why didn’t you come home?”
 
   “It was late and . . .”
 
   The elevator came and they stepped on, Brendan following.
 
   “ . . . and I didn’t want to wake you.”
 
   “Wake me? she asked, incredulous. “Jesus Shawn. So what’s going on now?”
 
   “She filed a complaint.”
 
   Riley blinked. She looked the way he felt—numb. She took his hand and pulled him toward her, standing on her toes to put her arms about his neck. She held him like that until the elevator stopped. Riley followed silently, holding his hand as they were led to his attorney’s office.
 
   Doug Scanlon had been representing Shawn since he was eighteen years old, when he was still a green kid from the streets of D.C. who wasn’t inclined to trust older white guys in suits. But Doug made no pretense of understanding Shawn’s experiences or in some instances, even sharing his point of view—he just did his best to accomplish whatever objectives Shawn laid out for him. On occasion he would advise against a certain course of action or suggest another more advantageous one, but he was never condescending, never patronizing. Riley had met him only once before.  
 
   Today, his face was grave as he nodded his greetings, offered seats to all three of them and closed his office door.
 
   “First, I have to advise you Shawn that we can speak privately if you wish. In fact, I would advise it. I’ll need your complete candor and with your wife here, you may feel . . .”
 
   “Nah, that’s a’ight, Shawn said impatiently. “Let’s talk about how we can take care of this.”
 
   “Where we stand right now is that an arrest warrant has been issued.” Doug’s hands were clasped beneath his chin, elbows resting on his desk. He pursed his lips. “After you called me this morning, I arranged for you to surrender sometime this afternoon in the Bronx where she pressed the charges. You’ll be booked and processed, and then arraigned maybe this afternoon, most likely tomorrow morning.”
 
   “He’ll have to spend the night in jail?” Riley asked. She gripped his hand tighter.  
 
   Doug nodded. “Yes, that’s likely.”
 
   “And then what?”
 
   “He’ll make bail and more than likely be released pending trial.”
 
   Shawn exhaled and shook his head in disbelief. “Trial. She’s lying though. I can’t believe they’d just take her word on some serious shit like this.”
 
   “A lot of times that’s all they have in the beginning.”
 
   “Did she say when this was supposed to have happened?” Riley spoke up again.
 
   “I don’t have a statement of the charges,” Doug said. “But we’ll get all that when he goes in. Now, what about you, Shawn? You have any idea when she might say this happened?”
 
   “Yeah. I think I might know. But that was like months ago though. It didn’t even happen in New York. And it was definitely not rape.”
 
   “The timing doesn’t matter as much as one might think. And you’re saying you had consensual sex?”
 
   “Hell yeah it was consensual. If anything, she was the one . . .”
 
   “Just because there wasn’t force doesn’t preclude her from saying it was non-consensual? Was there alcohol involved? Was she drunk?”
 
   Shawn shrugged. “Maybe. I know I was.”
 
   “Okay. Tell me the whole story.”
 
   Shawn bit his lower lip, and glanced at Riley. Despite what he’d said to Doug earlier, he didn’t want her to have to hear this yet again, relive how she felt when she’d found out. But she seemed to read his mind
 
   “Go ahead,” she said gently. “It’s okay.”
 
   He told the whole story, what parts of it he remembered anyway, and leaned back, searching Doug’s face for an encouraging sign. There were none.
 
   “And there’s a lot of people who could testify that she was all over him before that night,” Brendan spoke for the first time. “Damn near everybody on the tour could testify to that. And then there was the strip poker thing.”
 
   Doug perked up. “What strip poker thing?”
 
   Brendan told that story and Doug nodded. He’d been taking notes the whole time, but now was writing furiously. “I’ll need the names of whomever was there that night. For the card game. As well as people who worked on the tour. I need the name of any places you were in with her before you went back to the hotel. Any other detail you think might be helpful.”
 
   “I can give you all that,” Brendan said.  
 
   Riley stood abruptly, releasing his hand. “I have to make some phone calls. Is there a room I can use?”
 
   Doug buzzed his secretary who came and ushered Riley out of the office. Shawn watched her leave. She wasn’t registering too much of a reaction so far. But maybe that was because, like him, she couldn’t even believe it was real.  
 
   Instead of going home tonight, he was going to be spending the night in jail. If he’d known it was going to turn into anything even resembling this, he would have said a lot worse to Keisha when he had the chance.
 
   “So how can we make this go away?” Shawn asked now.
 
   Doug’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t understand what you mean.”
 
   “I mean, before we flew down here, me and Brendan were thinking of getting her not to press charges by offering her . . .”
 
   Doug held up a hand. “There’s two things wrong with that. Well, more than two but here’s a couple to think about: one, it would be illegal—it’s called ‘bribing a witness’. And two, it wouldn’t necessarily make the case go away. The DA has the discretion now about whether or not to proceed.”
 
   “And it’s public now, anyway,” Brendan added.  
 
   Shawn sighed. “Yeah, you’re right. I don’t know, I was just thinking that . . .”
 
   “The best thing to do is work the process,” Doug said. “We’ll cooperate, and hopefully the witnesses will pan out so that by Christmas this’ll be a thing of the past.”
 
   “Christmas?”  Shawn leaned forward in his seat. “That’s a couple months off.”
 
   Doug shrugged. “The wheels of justice can turn very slowly.”
 
   Shawn shook his head. “That bitch, man.  If I could just . . .”
 
   “Get all of that out of your system right now,” Doug warned. “I don’t want anyone showing up in front of a grand jury saying you threatened her.”
 
   “Will she be there? At the grand jury?”
 
   Doug nodded. “She’s the complaining witness.”
 
   “So choking the shit out of her is out of the question?” Shawn said wryly.
 
   Brendan laughed but Doug did not.
 
   “Shawn, you have to take this very, very seriously,” he said. “Innocence is no guarantee that you’ll get off.”
 
   Those words were enough to stop cold in its tracks any sense of humor he might have had about the situation.
 
   From Doug’s office, they went to Brendan’s. They didn’t know if there would be press at the condo, and Shawn needed a few hours to prepare to get locked up. It was funny how he was going to wind up behind bars—another brother in trouble—even though he had more money and more opportunities to avoid that fate than most. But this was no time for self-pity and truth be told, the enemy in his case was himself. 
 
   There were twenty-seven messages on Brendan’s voicemail. The news had hit MTV and Arista was justifiably upset that they’d heard about it along with the rest of the world. Shawn ducked into the bedroom to let Brendan return the calls, pulling Riley with him.  They sat side by side on the edge of the bed, neither of them speaking for a minute or two.
 
   “You okay?” he asked her finally.
 
   “Am I okay?” she said. “What about you?”
 
   He would have accepted a lecture if she’d given him one. Tears, screaming. Anything. After all, his own stupidity had gotten him here. Had gotten them here. Now she was in the position of having to explain to her friends and family and co-workers how it happened that her husband was being charged with rape. Rape.
 
   “Who’d you call from Doug’s office?”
 
   “Lorna. And Tracy. Greg.”
 
   “You told them?”
 
   “Yup.”
 
   “What’d Lorna say?”
 
   “Not a whole hell of a lot. None of them did. I think they’re shocked.”
 
   It could have been worse—they could have told her they weren’t shocked.
 
   “Baby, I’m so sorry . . .”
 
   “Stop.” She put a forefinger over his lips. “For now, let’s try to concentrate on getting it over with.”
 
   He nodded. “Okay.”
 
    Brendan stuck his head in. “Shawn . . . you need to take this call.”
 
   “Who is it?” he asked.
 
   “Steve Manness from Arista.”
 
   That’s all he needed right now. More bullshit.
 
   “He says there’s a clause in your contract that allows them to back out if circumstances—now these are his exact words—“render you incapable of performing your obligations under the agreement” and looks like someone at Arista thinks a rape trial might be that circumstance.”
 
   Shawn closed his eyes. “Tell Steve to call Doug.”
 
   “He wants you, man.”
 
   “B, I’m not a fucking lawyer! Get him to call Doug!”
 
   Brendan held up a hand. “A’ight. Chill.” He disappeared from the doorway.
 
   “Shawn,” Riley said, her voice level. “You’re going to have to calm down. It’s going to get a lot worse before it gets better, so you can’t lose it right now.”
 
   “I know.” She rested a hand on his back making slow circles. Then she rested her chin there, stroking his neck.
 
   “It’ll be okay,” she promised. “I swear it’ll be okay.”
 
   There was nobody else in the world he needed to hear that from more than her.
 
   The phone didn’t stop ringing. Mostly it was people Shawn didn’t want to hear from anyway. But he took Chris Scaife’s call, because if he was good for one thing, Chris had his finger on the pulse of the industry. He could always tell how something was going to play—he had infallible instinct for what would blow over, and what was a career-ender. And he didn’t sound too encouraging.
 
   “The thing about a rape charge, man. You can’t just beat the rap, you got to discredit her. Especially you. You got that sex-symbol thing going on. A rape suspect is a tough sell as a sex-symbol, y’know what I’m sayin’?”
 
   “Yeah but I’m not a sex-symbol though. That’s not my thing.”
 
   “Not to you maybe. You think it’s about your message and shit. But straight up Smooth, you got like what? A forty-six percent female fan base? You need to keep them happy. If I was you, I’d get everybody who knows what really went down between you and Keisha to give interviews, man. MTV, Entertainment Tonight, you name it. 
 
   “Get the word out there that she’s lyin’. The first thing that shit’ll do is, it’ll keep your fan base intact. And the second thing is, the DA will take his head out his ass and realize he don’t got a case.”
 
   He hated to admit it, but Chris was making sense.
 
   “Yeah, but my lawyer said I should just work the process, man. And if I got people on MTV and Entertainment Tonight . . .”
 
   “Look. I got lawyers. I understand lawyers. Lawyers do what lawyers do, y’know what I’m sayin’? Let me do my thing.”
 
   “But if they get paid for the interview, that messes up their credibility in court. You might save my career and my street cred but get my ass put in jail,” Shawn pointed out.
 
   “Nah. MTV doesn’t pay for interviews. And I could make sure they don’t take money from anyplace else either.”
 
   Shawn hesitated to ask how Chris could make sure of a thing like that. Being implicated in one crime was plenty enough.
 
   “Most everybody is dancers, right? If they know they could get bumped to the top of my call list for work in the future, they’ll do the interviews for free.”
 
   “Oh, so we bribe them?”
 
   Chris sucked his teeth. “Damn, man. One little brush with the system and you start using words like ‘bribe’. This ain’t no bribe. They tellin’ the truth, right? It’s more like an incentive.”
 
   Shawn laughed. “Yeah. Whatever.”
 
   “PR, man. It’s all about PR. Juries watch TV too. So you want me to do this or what?”
 
   “I don’t know, man. Lemme think about it.”
 
   “What you got to think about? You gettin’ locked up in a minute over some shit you didn’t even do!”
 
   “Lemme talk to Riley and call you back right quick.”
 
   “A’ight. Hurry up. We might be able to do something tonight if we move quickly.”
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   “Let’s do it,” Riley said immediately when he told her Chris’ plan. “Call him back and tell him to do it.”
 
   “Hold up, hold up, hold up. You don’t think it’s risky?” Brendan asked. “And kind of aggressive? Considering we don’t even know how things look legally yet.”
 
   “Aggressive?” Riley asked leaning forward, her eyes afire. “This woman is falsely accusing my husband of rape, Brendan. What could be more aggressive than that?”
 
   Shawn sat back in his chair, as surprised as Brendan obviously was at her reaction. She was ready to fight for him. He could see it on her face—in the way her jaw had hardened, the squaring back of her shoulders.
 
   “I understand that Riley, but he did have sex with her,” Brendan pointed out apologetically.
 
   “Not against her will!”
 
   “But a jury could think that he’s got what’s coming to him. Just for being the kinda dude who uses women.”
 
   “Brendan, she knows that they’re a dozen people out there who can testify that she was out to get him. She doesn’t care about a damn jury. She’s trying to destroy his career, and maybe get some money in the process. Chris is right. We have to put the criminal charges and the public relations stuff on parallel tracks.”
 
   Brendan sighed and shook his head. “It’s your call, Shawn. What you think?”
 
   “If Chris does this right, I don’t see why it should affect what happens in court except in a positive way,” Shawn said, looking to Riley for confirmation.
 
   “Yeah, but you don’t know if he’ll do it right. It could backfire, man.”
 
   “Brendan do you really want him to just take this sitting down? Knowing she’s making the whole thing up, you want him to just go into court like a sheep and hope that justice will prevail?”
 
   Brendan ran a hand over his head. “I dunno. Maybe you’re right . . .”
 
   Riley picked up the phone and handed it to Shawn. “Well I know. Call Chris,” she ordered.  
 
   Shawn dialed the number.
 
   The calls kept coming until it was time to meet Doug at his office for the trip to the Bronx. The only person Shawn spoke to was his cousin in Baltimore who told him his grandmother didn’t understand what was going on, so he had nothing to worry about on that end. This was one of the times he wished he had what a lot of other performers of his stature had—an entourage. Dozens of people who would shield him from all this crap.
 
   Groupies and paparazzi trying to get to Cameron, for instance, would have to get past his three bodyguards, his personal assistant and his younger brother just to talk to him. He used to laugh about that with Brendan when he did concerts with other rappers. Some of them would arrive with as many as twenty people in tow, not including their security. And every one of them gots to get paid, he’d joked one time. Today it would be more than worth the money. 
 
   “You ready?”
 
   They’d pulled up in front of Doug’s building as it was just beginning to get dark. Shawn was sitting up front with Brendan and Riley had leaned over the back of his seat to cross her arms over his chest.
 
   “Ready as I’ll ever be.”
 
   “So let’s go.”
 
   “No.” Shawn turned to look at her. “You’re going home.”
 
   A look of confusion flashed across her face. “But . . .”
 
   “I don’t want you running past reporters and all that mess. It might not be like that, but you don’t know. I don’t want you down there.”
 
   Riley’s shoulder’s sagged. “I can deal with it.”
 
   “No.” Shawn shook his head. “Home.”
 
   She opened her mouth to answer and closed it again.
 
   “I’m okay, Riley. It’s one night. I’ll see you in no time. Look . . .” he dug into his pocket and pulled out a set of keys. “. . . go to the sublet and get my stuff. Write a check to Sam Benning and leave it on the coffee table. It’s three months at a twenty-five hundred a month.”
 
   She was nodding, and blinking rapidly like she was trying to prevent herself from crying. She took the keys from his hand and dropped them into her purse. Shawn smiled at her and brushed a finger against her nose-ring before getting out of the car and heading inside.
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   It wasn’t as though he’d never been inside a police station before. Or even been booked and fingerprinted. Back in D.C., in his old stomping grounds, he’d gotten into a lot of scrapes that ended up just like this one. But he was kid then and didn’t know or didn’t care about what it meant. And in his neighborhood, getting picked up by the police was almost a rite of passage. This time it was anything but. There were a few reporters on the perp walk and a couple of camera crews from MTV and the local news. They took their pictures and yelled their questions but he ignored them.
 
   Inside they took his mug shots and fingerprints and sealed his watch, chain and wedding ring in an envelope. He talked to an officer and, with Doug sitting next to him, declined to answer any questions and was put in a cell. It was more like a cage, really—made out of the same chain link material that surrounded construction sites. Everyone else had been cleared out, so he was alone.
 
   Doug came back to talk to him and he finally heard more about Keisha’s charges. She said she was drunk and resisted his advances; that he didn’t listen when she said no. That he tore her underwear and forced himself into her, forced her to perform oral sex, and then kicked her out of his hotel room in the early hours of the morning. She said she didn’t tell anyone because she was ashamed. She was reporting it now because he’d threatened to assault her when she saw him in California and she was afraid for her life.
 
   Shawn listened to whole recitation with no reaction. It was hard to believe all of these so-called ‘facts’ were supposed to be about him.
 
   “I can tell you right now,” Doug said, a hand on his shoulder. “I’m very encouraged. There’s lots of holes here. Lots of holes.”
 
   Shawn nodded, uninterested. “Could you call my wife when you leave? Let her know what’s going on?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Thanks.” 
 
   He leaned back and yawned. The bench he was sitting on was dirty, the floor was sticky and he was tired. But he was also strangely calm. It was as though all of this, all this drama, had absolutely nothing to do with him. He was merely a spectator. Doug and the cops and everyone else around; they were the players and he was just a part of the audience.
 
   “So I’ll see you in court tomorrow,” Doug stood and gave him a brief smile. “We’ll have you out of here by noon.”
 
    
 
   Associated Press 
 
   Dateline: New York, NY
 
   
 
  
[bookmark: _Toc335581049][bookmark: _Toc335582262]Rapper K Smooth Faces Rape Charge
 
   A warrant was issued yesterday for the arrest of chart-topping rapper K Smooth on charges of rape and sodomy. K Smooth, whose real name is Kendall Gardner was expected to surrender to authorities and spend the night in jail as of Wednesday evening. After learning that the charges were pending, K Smooth returned to New York from Los Angeles where he was promoting his new record label, So Def Records. No details are available yet about the alleged incident or the status of K-Smooth’s engagements across the country.
 
    
 
   K Smooth debuted near the top of the “Billboard” album chart more than eight years ago but has recently seen unprecedented critical and commercial success with his ‘Fire Next Time’ CD. He was once described by Newsweek as the “voice of social consciousness” in what some say is an otherwise hedonistic hip-hop culture. K Smooth is married to Riley Gardner, a writer at Power to the People, a progressive African-American political magazine. His mother-in-law is renowned radical feminist Lorna Terry who has described rape as being “the male species’ most potent weapon in the ongoing gender-based warfare” being waged against women around the world.
 
    
 
   He wasn’t out by noon. After a night spent sleeping exactly where he’d been put after booking, sometime the next morning he was transported to court in the back of a van with a bunch of other guys, each of them chained together and to the bench they were made to sit on. Most were brothers who looked bored with the whole scene, like they’d been through it a million times before. They all looked at him with recognition in their eyes, but no one acknowledged that they knew who he was. 
 
   From the van they were put in a long narrow hallway with doors on both ends, waiting to be taken into the courtroom. By then, Shawn had lost all sense of time. When the guards were fitting his leg-irons, some of the brothers’ eyes fell to his boots. He’d bought them in L.A. no more than two weeks ago, and they still looked brand spanking new. They’d cost him over seven hundred dollars. For a lack of that amount of money, more than half of the men in there with him wouldn’t make bail today. And he would walk out of there, their freedom on his feet.
 
   When he was up, Doug made a two-minute speech about his not being a flight risk and his willingness to surrender his passport and the prosecutor made a brief and half-hearted counter-argument. Shawn guessed that Rikers’ Island was not particularly excited about making accommodations for a high-profile inmate who would likely need to be in extra-special protective custody. The judge set his bail at two hundred and fifty thousand, and he was done.
 
   Suddenly, he was too exhausted to keep his eyes open. Doug went with him to claim his jewelry and then he was stepping out into the real world again. There were more reporters this time and a few television crews, including MTV, VH1 and BET. Doug put a hand on his back and guided him through the crowd. Shawn tuned everything out the way he sometimes did when he was onstage or at a photo-op. Then there was a Lincoln Town Car in his path with an open door and the next thing he knew Brendan had pulled him into the backseat.
 
   “You a’ight, man?”
 
   He nodded. “What time is it?” he asked. He’d forgotten that he had his own watch back now.
 
   Brendan patted him on the back and checked. “Four thirty-seven.”
 
   The whole day had passed and he almost hadn’t noticed. If anyone had asked him to guess, he would have said it was about twelve-thirty at the latest. Doug got in the front seat and they pulled off into traffic heading for Manhattan. When they got to Doug’s office, Shawn realized something. He smelled like jail. 
 
   “You don’t have to come up,” Doug said, before getting out himself. “Just call me later when you’ve gotten some rest and we’ll talk.”
 
   Shawn nodded.
 
   “C’mon, man. Let’s go.” Brendan was pushing him toward the door. They were getting out too. “Riley’s waiting for you.”
 
   Shawn got out of the car obediently, and that was when he saw their car parked at the curb along with Brendan’s SUV. There were two heads in the Bentley. Riley got out and hugged him. His arms felt so heavy, he could barely hug her back. She looked into his eyes like she was searching for whatever afflicted him.
 
   “Is he okay?” she asked Brendan.
 
   “He’ll be a’ight. Probably just tired,” Brendan said. “Call me when you get up there.”
 
   Up where?  Shawn wondered.
 
   “Sure. Thanks Brendan.”
 
   When Riley led him to the car, he saw who the second head was. It was Lorna. She gave him a wan smile.  
 
   “Hey,” she said. “How you doin’?”
 
   Shawn tried to respond, but his eyelids were heavy. All he could do was blink and each time, it became more difficult to open his eyes again. Riley herded him into the back and she got back up front behind the steering wheel, pulling away from the curb. The urge he had to sleep was even more powerful now. Irresistible, in fact. He lay across the seat and closed his eyes. The last thing he remembered was the worried exchange between Riley and Lorna.
 
   Mom, what’s the matter with him?
 
   Shush, he’ll be fine.  
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   Riley sat and watched Shawn sleep. He’d been out for more than eighteen hours now. Hadn’t even woken up to go to the bathroom. After the drive upstate, she and Lorna had to practically drag him into the house and lay him across the bed. And there he’d stayed. The night in jail seemed to have shaken him up a little. Probably not the conditions of the jail itself but more likely the reality of being charged with a crime he didn’t commit had finally hit home.  
 
   She’d been worried enough to make Lorna call Dr. Spacey who assured her that it was likely just a combination of stress and common old exhaustion. People were known to sleep for entire days when they were under inordinate amounts of stress, Lorna had reported cheerfully. But still Riley sat and watched. She’d left him only when she had to sleep herself—on the daybed by the window—or to shower and get something to eat.
 
   Lorna was at the college, weathering the storm, ignoring the calls that came to her office from the press. Everyone was curious about her reaction to the scrape her son-in-law had gotten into. No one from the administration at the school had mentioned it yet, however. That was sure to change if the publicity got out of hand, but like she said last night, it’ll die down. Rappers are always getting arrested for something or other. Riley tried not to show it, but those words had stung. Lorna didn’t understand yet, that Shawn was different.
 
   Riley had gotten up this morning and made breakfast in case Shawn woke up hungry, but he didn’t wake up at all. And now it was just after two in the afternoon and he still showed no sign of coming out of it. His eyelashes cast feathery shadows on his cheeks, and his mouth was slightly open. He looked like he could sleep forever.
 
   “Shawn.” Riley touched his face.  
 
   He didn’t react, so she went downstairs to see about lunch. There wasn’t too much in the fridge, just a bunch of leftovers in Tupperware and breakfast food. Lorna lived on a variety of egg dishes and pastrami sandwiches. Occasionally she made pasta or ordered food, but hers was generally not a busy kitchen. Riley sighed and grabbed the car keys off the counter. She would just run out to the store and pick up a few things. 
 
   She got a few steaks and romaine lettuce, salad dressing, juice, microwavable fajitas and salsa, and on the way home, just in case, she picked up some fast food burgers and fries. Pulling into the driveway, she glanced up at her bedroom window, as though she would see anything there that might give her a clue about how Shawn was doing. She went straight to the kitchen and dropped off the groceries, sitting at the counter to pick at her food. If she followed her honest urge right now she would be calling Tracy, but they were in a tense patch at the moment.  
 
   Ever since she’d told Tracy about what was going on and her response had been, God Riley, just how far down are you going to let this man drag you? She knew the question was asked out of love and concern, but she didn’t have the time or emotional currency to address it right now. She had to focus solely on what was happening with Shawn. Everything else, everyone else’s judgments and hang-ups would have to wait.
 
   “You get one of those for me?”
 
   Riley jumped. He was standing at the door, wearing only his jeans and a three o’clock shadow.
 
   “Of course,” she smiled.
 
   He sat across the counter from her his eyes bloodshot, and reached for the paper sack with the fast food. 
 
   “Thanks.” He dug into the bag and pulled out the burger, biting into it like he was starving, which of course he probably was.
 
   “So,” she said, trying to lighten the mood. “You’re supposed to be all hard-core; what’s a brother do the day after he gets out of jail?”
 
   “Gets some cheap wine, finds a cheap woman and has some cheap sex.”
 
   “The cheap wine I can help you with, but as far as the cheap sex, that’s how you got into this mess in the first place.”
 
   “I still can’t believe she did it.” He shook his head.
 
   “It’ll get taken care of. People out there know the truth. They’ll come forward and . . .”
 
   “Or maybe they won’t. Y’know something Doug said to me had me thinking yesterday. He said innocence is no guarantee that I’ll get off. And even though I knew that, to hear somebody say it . . .”
 
   “He has to prepare you for the worst case scenario,” Riley said. “It’s his job.” But her heart clenched like a fist.
 
   “I know.”
 
   “We’ll be alright Shawn. No matter what happens.”
 
   “Married to somebody in prison?” he said. “It wouldn’t be alright, Riley. Trust me.”
 
   “Why are we talking about prison? It’s not going to happen,” she said impatiently. She got up and went to the refrigerator, even though she didn’t need anything inside. She leaned against it, pressing her forehead to the cool exterior.
 
   “I’m just saying, if things start to look bad, there’s some things we’ll need to talk about.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Like what would happen to me and you.”
 
   “It hasn’t come to that. I’m not going to talk about that.”
 
   Shawn sighed. “Okay. But later on, if it does . . .”
 
   “We’ll deal with later on, later on. Let’s deal with right now. We should call Doug, see what’s going on. And Brendan’s been calling a lot too.”
 
   She turned to look at him again. He had shoved aside his food and stared unseeingly at the kitchen counter.
 
   “Lemme go take a shower first,” he said. 
 
   He pushed back from the counter and headed upstairs. Riley wanted to follow him, but sensed that he needed to be alone. She could show as much support as was humanly possible, but at the end of the day, only one of them was facing the prospect of being sent to prison.
 
   By the time Lorna got home later that afternoon, Shawn had spoken to Doug and Brendan and retreated to the bedroom by himself. Riley went in to check on him and he was just sitting on the window seat, staring out into the backyard. He barely registered an awareness of her presence when she entered the room, and didn’t try to stop her from leaving.
 
   “I only got twelve calls from the press today,” Lorna announced cheerfully as she entered the house and tossed her bags onto the sofa. “That’s an improvement since yesterday.” Then she noticed Riley’s face and took her coat off. “Didn’t he wake up yet?”
 
   “Yeah, he’s up. If you want to call it that.”
 
   “What’s the matter?”
 
   Riley shrugged and followed her mother to the kitchen. “He isn’t talking that much.”
 
   “Does that surprise you?”
 
   “No. I guess it shouldn’t.”
 
   “Okay then.” Lorna opened the cupboards and started making coffee.
 
   Riley watched her mother’s back as she measured coffee grounds into the basket, filled the carafe with water, and poured it into the coffeemaker.
 
   “You’re making me nervous, Riley,” Lorna said without turning around. “What’s really the matter?”
 
   “I was just thinking.”
 
   “Thinking what?” Lorna took two mugs from the cupboard, and a pint of flavored creamer from the fridge.
 
   “About why you haven’t asked me if Shawn did what they say he did.”
 
   At this Lorna turned and looked her in the eye.  
 
   “I may not know Shawn very well, Riley but I like to think I know a little something about my own child. If you had even the slightest doubt that he hadn’t done it, you wouldn’t be with him. And that’s good enough for me.”
 
   “Is it?”
 
   Lorna nodded. “It is.”
 
   “So this isn’t like a huge embarrassment for you? Having us here when all your professional life you’ve made these statements about rape and . . .”
 
   “You’re my daughter, Shawn’s my son-in-law. That’s all there is to it. Professional embarrassment . . .” Lorna shrugged. “I’ll just have to wait and see how this plays out before I start feeling embarrassed.”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “Riley. Don’t worry about me. I’ve fought battles far more bloody than this. But for you, it may be the fight of your life. You don’t have time to think about my embarrassment.”
 
   Riley smiled at her mother. “Have I ever told you how fabulous you are?”
 
   “Not today,” Lorna said without missing a beat.
 
   “Well you are.”
 
   Lorna turned again to face the task of making coffee. “Why don’t you go get Shawn and send him down here? I want to talk to him for a minute.”
 
   Riley hesitated. “What’re you going to say?”
 
   “That’ll be between me and Shawn. He’ll tell you if he wants to.”
 
   “You’re not going to . . .”
 
   “Whatever happened to me being fabulous? Just send him down, Riley. And give us a little time to talk.”
 
   Riley stood reluctantly and headed up to get Shawn. He was lying on the bed, staring up at the ceiling when she walked in. This time he turned as she entered.
 
   “I heard your Mom come in.”
 
   “Yeah. She’s downstairs.  She wants to talk to you.”
 
   Shawn sighed. “I knew this was coming. I bet she has a lot on her chest she wants to get off.”
 
   “I don’t think it’s going to be that kind of talk.”
 
   He sat up and exhaled, running a hand over his head. “Where’s she at?”
 
   “In the kitchen.”
 
   When he was gone, Riley sat on the edge of the bed, waiting. She didn’t know what Lorna was going to say, but if past experience was any guide, it would probably be something along the lines of ‘Stop feeling sorry for yourself and fight back’. Lorna considered passivity to be the deadliest of all sins. Riley remembered distinctly being eleven years old and coming home from school with a bloody lip and skinned knees because Linda Chalmers had decided she was stuck up and needed to be taught a lesson.  
 
   At the sight of Lorna standing in the doorway, she’d fallen apart in tears, fully expecting to be held and comforted. And she was. But only for a little while.  
 
   That’s enough of that, Lorna told her after a few minutes of weeping. Now what’re you going to do about it?  
 
   Whining and acting like a victim was definitely not allowed. She’d never succeeded in beating up Linda Chalmers, but she fought her about once a week for the next month, never backing down. Linda finally grew tired of facing a hysterical opponent with flailing arms, and left her alone.  
 
   Shawn’s situation was of course far graver than a schoolyard bully, but Lorna was bound to see his retreat into silence and solitude as self-pity. And she would have none of that.  
 
   MTV was reporting that Shawn was “in seclusion.” The words held a subtle note of accusation—like he was hiding from what he’d done but fortunately, their report was balanced by a clip of one of the dancers from the tour saying that her understanding of what had happened between Shawn and Keisha (whose name MTV declined to broadcast, referring to her only as his ‘accuser’) was that it was completely consensual, spanning a period of weeks and ending in Chicago when all the dancers were terminated. The dancer looked in the camera and shook her head in disbelief, I don’t know why she’s saying this, she reflected. I mean, if anything, she was the one chasing after him. 
 
   Not that that offered Riley any sense of consolation. Chris was doing what he’d said he would—exposing the fact that Shawn hadn’t forced himself on someone who was unwilling, by arranging for people who witnessed some of his interactions with Keisha to come forward. But now a whole new picture of what went on when Shawn was on the road was emerging. Flirtation and sexual banter; the kinds of games he would absolutely lose his mind about if he even suspected she were playing them with guys she knew.  
 
   Strip poker. Dirty dancing in nightclubs. Suddenly, Tracy’s whole objection to the ‘lifestyle’ men in the entertainment business lived was coming into sharp focus. 
 
   “Riley!”
 
   Lorna was calling her. Riley went down to the kitchen, immediately searching Shawn’s face as she entered, hoping to read on it some clue of what the conversation had been about.
 
   “Here’s some coffee,” Lorna handed her a mug and she took it, her eyes still on her husband.
 
   “We’re driving back tonight,” he said.
 
   “Is everything okay?” she asked.
 
   Lorna’s face was impassive. It didn’t look like they’d had an argument, but one never knew with Lorna.
 
   “Everything’s fine,” Shawn said, attempting a smile. “I just need to take care of business, that’s all.”
 
   “Well, there’s nothing for you to do until the grand jury, right? So why . . .”
 
   “I mean business,” Shawn said. “I need to meet with the Arista team. Let them know they need to back off while I work this out.”
 
   So Lorna had given him the pep talk. 
 
   Riley relaxed and took a sip of her coffee. “And I guess I need to go back to work and clean out my desk,” she said after a moment. That would be hard. Leaving Power to the People after all this time and under these circumstances.  
 
   Both Lorna’s and Shawn’s heads jerked upward at the same time.  She hadn’t told them, she remembered now.
 
   “I quit,” she said, avoiding their eyes.
 
   “You did what?” Lorna was the first to speak.
 
   “This whole thing isn’t going to fall conveniently into my days off. I thought it would be better if . . .”
 
   “All that does is make it look like you’re ashamed of me,” Shawn said. “Like you can’t face anybody or something.”
 
   “You know that’s not it, Shawn.”
 
   “Yeah but that’s what it looks like.”
 
   Riley looked at Lorna and she nodded. “That was pretty drastic, don’t you think?”
 
   “This whole thing is pretty drastic. I want to be there—for every hearing, every meeting with Doug. Everything.”
 
   Shawn sighed. “Can you go back to them and tell them you changed your mind?”
 
   “I don’t want to,” she said more sharply than she intended. “This . . . this woman is not just screwing with your life Shawn, she’s screwing with mine too. I’m not going to go to work and sit behind a frigging computer and act as though it’s business as usual.”
 
   “Well then you’re giving her exactly what she wants—the chance to disrupt your life,” Lorna shrugged.
 
   Riley looked from her mother to Shawn. Who would have thought the time would come when they would be on the same side opposing her?
 
   “So you think I should do what? Go back and say I made a mistake?” she asked incredulously.
 
   Shawn nodded. “It’s not too late, right?”
 
   Riley heaved. “I don’t know.” 
 
   “Go in on Monday. Talk to them. Maybe tell them you need a leave of absence instead.”
 
   “Fine,” Riley said, defeated. “I guess I could do that.” She looked at Shawn. “You’re ready to go back?”
 
   “I can’t hide out forever.”
 
   “We’ve been here only one night,” she pointed out.
 
   “We have to go home, Riley.” Shawn’s voice was firm. “I have to handle this.”
 
   Riley looked at Lorna for support but she only raised her eyebrows as if to say, what d’you want me to do?
 
   “Okay,” she said finally.
 
   They left shortly after six, with Shawn in the driver’s seat this time. He didn’t talk to her too much, but instead of the morose silence of earlier, he now seemed determined. His jaw had that rigid stubborn look—the one he sometimes got when they were fighting. The one he got when he refused to back down. 
 
   “I’ll drop you off at home,” he said when they were on the West Side Highway close to their exit. “I have to go by Brendan’s real quick.”
 
   “I’ll come with you,” she said, already knowing he would refuse.
 
   “I won’t be that long,” he was trying to reassure her, but there was still a certain tension in his voice. “I’ll be back in an hour or two.”
 
   “Why can’t I come?” Riley persisted.
 
   “It’s not that you can’t come. You don’t need to come.”
 
   “Shawn you want to tell me what’s going on? What you’re thinking about?”
 
   “I’m thinking about keeping my ass out of prison. That’s what I’m thinking about.”
 
   Riley sighed. She could understand him being testy, but why the hell was he shutting her out all of a sudden? What the hell had Lorna said to him?
 
   “So am I,” she said quietly. But she leaned back in her seat again, realizing that arguing would be futile.
 
   So eager was he to get where he was going that he dropped her off in front of the building and she lugged the bags upstairs on her own, dumping them in the living room. The voicemail indicator was blinking like crazy but Riley ignored it, going into the bedroom and switching on the television. Nothing interesting was on, and MTV thankfully had stopped running news about Shawn’s arrest for the time being. Instead they seemed to be playing his music videos on a loop, the way they did when someone died.
 
   She dialed Tracy’s number and waited through the three rings that always preceded voicemail. But instead of a recording, Tracy picked up.
 
   “Hey,” Riley said dully. “What’re you up to?”
 
   “Hey!” Tracy sounded surprised to hear from her. “Where are you?”
 
   “Home. Shawn wanted to come back.”
 
   “How’s he doing?”
 
   “Better I guess. He’s at Brendan’s. I was barred from going with him so who knows what they’re up to.”
 
   “Look. Riley. I’m sorry about what I said before . . . about Shawn dragging you down. I didn’t mean it.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” Riley said. “Even if you did mean it.”
 
   “No. I didn’t mean it. I really didn’t. You need some company? I can be there in twenty minutes.”
 
   “Please.”
 
   She arrived bearing a half gallon of vanilla bean ice cream and an apple pie. Riley could have hugged her. Just what she needed—comfort food. They sat in Shawn’s den watching a corny love story on Lifetime and eating apple pie a la mode, talking about anything and everything except for the whole sordid mess with Shawn and Keisha. They were well into their second movie and drifting off when Riley looked up to find that Shawn was standing at the door to the den and they hadn’t even heard him come in. Brendan was with him, carrying Chinese take-out. Tracy took the bag from Brendan, and they both headed toward the kitchen.  
 
   “How’s my husband doing?” Riley asked.
 
   Shawn smiled. “How’s my wife?”
 
   She shrugged. “Okay I guess.”
 
   He walked toward her and extended a hand. She took it and he pulled her up from her position cross-legged on the floor, wrapping his arms about her. 
 
   Sometimes she loved him so much it was like actual physical pain. She could feel her heart swell, her chest tighten and her throat constrict all at once; she was so filled with feeling. Shawn’s face was still smooth from when he’d shaved late in the afternoon, and there was a tiny nick, a spot of dried blood, on his chin from the too-sharp disposable razor he’d used at her mother’s house.
 
   “So what’d you and Brendan talk about?”
 
   “Just business stuff. About the record label and all that.”
 
   “Is everything going to be okay?”
 
   Shawn released her and shrugged. “I don’t know yet. I meet with them Monday. I’ll find out then.”
 
   “What do you think they’ll say?”
 
   “I think they’ll let it ride.”
 
   “Are you saying that to make me feel better?”
 
   “No, I’m saying that to make myself feel better,” he joked.
 
   Riley tried to smile. If his career went south because of this, Shawn would fall into a funk the likes of which he might never recover from.  
 
   “Did you see some of the dancers on MTV?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Talking about the parties and the strip poker and all that?”
 
   Riley nodded.
 
   “It was dumb shit. The kind of stuff that you do when you’re on the road and you’re bored. It didn’t mean anything.”
 
   “Forget it,” she said, a little too quickly.
 
   “No.” Shawn held her face in between his hands. “That’s the last time you’ll ever hear anything about what I did, or might have done, from anyone but me. Never again. I promise. Ask me anything you want.”
 
   After Brendan and Tracy left together around midnight, they went in to bed, and though Shawn lay perfectly quiet and still, Riley could sense that he was awake even as she slipped toward sleep. 
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   [bookmark: _Toc335582263]Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   He was already up and in the kitchen on the phone when she got up the next morning. He was talking to Doug and sounded more like himself – taking charge and throwing out ideas. But from his responses to whatever Doug was telling him, it seemed like his lawyer was having a hard time convincing him that this was one situation over which he had absolutely no control.
 
   “You need to talk to Mike,” Shawn was saying forcefully. “He was the one who told me she was planning this.” He paused and listened for a moment then sighed exasperatedly. “Yeah, I get that . . . yeah . . . I know.”
 
   He listened for a moment then sighed impatiently once again. When the call ended Shawn came back into the bedroom, bare-chested and barefooted. Riley rolled over onto her stomach and searched his face, trying to guess at his mood.
 
   “You feel like taking a trip?” And when she raised her eyebrows, he laughed. “To Jersey. To Chris’ house.”
 
   “Oh. Sure.”
 
   “What did you think I meant?”
 
   “I wasn’t sure,” she admitted.
 
   “The court has my passport,” he said over his shoulder, as he headed for the bathroom. “So escaping to Argentina just ain’t in the cards.”
 
   At least his sense of humor was intact.
 
   When after a moment she heard the shower, Riley followed him in. She watched him for a moment through the glass. Just when should she start preparing herself? When would it be wise to start thinking about the possibility that he might go to prison? She shed her nightshirt and got in with him, wrapping her arms around his waist from behind. He leaned backward and into her embrace. At first he didn’t speak, and when he did, it was as though he’d read her mind.
 
   “I was talking to Doug about contingency planning,” he began carefully.
 
   When she tensed, he turned to face her, gently pushing her backward so that they were no longer standing under the stream of water.  
 
   “We don’t know what might happen. He doesn’t know what might happen. I need to make sure you’ll be okay.”
 
   Before he finished, she was already shaking her head, but he refused to release her, holding her face gently but firmly, so she would look at him.
 
   “You already put this off once. We can’t avoid talking about it forever.”
 
   “Not forever,” Riley said. “Just let’s not right now.”
 
   “When?” 
 
   And when she couldn’t answer, he pressed his lips to her forehead and held them there for a moment.
 
   “Let’s get out of the shower at least,” she murmured.
 
   Later, as she sat in the kitchen in her bathrobe drinking her coffee, Riley’s eyes opened wide when Shawn finally joined her with an impressive stack of papers in his hands.  
 
   “What have you done?” she asked, gripping the edge of the counter.
 
   “Baby,” Shawn reached across the breakfast bar and touched her hand. “Relax.”
 
   “What is that?” 
 
   “Information you should have.  Or at least know how to find.”
 
   Riley said nothing. 
 
   “You already know we’re rich,” Shawn began. He was obviously trying to lighten the mood but Riley didn’t smile, so he continued.  “But you don’t know exactly how much. And where.”
 
   She shook her head. No. She didn’t know and had avoided knowing, in fact. Once, when she and Shawn were still just casually hooking up, Tracy had tried to force her to look it up online, but she’d refused.
 
   “So K Smooth’s net worth, as of January 1 . . .”
 
   “Stop that,” Riley said, touching her forehead and looking down.
 
   “What?” Shawn sounded confused.
 
   “Referring to yourself in the third person. This is your money, not some fictional character’s money. Even if you say ‘K Smooth’ it doesn’t make me feel like it isn’t real. It doesn’t make this whole messed up situation not real.”
 
   He stopped and stared at her for a moment, searching her face.
 
   “Don’t pretend you’re only half-assed taking this seriously,” she went on. “Like we aren’t talking about the possibility that you might be . . . in prison.”
 
   “C’mere,” Shawn said, shoving the papers aside.
 
   Riley felt the tears come, as though out of nowhere and then she was sobbing uncontrollably. She hadn’t cried about this before. There hadn’t been time.
 
   “C’mere,” he said again. When she didn’t move, he reached for her, pulling her around and onto his lap. He buried his face into the back of her neck.  
 
   “If you cry,” he said. “If you’re not okay, I won’t be able to do this; you know what I’m sayin’? I need to stand up like a man and take whatever comes to me. And I can do that. But if I know I’m hurting you like this, then shit . . . that’s more than I could . . .” He stopped.  
 
   Riley wiped her eyes with the back of her hands and turned so she was sitting astride him. She nodded.  
 
   “Okay,” she said quietly.
 
   “It’s not fair. I know it’s not,” he said. “After all the crap I already put you through. To ask you not to cry.”
 
   “It’s okay,” Riley said. “It was a moment. It’s passed. Let’s talk about how rich you are.” She tried to smile, but what surfaced had to have been a poor substitute.
 
   “Nah. Let’s just head out to Jersey,” Shawn said, reading her face.  “You’re right. We can talk about this later.”
 
   Chris’ house in Short Hills was not at all what she expected. Instead of something ostentatious like Cameron Cole’s it was a very sensibly sized colonial at the end of a long pebble driveway and shielded from the road by tall ferns. The only hint about its occupant came from the three Bentleys and Mercedes parked out front.  
 
   They called in from the gate and Chris was waiting for them at the door when they pulled up. He was wearing a dramatic all-white sweatsuit and a white baseball cap turned backward. He smiled when he spotted Riley and came toward her, arms outstretched.
 
   “How you doin’?” he asked hugging her.
 
   “Good,” she squeezed him back, and turned once again to Shawn who for the first time ever seemed surprisingly cool with her and Chris being so chummy.
 
   The décor was also a surprise; understated and elegant with warm tones throughout the foyer. Chris led them to a terrace where breakfast was already laid out; fruit and pastry with coffee, tea and juice. 
 
   “If you want something else, eggs or something, let me know,” he said as they sat.
 
   “No, this is fine,” Shawn said.
 
   He seemed impatient to get down to business and all but ignored the food. Too hungry to do the same, Riley reached for a beignet and poured a cup of coffee.
 
   “Brendan’s on his way out,” Chris said. “And you called Doug as well, right?”
 
   “Yeah, he’s bringing someone else from his office. He thinks we need a female lawyer on this too,” Shawn said.
 
   Riley tried not to register her surprise. She had no idea that this was going to be a strategy meeting. Of course, there was no way it could have been purely a social visit given the circumstances, but she wished it were. Maybe her body language registered her tension, because Shawn’s hand fell to her leg and he gently squeezed it. She smiled at him, pretending to be more at ease than she was.
 
   “I got all the contact information he asked for,” Chris said. He reached beneath his chair and placed a manila folder on the table between him and Shawn. “Every dancer on the tour from the beginning. B has everything else. The bars you were at, all that.”
 
   “If somebody asked me where we were at that night, I don’t know  . . .”
 
   “Well, you better resurrect that memory,” Chris warned. “Saying you don’t remember what happened ain’t gon’ fly.”
 
   “Doug said I won’t have to say anything.”
 
   “Maybe not in court. I’m thinking about after. No matter what happens in court, you have to be able to explain this to your public. Especially because . . .” Chris nodded in Riley’s direction.  “. . . you just got married.”
 
   Shawn said nothing, his eyes meeting Riley’s for a pained moment. He looked down, his hand falling from her leg. Riley reached out and held it. Her need to have him feel shame for having cheated on her with Keisha seemed to have disappeared. Whatever he’d done to her—to them—he didn’t deserve this. To think that he might actually go to prison. Her vision abruptly blurred and she blinked rapidly, willing herself not to cry.  
 
   Chris met her gaze and held a hand across the table.
 
   “Lemme show you the house,” he said.
 
   Shawn’s hand slid from hers as he let her go.
 
   “I’ll make some calls,” he said.
 
   Riley took her coffee with her, allowing Chris to lead her back into the house, to a sunroom that looked as though it had been transplanted from an English country cottage.
 
   “A woman decorated this,” she said smiling.
 
   “Yeah, of course,” Chris said. “I was in Germany when it happened. You think I would’ve gone for all these flowers and shit?”
 
   Riley laughed. “I know you wouldn’t. Since you’re all gangsta and what-not.”
 
   “You sure you’re up for this?” Chris asked in an abrupt change of subject.
 
   “I’ll leave the room when Doug gets here if the discussion gets to be too much,” she said.
 
   “No.” He looked at her. “I mean for all of it. A trial and all that.”
 
   Riley shrugged. “I have to be. It is what it is.”
 
   “I don’t think he would expect that from you,” Chris said quietly.
 
   “What does that mean?” Riley asked.
 
   “I’m just saying . . .”
 
   “What? That I should leave him?” she demanded.
 
   “No. Just that you shouldn’t think that he would expect you to stay.”
 
   “I can’t believe you guys!” Riley walked away from him. “Everyone seems to believe he’s not going to beat this thing. First Shawn, Brendan and now you too?”
 
   “Look,” Chris held her by the shoulder and turned her to face him again. “This kind of charge. For a rap star. For some folks, like the folks that might wind up on a jury, it ain’t even a surprise. As far as they’re concerned, of course he did it.”
 
   The tears rose to her eyes again. He was right. She knew he was. That was what had her most afraid and was the fear she hadn’t allowed herself to voice.
 
   “And for some of women we know,” Chris said slowly. “Some of the types of women we know, this ain’t nothin’ new, their man getting locked up. But that’s not you. That is most definitely not you.”
 
   “I’m tougher than you think, Chris.”
 
   “I know you are.” He touched the side of her face briefly. “It’s not about that. But this could ruin you. You ever think about that? The life you lead. The life you want? Something tells me it doesn’t include trips to Sing Sing on weekends.”
 
   “Shawn would be so fucking pissed if he knew you were telling me this,” she threatened, angry tears spilling onto her cheeks.
 
   Chris shook his head sadly. “No, Riley. You’re wrong,” he said with certainty. “He’d be glad I did it, because it would be too hard if he had to.”
 
   Riley wiped her face with the back of her hand. Was that what Shawn had been trying to say? That she should take some money and run?  
 
   “And here I was thinking you offered me a tour of your house to make me feel better,” she said bitterly.
 
   Chris wrapped an arm about her shoulder. “I did offer you a tour to make you feel better, but I had to get that out of the way first.”
 
   Brendan was sitting with Shawn when they got back and shortly afterward, Doug arrived with an associate, a young Black woman. Of course, Riley thought. It was important that the jury see that Shawn could interact with a young woman not at all dissimilar to the one he’d been accused of raping. They had to see her lean in and talk to him at the defendant’s table, rest her hand on his shoulder, behave as though there was no way her client could ever be guilty of the things he was being accused of.
 
   Her name was Robyn Crandall, and she seemed to be just a little older than Riley. She was wearing a suit, even though it was a weekend, as was Doug.  
 
   “Brendan, you’re a potential witness,” Doug said right away, as he sat. “I think you probably should sit this conversation out.”
 
   Brendan looked like he was prepared to protest but finally nodded his agreement.
 
   “And Mrs. Gardner,” Robyn Crandall said. “Perhaps you too.”
 
   “She’s not a witness,” Shawn said quickly.  
 
   “Well,” Doug seemed to be measuring his words carefully. “I can imagine certain lines of questioning that we might want to pursue that could involve her.”
 
   “Like what?” Shawn demanded.
 
   Riley placed a hand on the side of his face, and turned it gently so he was looking at her, silently urging him listen.
 
   “Well, you talked about a confrontation in a nightclub, did you not?” Doug asked. “When there were words exchanged between your wife and . . .”
 
   “Yeah? So what?”
 
   “Well,” Robyn said. “She didn’t go up to your wife and say, ‘Your husband raped me’, right? It was more along the lines of informing her that you’d been unfaithful?”
 
   “They’re right, Shawn,” Riley said.
 
   “So the idea is that you would get up on the stand and save my ass, even though I cheated on you?” he shook his head. “Nah. That ain’t happenin’. There’s lots of other ways to . . .”
 
   “To discredit her, yes there are,” Doug said. “But most of them involve her reputation and casting aspersions on her character. That kind of testimony is never . . .”
 
   “And some of it is shit that happened which proves she was trying to get to me. Like the strip poker incident,” Shawn pointed out.
 
   “If it’s admitted.”
 
   “Well the conversation with Riley might not be admitted either. And besides, she’s my wife. Everyone will think she made it up to get me off.”
 
   “They may,” Doug acknowledged. “But having that testimony is an option we don’t want to foreclose.”
 
   “No, no fucking way,” Shawn said adamantly. “Then the next thing you know, her picture’s in the papers and . . .”
 
   “I’m not sure we can avoid that anyway,” Riley said quietly.
 
   “We can,” Shawn insisted. “We will. I’m not exposing you to this shit.”
 
   “She already has been,” Brendan pointed out.  
 
   “Not like that,” Shawn said shaking his head. “Not like . . .” he stopped and leaned forward, elbows on his knees, face in his hands. He inhaled and raised his head again. “No.”
 
   “We can always revisit this if it becomes necessary,” Doug said briskly. “But either way, I think she should sit this out.”
 
   “There’ll be plenty of time for you to get looped in if we decide not to use you,” Robyn said. “But in case you’re a witness, for the time being, we should probably just limit your view of the sausage-making.”
 
   Riley stood. “If that’s the best thing, sure.” She walked away and did not look back, but only with great effort.
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   The session went on all morning and into the afternoon. Chris had finally led Riley to a guest room where she tried to watch television to get her mind off things. But she was irrepressibly drawn to the music and entertainment channels where they frequently updated the news on the charges against Shawn. In point of fact, there was very little that was new, and watching them only made her feel worse.  
 
   She ate lunch with Brendan at a diner in town, neither of them speaking very much, and when they returned to the house, Doug and Robyn had already left and Shawn was ready to head home. 
 
   He was visibly tense and said little as they pulled away from the house, until she asked him how it had gone.
 
   “Okay,” he said, non-committal.
 
   “So what’s next?”
 
   “More of the same. Until trial.” He started to say more then stopped himself.
 
   “What is it?” Riley prompted.
 
   “What Doug said about you maybe testifying,” he glanced at her. “Just want to make sure you understand that that’s not happening.”
 
   “Look, it isn’t as though I’m . . .”
 
   “What kind of man would I be? If I let you walk in a courtroom and defend any part of what I did?”
 
   “So you should go to prison instead? When I know what she said to me? I’m sorry, but that’s just absurd. And besides, I’ll be there anyway. You think I won’t get my picture taken just because I’m sitting in the courtroom instead of up on the stand?”
 
   “I wanted to talk to you about that.”
 
   “What?” Riley turned in her seat to look directly at him but he was staring straight ahead at the road.
 
   “You not coming to the trial.”
 
   “No. Shawn, no way am I sitting this out.”
 
   “I’m not asking,” he said.
 
   Riley pressed her lips together firmly, fighting her inclination to scream at him, ask who he thought he was that he could actually order her to stay away. But this was not the time for one of their power struggles.
 
   “You can stay with your Mom upstate. I don’t want people following you and taking pictures outside our apartment and crap like that every day.”
 
   “They could just as easily follow me to Lorna’s,” she pointed out, trying to sound reasonable. “And she would hate that.”
 
   “I doubt it’s that important a story for people to follow you upstate,” Shawn said. “Mostly the New York tabloids and some national industry press will follow this.”
 
   “You’ve been thinking about this for awhile,” she accused. “You knew you weren’t going to let me come.”
 
   “If you take this time off work as a leave of absence,” Shawn continued, “afterwards, you can go back and it’ll be back to normal, hopefully. This way at least you avoid all the drama.”
 
   What the hell was she supposed to do upstate? Wait around by the phone? Watch on Court TV?
 
   “Will you come too?” she asked. “I mean every evening while it’s going on?”
 
   “Probably not. If I need to meet with Doug . . .”
 
   “No,” Riley said. “We are not going to be apart while this is happening.  No way.”
 
   “You want me to travel back and forth between the Bronx.”
 
   “No, I want you to let me come. But if that’s not in the cards, then I guess you’ll have to travel back and forth between the Bronx,” she said stubbornly. “It’s your call.”
 
   She watched his face as he processed the nature of the compromise and finally nodded.
 
   “I’ll come up to your mother’s every night,” he said finally.
 
   Riley sighed. It wasn’t the solution she preferred, but it was something she could live with. Not seeing him at all while they went through this ordeal separately, on the other hand, was not an option she would even begin to consider.
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   Almost as bad as hearing about the arrest in the first place, was going in to the office and watching the faces of her co-workers change as she walked by. No one would meet her gaze intentionally and when they couldn’t avoid it, they smiled these sad, sympathetic smiles that clearly meant they thought her husband was guilty of rape. When finally she got to her office and was able to shut the door, Riley let out a deep breath. She had a meeting with Greg during which she would ask for her job back, and instead request a leave of absence. And then she would clean out a few things from her desk and head home. Shawn was meeting with Doug and they planned to meet back at home where they would pack a few things and make the drive up to Lorna’s.  
 
   “Riley?”
 
   She looked up. Peter had cracked open her door and stuck his head in. If anyone would be ballsy enough to intrude at a time like this, it was him.
 
   “Hey,” she gave him a wan smile.
 
   That was all the encouragement he needed to enter the office and shut the door behind him. He leaned back as though barricading it against other unwelcome guests and shook his head slowly from side to side.
 
   “Oh. My. God. What the hell, Riley?”
 
   “Peter, please don’t start,” she said wearily. “It’s awful, terrible, humiliating, and scary. All of those things. Let’s not belabor it.”
 
   “I wouldn’t think of putting you through it,” he said. “But how are you holding up?”
 
   “As well as can be expected, I guess.”
 
   “You were on Page Six,” Peter said almost sadly. But there was a gleeful voyeuristic undertone to his voice as well that did not go unnoticed.
 
   “Again?” Riley said dryly.
 
   “Oh yes, I forgot about the fracas in the Hamptons,” Peter said. “My god, you’re quite the notorious one these days.”
 
   “Peter, was there something . . ?”
 
   “Yes, believe it or not. I saw Brian. He wanted me to tell you to call him if you wanted to talk. He said he thought it was probably not the best idea in the world for him to call you. Unless you tell me you want him to call.”
 
   “I can’t think about Brian right now. I have to think about what Greg’s about to say to me in the meeting we’re having in . . .” Riley glanced at the time. “In fifteen minutes.”
 
   “Well I’d heard you quit.”
 
   “I did. Then Shawn made me call and ask for this meeting to get my job back and take a leave of absence instead. So here I am.”
 
   “And how’s he doing?”
 
   “How do you think? He’s been accused of one of the worst things a man can be accused of.”
 
   “Of course. But he did . . . sleep with her, right? That’s what they’re saying on . . .”
 
   “How do you expect me to respond to that, Peter? I mean, it’s public information at this point, but still about my private life, so what exactly do you expect me to say?”
 
   “Riley,” he came toward her, sitting on the edge of her desk and reaching for her hand. “It’s me. We’re friends. I’m on your side, remember?”
 
   She sighed. It was becoming more and more difficult to discern who was on her side.
 
   “Look, I understand people’s curiosity. I really do. But I know you’ll understand if I just don’t want to talk about it.”
 
   Peter blinked, with what looked a little like annoyance. “Sure. Okay. Well, I passed on the message I was given, so let me leave you to get ready for your meeting. Good luck with that.”
 
   When he was gone, she folded her arms on the desk and rested her head on them, trying to focus on what she would say to Greg. It would be difficult looking in his eyes and seeing the disappointment that was sure to be there. Whatever she’d said about him in the past, she knew he was invested in her success and even saw her as a protégé of sorts. So much for that now. She couldn’t blame him, or anyone else for that matter, for thinking that she was just another deluded woman sticking with a man who didn’t deserve it. That was certainly the way it had to look from the outside.  
 
   She cringed to think about the judgment she’d heaped on women in similar situations in the past—wives of professional athletes and other entertainers who somehow had their families’ most difficult and personal tribulations plastered across the front page of the paper. Entire Sunday brunches with Tracy had been dedicated to discussing how foolish such women were. After all, their husbands were wealthy, they’d said. These women could cut their losses and start a new life; do anything, go anywhere. And yet they chose to stay in an impossible situation. Had they no pride? No sense of self? And yet, here she was doing exactly the same thing, telling herself, as they no doubt had, that her situation, her husband was completely different.
 
   She was just short of wallowing when her door opened again. Riley looked up, prepared to deal with the second intruder. It was Dawn, and the look on her face was so genuinely concerned that Riley could not bring herself to ask her to leave. Without a word Dawn came around they desk and pulled Riley up into a warm hug. Even as she tried to pull away, Dawn held her tight for a moment more. Finally, she held her at arms’ length and looked her square in the face.
 
   “It doesn’t seem like it right now,” Dawn said. “But you’re going to be alright. You are a powerful, beautiful, intelligent woman and you know exactly who you are. That’s more than enough to get you through this.”
 
   The words released something inside her and Riley fell completely apart. Then Dawn was hugging her again, holding her close so that her sobs were just muffled enough that no one outside the room would hear. She let her cry until finally Riley pulled back and reached for tissues on her desk.
 
   “You did that on purpose,” she said jokingly. “You came in here expressly to make me cry.”
 
   Dawn shrugged. “Everyone can use a good cry once in awhile.”
 
   “I feel like I’ve cried more in the last few months than in the rest of my entire life,” Riley said wiping her eyes.
 
   Once the words were out, she realized what it had to have sounded like to Dawn—like she was referring to the time since she’d married Shawn.
 
   “What can I do to help?” Dawn asked. “Just ask.”
 
   That was what one of the things Riley had always liked about her. She was direct, honest and forthright. No hemming and hawing.
 
   “Thank you for asking. But I have this meeting with Greg and unless you’re up for impersonating me, I think there probably isn’t anything you or anyone else can do at the moment.”
 
   “It doesn’t have to be right now. If you think of anything, please call me,” Dawn said. She squeezed Riley’s shoulder firmly before leaving her alone once again.
 
   Greg was waiting behind the huge oak desk in his office that overlooked Chambers Street. There was a distressed leather sofa and equally worn coffee table near the door, shadowed by ceiling-high bookcases. On the floor was an impressive antique Persian rug that Greg had himself picked out in bazaars in Morocco, and the walls were painted a warm, dark honey.  
 
   “Sit,” he said indicating the sofa when Riley walked in.
 
   She did as he asked and was surprised when he came from behind his desk to join her.
 
   They sat about two feet apart. Greg’s eyes were concerned, his brow furrowed.
 
   “I don’t accept your resignation,” he said simply.
 
   Riley’s shoulders heaved. “Thank you. That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”
 
   “Yes. I suspected as much.”
 
   "I talked to my . . . family,” she said. “And they thought I was too hasty. And after thinking about it, I agreed. I appreciate you having me back.”
 
   “As far as I’m concerned, you never left,” Greg said, giving her a half-smile.
 
   “Well, that’s where it becomes a little difficult. I’d like to request a leave of absence instead, if that’s at all possible.”
 
   “Would twelve weeks suffice?”
 
   Riley’s eyes widened in disbelief. She’d been thinking half that time would be the absolute limit.  
 
   “Thank you,” she said. “That would be wonderful.”
 
   “Then consider it done.”
 
   “My seniority,” she said carefully.
 
   “We’ll have to hold that question until you return, I’m afraid. I can’t make any promises, but I certainly have no plans to give your column to another writer.”
 
   Riley nodded. “That’s good enough for me. Thank you.”
 
   “You don’t have to keep thanking me, Riley. You’ve been a valued part of our team here for a long time and when life takes an unfortunate turn, I like to think we remain mindful of that value, and keep the home fires burning as it were.”
 
   Riley nodded, biting in her lower lip and willing herself not to fall apart yet again.
 
   “Now. On a personal level,” Greg said briskly. “Is there anything at all I can do?”
 
   “Thank you, no. I think we’ve got it covered for the moment.”
 
   “Yes, of course. Your husband can afford the best of everything I’m sure,” he said dryly. “But what I meant was, is there anything I can do for you, Riley?”
 
   She could tell from the tight controlled tone that he was angry at Shawn. And instead of feeling defensive or insulted, the way she generally would, she was instead very, very touched. Greg felt protective of her, she realized. Perhaps he even felt responsible, having been the one to send her on that fateful assignment what now seemed like a lifetime ago.
 
   “I’m okay,” she said trying to sound reassuring. “I’m going to stay with my mother for a little while.”
 
   “Good,” he nodded. “I’m sure you’ll be well taken care of there.”
 
   This time she did feel defensive.
 
   “Greg,” she said on an impulse. “Shawn is a much better man than this situation would suggest.”
 
   “Well then I hope you both weather this,” he said without missing a beat, but it was obvious she hadn’t penetrated his doubt one iota.
 
   “We will,” she said, standing. 
 
   Greg stood as well and pressed a hand on her shoulder. “Be well, Riley.”
 
   She took a few items from her office and called Shawn to let him know she was leaving for home. She must have sounded completely depleted because he told her to stay put and wait for a car he would send. The car and driver that showed up were completely unfamiliar to her and as she slid into the backseat and into the care of this unnamed stranger, it underscored just how much her life had changed. All of the fears that caused her panic attack many months ago when she and Tracy first looked at the condo had been realized in spades. She was living Shawn’s life now, and had left yet another huge part of her own behind.
 
   The driver took her around to the freight entrance without her asking, probably on instructions from Shawn. Riley thanked him as she got out, and noticed that he waited until she was safely in the building before pulling away. Upstairs, Shawn was waiting for her alone. She looked around before joining him on the sofa, almost expecting that Brendan or Doug, Robyn or Chris would materialize. They’d spent very little time alone since last week.
 
   “How was it?” he asked.
 
   Riley shrugged. “Piece of cake,” she smiled.
 
   Shawn tried to smile back at her, and took her hands in his.  
 
   “When this is over . . .” he began.
 
   “Let’s wait till then to talk about that,” Riley interrupted. “I’d better get some stuff for Lorna’s.” 
 
   She pulled her hands free of his and went into the bedroom to pack. Tracy called while she was in the thick of it and offered to drop by to help.
 
   “In the middle of the work day?” Riley asked. “No. That’s alright. I’ll call you later.”
 
   “Give me something to do,” Tracy said. “I feel awful. I know going into that office had to have been difficult.”
 
   “It wasn’t so bad,” Riley lied. “And my conversation with Greg lasted all of ten minutes. He gave me twelve weeks leave.”
 
   “That’s pretty generous.”
 
   “Well, he feels sorry for me. They all do,” she said ruefully.
 
   “How do you feel?”
 
   “I feel . . . a little pissed off again to be honest,” Riley said quietly.  She could hear Shawn moving around in the kitchen.
 
   “Naturally. Your work. It’s tough to walk away from that.”
 
   “Anyway, I’m trying not to punish him anymore. I mean, we were just talking about starting to work through it when this happened and I was so . . . in love with him again, y’know?”
 
   “And now?”
 
   “I’m still in love with him, of course. That’s what’s so terrible.”
 
   There was a pause, but to her credit, Tracy didn’t ask why that was terrible.
 
   “You know, just because you’re not at Power to the People doesn’t mean you have to stop writing. For years you’ve talked about all these ideas you have. And remember you wanted to start a literary journal? I mean, this could be your chance . . .”
 
   “Except that I can’t think about anything except what’s happening to Shawn.”
 
   “You don’t need me to tell you that’s probably not the healthiest thing in the world, right?”
 
   “Look. Lemme get this packing done. I’ll call you when I get up to Lorna’s.”
 
   “Okay. And why don’t I come up this weekend? We can check out our old stomping grounds.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   Riley threw some clothes haphazardly into her suitcase and dragged it out into the living room. Shawn had his things waiting by the door and was on the phone, probably calling for a car.
 
   “We’ll have a security guy with us from now on,” he said casually when he hung up. “I don’t know if you met him before. Tiny. Works for Chris?”
 
   “A bodyguard,” Riley said. “Isn’t that a little excessive?”
 
   “No.”
 
   She didn’t argue. 
 
   The car was waiting at the freight entrance. It was a different car and driver than the one who’d picked her up at work. Riley smiled at him absently when she got in. As they pulled out of the alley Riley spotted the cluster of paparazzi waiting near the front of their building.
 
   “This is Tiny,” Shawn introduced. “He’ll be staying with you from now on.”
 
   “With me?” she asked.  “What about you?”
 
   “I’ll have some other guy,” Shawn said vaguely. “But when I’m in the city, Tiny stays with you.”
 
   “Lorna . . .”
 
   “I already called and asked her. She said he can use the carriage house.”
 
   The carriage house was what they called the room over the garage that Lorna used when she was writing. It was basically its own little apartment, with a kitchenette and full sitting room and separate bath.
 
   “Oh. Glad you two have it all sorted out,” Riley said.
 
   She leaned against the cool glass of the window and shut her eyes, planning to sleep through the entire drive. But Shawn had other ideas. As soon as they hit the highway, he slid a manila folder onto her lap without explanation. The first was a three page document and that listed properties and accounts, columns of numbers on the right corresponded with each until, on the last page, where there was a grand total. The figure was much higher than she’d imagined. She slapped the folder shut.
 
   “I meet with a business manager every month,” Shawn said. “We go over everything, and I sign checks, that kind of thing. If I’m not able to meet with him, I’ll need you to do it. And if that’s the case, someone else needs to have power of attorney. So that would be you, Mrs. Gardner.”
 
   “So I’m ‘it’, huh? Not Brendan.”
 
   Shawn looked perplexed. “Why would I ask Brendan?”
 
   “No reason, I guess.”She turned away and looked out the window again. She could just make out the Hudson River.
 
   “What’re you thinking about?” Shawn asked gently.
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   She was thinking about Peter and his thinly veiled satisfaction at her misfortune, because perhaps the good fortune that preceded it had been too much for him not to envy. She was thinking about how love and anger could co-exist in the same heart. She was thinking that by turning over control of all his assets, Shawn was proving once and for all that he really did see her as his partner. And she was hoping that it wasn’t too late to matter. 
 
   He didn’t try to draw her out of her funk for the rest of the drive. 
 
   When they pulled up, Riley was the first one out of the car. She pressed herself into Lorna’s arms when she opened the door and felt the tension dissipate. Then Lorna was releasing her and hugging Shawn. When she pulled away, she touched the side of his face the way any mother would.  
 
   “Well. Enough of that,” she said, her eyes warmly regarding him.  
 
   “And you must be Tiny.” She took in his size as she turned from Shawn and laughed. “I love it.”
 
   There was a lunch of Indian take-out waiting for them in the kitchen. Lorna had even taken the trouble to put it all into serving dishes with plates and silverware laid out. She passed around raspberry lemonade in tall glasses and filled the silence with chatter about her students’ reactions to the news.  
 
   Apparently some of them thought it was appropriate to confront her during a lecture about whether she believed Shawn was guilty or not.
 
   “Well, I suppose I’m fair game having spoken out and written about rape my entire career,” she said.
 
   “Mom,” Riley stopped her, jarred by the use of the word.
 
   “It’s okay,” Shawn said. “I want to know what people are saying.”
 
   “Well you’ll be pleased to know that most of them believe you,” she said. “But no surprise there. Women are hardly ever believed.”
 
   “In this case, that’s just as well,” Riley snapped. “Because she’s lying.”
 
   “I know that,” Lorna touched her hand. “I was speaking more generally, of course.”
 
   “The ones who don’t believe her,” Shawn said. “Why don’t they?”
 
   “A fundamental misunderstanding about why men rape women,” Lorna said. “They don’t believe her because they think you can get just about any woman you might want. So essentially, you didn’t need to rape anyone for sex.”
 
   “And that doesn’t make sense?” Tiny asked.
 
   “It would, if men raped women because of sex.”
 
   “Men rape women in a dysfunctional attempt at self-empowerment, and to subjugate and humiliate them,” Riley recited woodenly and as though by rote.
 
   Tiny shook his head, looking unconvinced.
 
   “I mean, think about it. Have you ever been so attracted to a woman it made you want to rape her?”
 
   Tiny flinched.
 
   “Exactly,” Riley said. “Rape is not a sexual impulse.”
 
   “Not a sexual impulse, per se,” Lorna clarified.  
 
   “What about the ones who think I did it?” Shawn asked. He sounded strangely distant, as though the question was purely academic.
 
   “They felt that your being part of the rap music scene would make it more likely.”
 
   “That’s it,” Shawn said quietly.
 
   Everyone looked at him, puzzled.
 
   “That’s the juror I have to make sure I don’t get.”
 
   Lorna nodded. “I think that’s exactly right.”
 
   “Will you help me?” Shawn asked her suddenly. “With jury selection.”
 
   Lorna leaned back in her seat and blinked. “You mean as a jury consultant?”
 
   Riley knew that tone. She was intrigued by the idea.
 
   “Yes,” Shawn nodded. “Whatever rate you want to charge . . .”
 
   “Shawn. You insult me,” she cut him off. “If I were to do this, it would be as your mother-in-law. Not as some hired gun.”
 
   “Whoa, whoa,” Riley said. “So basically Lorna would be there. But not me.”
 
   Shawn looked at her unmoved.
 
   “That’s just insane,” Riley said. She shoved back from the table and stalked out of the room.
 
   Shawn watched as Riley walked out in a huff then turned his attention once again to his meal. He could feel Lorna and Tiny eyeing him, waiting for his reaction. He had none. Riley liked to say that he was used to getting his own way, the truth was, so was she. In a different way, but ultimately it boiled down to the same thing—she wanted what she wanted, and was unaccustomed to not getting it.
 
   And under normal circumstances, he was happy to indulge her. But these were not normal circumstances. There was no way in three hells he was going to let her sit in a courtroom and listen to excruciating details about his sexual encounter with another woman, all the while having to pretend it didn’t hurt her. And then run a gauntlet of photographers afterwards? It wasn’t happening. And if that meant she was going to have tantrums or give him the cold shoulder then so be it.
 
   “Are you going after her?” Lorna asked.  
 
   It wasn’t a recommendation, but rather an expression of curiosity.
 
   “No,” Shawn shook his head.
 
   Lorna stifled a smile, and Shawn couldn’t shake the feeling that she approved.
 
   “Tiny,” she said brightly, getting up to follow Riley herself. “When you’re done, I’ll show you where you’ll be staying. And you’ll have to tell me your real name. I find nicknames tedious before very long.”
 
   When she was safely out of earshot, Tiny looked at Shawn and laughed.
 
   “Man,” he said, “those are two strong women. I bet they keep you on your toes.”
 
   “That’s one way of looking at it,” Shawn said.
 
   He purposely ate slowly, drawing out the meal so that Riley would have ample time to calm down. Knowing her, she wouldn’t simply drop it; she would expect him to defend his position yet again and try to chip away at his resistance bit by tiny bit.
 
   She’d tried the same strategy in the weeks leading up to their getting married, giving him reason after reason that they didn’t need to get married. But there had been no arguing him out of that one and there was no arguing him out of this either. It was time for him to step up and take care of her. He’d failed in that when he allowed himself to get caught up with Keisha. But he wasn’t going to repeat his mistake. She may think she was prepared for the negative attention that would come their way, but she had no idea and he wasn’t about to allow her to find out.  
 
   Now that he was here, he had to admit, there was something about being out of the city that relaxed him. It was a state of mind, a sense of being far removed and unreachable that was difficult to achieve when you were in Manhattan and mere steps away from the action. He wondered whether it would be possible to go into town without attracting too much attention. Maybe he would give it a try and see what happened. But probably better to bring Tiny along, just in case things got out of hand.
 
   The town looked like it hadn’t changed in a hundred years. There was a small square, and a commercial area that stretched the meaning of the word, consisting as it did of about three blocks of small boutiques and a smattering of three-story office buildings. Unlike Manhattan, there was ample parking available and only a few pedestrians on the sidewalks. It was quiet enough that Shawn had Tiny drop him off about five miles from the house. He left his phone in the car and walked, passing a grocery store that reminded him of the old-fashioned general stores in cowboy movies. Next to the produce were bags of feed for livestock and next to that, garden tools and rubber boots.  
 
   Testing the waters, he went in and bought a bottle of kiwi juice.  The cashier looked at him a moment longer than necessary and he knew he’d been recognized. She quickly composed her face and smiled blandly at him as she handed him his change. The kiwi juice took him back to the night he and Riley met, and they’d walked to the Starbucks in Herald Square after dinner. When he looked across the table at her that night, he never would have guessed that he was looking into the eyes of his future wife. 
 
   Halfway between the house and downtown was a park. There were college students sitting in the grass, taking advantage of the unseasonably warm weather, playing Frisbee and sunning themselves. He watched warily as they took him in, murmuring among themselves when they realized who he was. No one made a move to approach him and he relaxed. It was funny how places differed in that way; in some cities it was a given that he was going to be mobbed and in others, people seemed to instinctively maintain a respectful distance.  
 
   As the streets transformed from commercial to residential, he took notice of the houses. Some were modest ranch-style homes but as he got closer to the college and to Lorna’s, the character changed to much grander, though understated in their grandeur, residences. He passed a few women wearing sweatpants, walking toddlers and pushing baby carriages and a few chattering groups of kids who seemed to be walking home from school or the bus stop.
 
   When he got back to the house, he had the impulse to keep walking. The solitude and the chance to think was something he hadn’t had in a long time. But Riley was sitting on the doorstep, looking worriedly out at the street. When he came into view, her face brightened and she stood to greet him.  Shawn took her in as though seeing her for the first time. She was wearing baggy grey sweatpants and a white t-shirt. A red sweater was tied about her waist.  
 
   “How was your walk?” she looped an arm through his.
 
   “Good.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “I might do it again later,” he said. “Come with me?”
 
   “Of course,” she said.
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   Riley had drifted off to sleep, her head resting on his arm but Shawn could not sleep. Instead, he found himself drawn once again to the backyard. He gently extricated himself and slipped downstairs. This time he wasn’t surprised that Lorna was there, similarly lured by the dark and sounds of the night. She, also, didn’t seem to find his appearance at all unexpected.
 
   “Can’t sleep?” she asked, offering him a cigarette.
 
   He took it though he seldom smoked. Cigarettes anyway.  
 
   “Thinking too much, I guess,” he said.
 
   “I always think too much,” she said. “I never get more than five hours of sleep.”
 
   “Not with you on that one,” Shawn laughed. “I usually sleep like the dead.”
 
   “This must be scary,” she acknowledged. “Riley’s terrified for you, of course.”
 
   “I’ll be a’ight. Either way, I’ll be okay.”
 
   “No. Not either way. I’ve worked with guys in jail,” Lorna said. “And there’s nothing alright about going to jail, Shawn.”
 
   “I didn’t mean . . .”
 
   “I know. But what I mean is that I don’t want to hear you sound resigned to getting locked up. Not ever. If you’re innocent, you fight. You fight this to your last breath if you have to. You hear me?”
 
   Her ferocity reminded him of Riley when she was defending him.  
 
   “I hear you,” he said.
 
   “Unless you aren’t innocent. Which clearly you are.”
 
   Shawn looked at her. “Do you believe that?”
 
   “I do,” she said. “Do you think for a second I would have you in my house otherwise?”
 
   “Then maybe you can write about that,” he said. “That not just men use rape as a weapon.”
 
   She seemed to think about it for a moment. “You read some of my papers?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   He’d found several of her articles in Feminist Theory, and read them all, just as he’d read Riley’s stuff. At the time, he couldn’t have dreamt that any of it would be germane to his own life.
 
   “You’re right,” Lorna said finally. “I’ll admit that we sometimes neglect that fact in discussions of rape, academic or otherwise.”
 
   “So have you thought about what I asked you? About working on the jury selection?”
 
   “Assuming I can take the time off, I’d be happy to do it.”
 
   “Thank you,” Shawn said. He stubbed out his cigarette after taking a couple more puffs. 
 
   They sat in silence for a few moments, but it was a comfortable silence. He could hear Lorna taking occasional drags from her cigarette and exhaling slowly. She didn’t seem to need to fill the silence any more than he did. 
 
   In this way, she was not at all like Riley. He smiled, thinking about his wife’s tendency to want to constantly engage. If he was quiet for more than five minutes, she almost invariably asked him what he was thinking. 
 
   “What time is it?” Lorna asked after a few minutes had passed.
 
   “A little after eleven, I think,” Shawn said.
 
   “How do you feel about pool?” she asked.
 
   The Spotted Pig an old-fashioned English style pub on the edge of campus. Its décor was standard pub fare—dark wood paneling and heavy oak furniture with lamplight sconces on the walls. Almost all of the tables were occupied, and most of the booths that were in the rear, next to the pool room. College students played at the three tables and socialized between sips of beer.  
 
   When Shawn walked in with Lorna, heads turned in their direction and he could hear his name being spoken in whispers. Several students waved in their direction and Lorna returned their greeting. She led Shawn to a booth and opened the menu already on the table.
 
   “They have a great New York strip here, if you can stomach something that heavy at this hour,” she suggested.
 
   “I’ll be up at least long enough to digest it,” Shawn said, pushing aside his own menu.
 
   The waitress was college-age, probably a student. She had red hair with a blue streak down the center where her hair was parted. Her clothes were pure Goth; all black and buckles and chains. She had a nose-ring like Riley’s though the effect on her was completely different. She greeted Lorna by name and asked whether she wanted her regular order.
 
   “Nope. I think I’ll try the chili tonight,” Lorna said. “And a Sam Adams from the tap, please.”
 
   “And you?” The waitress looked at Shawn and her eyes became hard.
 
   “The New York strip, well-done with steak fries. And I’ll take a Sam as well.”
 
   “Thank you.” She took their menus and with a brief approximation of a smile walked away.
 
   “She was in my class last semester,” Lorna said. “I gave her an ‘A’. She’s a little spitfire, that one. My guess is she isn’t too crazy about you.”
 
   “You think so, huh?” 
 
   Lorna laughed. “I’m sure you’re not expecting universal adulation.”
 
   “I don’t expect any,” Shawn said.
 
   “Good. Because the best thing that could be said about you under the present circumstances is that all you did was cheat on your wife.”
 
   It was the first time she had directly alluded to it and Shawn searched her tone for some sign of judgment but could find none.  She was an interesting woman. He was surprised to realize that he wanted to get to know her better. And that he liked what he knew so far.
 
   “Let’s get next on one of those tables,” she said indicating the pool room. “I want to see what you’re made of.”
 
   Shawn grinned. “Oh you don’t want none of this,” he assured her. “Prepare to get spanked.”
 
   Not surprisingly, Lorna was a fierce competitor and beat Shawn two out of three rounds before their food came. They reserved a spot to play doubles against a couple of seniors after their meal and sat down. By now the pub was crowded and much louder. No one paid attention to him, though many noticed him as they walked by. Everyone seemed to think it natural that he would be out enjoying a late dinner with his mother-in-law, despite his legal troubles. 
 
   Lorna was right, the steak was very good, and Shawn ate with gusto, glad he’d accepted her invitation. Just as he was finishing up, his cell phone vibrated, dancing on the table between them. He tensed involuntarily, until he saw Riley’s phone number flash across the display.
 
   “Where the hell are you?” she asked without greeting, and then before he could answer. “Let me speak to Lorna.”
 
   Shawn passed the phone across the table and took a sip of his beer, watching as Lorna made a face into the phone.  
 
   “Yes, of course,” she said wearily. “Stop being such an old lady. Fine. Next time we’ll leave a note on your pillow. Does that make you feel better? And you can tell Vernon he doesn’t have to call in the cavalry.” She hung up and handed the phone back to Shawn.
 
   “Vernon?”
 
   “That’s your bodyguard’s name,” she said. “For future reference.”
 
   When they finally got back to the house around three-thirty a.m., Riley was still awake, having not gone back to sleep since her call. She was sitting in the kitchen as they entered, nursing a mug of coffee and picking at a cinnamon bun.
 
   “Don’t tell me you waited up,” Lorna said, exasperated.
 
   “Well, when you take off like that without telling me, who knows what else to expect?’ Riley demanded. “Given what’s going on with Shawn, you never know what people . . .”
 
   “Riley, please. Who’s the parent here?”
 
   “Sometimes, that’s not entirely clear, Lorna. That’s my point.”
 
   “Baby . . .” Shawn began.
 
   “Shawn, stay out of it,” Riley snapped.
 
   “Okay,” he winked at Lorna and headed up to bed, only too happy to leave someone else to absorb her wrath.
 
    
 
   g
 
    
 
   Predictably, Riley was not crazy about the idea of being left behind when Shawn suggested it. But she looked exhausted, and he knew that though she wouldn’t admit it, sitting through the meetings about his trial took a lot out of her emotionally. Fortunately, Lorna’s insistence seemed to hold some sway and she eventually let them go to meet with the legal team about jury selection without her.  
 
   Shawn drove and Lorna sat next to him with her bare feet on the dashboard. If she were anyone else, this might have been annoying but his mother-in-law was not like other mothers. For one thing, she had a toe-ring. It was sterling silver and designed to look like a snake, curled about her toe. Between that and the distressed jeans she wore, she seemed about ten years younger than she was, and completely carefree. Her long braids hung like a curtain, partially obscuring her face as she looked out the window. Not at all what someone would expect when meeting a renowned feminist theorist. Shawn was looking forward to seeing Brendan’s face when he introduced her.
 
   “There is one thing I’m curious about,” she said to him just as they got on the parkway.  
 
   Shawn tensed, waiting.
 
   “What’s it like to have more money than you’ll ever possibly need? I read somewhere that the number one most common fantasy is being able to fly, and number two is being super-wealthy.”
 
   Shawn thought for a moment. This was a part of his life that most people were probably curious about, but had never asked him directly. It didn’t surprise him at all that Lorna would be the one to break new ground.
 
   “It’s,” he thought for a moment, choosing his words carefully. “Scary, sometimes. But mostly it’s a freeing type of thing. Liberating.”
 
   “Liberating I understand. Scary, how so?”
 
   “Because if you can buy just about anything, and you’re still not satisfied, then what does that mean, y’know?”
 
   “What indeed.” Lorna nodded. “So did the money satisfy you?”
 
   Shawn shrugged. “I just know I wasn’t as interested in it as I thought I would be. Once I knew I could, there wasn’t much I wanted to buy.”
 
   “Jewelry, cars, houses, yachts?”
 
   “Not so much.”
 
   Lorna laughed. “Very interesting. I see.”
 
   “See what?”
 
   “Some of what Riley sees in you.”
 
   “But now it’s different though,” Shawn admitted. “I can think of lots of stuff I’d like to get now. Now that . . .” he stopped himself.
 
   He was about to say ‘now that I have someone to share it with.’ But it sounded so much like a corny love song he couldn’t make himself finish the sentence. Lorna laughed and looked out the passenger side window. She seemed to know instinctively what he’d been about to say. 
 
   “She is pretty remarkable. And believe me, I’d like to take full credit for that, but I really think that’s how she came out. All I had to do was stay out of her way.”
 
   “She would say you had a lot to do with it.”
 
   “I know she would. She gives me more credit than I deserve. In a lot of ways, I was a shitty mother. But you’ll see when—if— you have babies. They pretty much make their own way, and your main responsibility is to make sure they don’t crack their skulls falling out of the crib.”
 
   Shawn laughed. “I’ll try to remember that.”
 
   “You didn’t take the bait,” Lorna said after a few moments of silence.
 
   “What bait?”
 
   “About babies. Wanting them.”
 
   “Of course I want them.”
 
   She nodded. “And Riley?”
 
   “She doesn’t talk to you about this stuff? You sure seem to talk about everything else.”
 
   “I have my sense of what she wants, but to be perfectly frank, I didn’t anticipate talking to her about starting a family for many years.”
 
   “What’s your sense of what she wants?” Shawn pressed.
 
   “To be perfectly honest Shawn, she wants to give you whatever will make you happy. And if it’s babies you want, then she’ll do her darndest to make sure it happens.”
 
   He tried not to show how relieved he was with that assessment and nodded. “I feel the same way about her.”
 
   “Good to hear it.”
 
   But in her tone he thought he heard the unspoken question: if she means that much to you how could you have betrayed her? He waited, half-expecting her to ask it but she didn’t and he was grateful. Still, he felt she deserved an answer.
 
   “What happened,” he began. “With me and that girl—with Keisha—it’ll never happen again. It shouldn’t have . . .”
 
   “How do you know?” 
 
   The question was asked breezily. Not as a challenge, but more out of frank curiosity. 
 
   When he hesitated, she turned in her seat a little so that she was looking directly at him rather than ahead.
 
   “I’ll confess something to you, Shawn. I’ve never been what they call ‘faithful’ in a relationship. Never.” She paused as though to allow that to sink in. “But that’s because I was always clear about the rules of engagement with people I was involved with. They knew not to expect that from me. And even then it was . . . difficult when I strayed.”
 
   Shawn nodded. “Riley and I don’t have those kinds of rules,” he said. “I was just wrong. And if the situation was reversed . . .” 
 
   He surprised even himself when he was unable to finish the sentence. Even the very idea was too painful to think about and caused a golf ball sized lump to form in the back of his throat. For not the first time it hit him full on just how she must have felt. After he’d practically pressured her into getting married . . .  
 
   “But how do you know?” Lorna repeated. “That it won’t happen again.”
 
   Shawn gave a harsh laugh. “Because even without a rape charge hanging over my head, it wasn’t worth it. Not by a long shot. I almost lost her.”
 
   Lorna nodded her agreement. “Yes, Shawn, you almost did.”
 
   As expected, Brendan seemed befuddled by Lorna’s appearance.  As they walked up to him in the lobby of Doug’s building, Shawn could almost see the wheels whirring in his mind, and the realization gradually emerge as to who this person might be. He smiled and came toward them hand outstretched. He introduced himself and seemed unable to let go of Lorna’s hand once he shook it.  
 
   “Down, boy,” Shawn said under his breath.
 
   “I’ve heard a lot about you, Brendan,” Lorna said.
 
   “All good things, of course.”
 
   “Of course,” she confirmed.
 
   “Let’s go do this,” Shawn said, putting a hand on his mother-in-law’s back and ushering her toward the elevators.
 
   Doug and Robyn seemed to want to interview Lorna before agreeing that she would assist with jury selection, although they tried to do so in a way that made it seem like casual conversation. And of course they wanted to make sure she didn’t have any information that would make her a potential witness. Shawn watched as Lorna confidently transformed the meeting from one that furthered his attorneys’ agenda to one that advanced her own. As he listened to her questions, he gradually realized what she was doing. She was dissecting their strategy, and trying to figure out how he would be portrayed.  
 
   He stood and excused himself, going out into the lobby, dialing the number at the house as he went. It was clear he didn’t need to do any babysitting. Brendan was in the lobby, having been banned from strategy meetings, so he hung up.
 
   “How’s it going in there?” he asked.
 
   Shawn laughed. “She could’ve been a lawyer herself. Hell, maybe I should get rid of the paid help and let her take over.”
 
   Brendan nodded. “Not surprised. But damn, she’s cute too. I glimpsed her that time she came to take you upstate but I didn’t know she was  . . . How old is she anyway?”
 
   Shawn looked at him warningly.
 
   “I’m just sayin’,” Brendan shrugged. “If the opportunity presented itself, I can’t make no promises.”
 
   “So what’s been going on?”
 
   “I got a call from one of Riley’s co-workers.  She said you spoke to her one time. A photographer. Dawn somebody?”
 
   Shawn shook his head, drawing a blank.
 
   “Well she said she wanted to do a photo spread. She thought you might be interested in doing it now, something with Riley?”
 
   Shawn was already shaking his head. “She ain’t going for that.”
 
   “This chick might be on to something though man. Seeing you right now in a family setting couldn’t hurt.”
 
   “But I can’t talk to press though.”
 
   “No interview. That would be the offer. A photo spread, but with everything else off the record. And maybe Riley could do the interview.”
 
   “But who could we trust to write the right story? Especially with no interview.”
 
   “Darnell,” Brendan said.
 
   Shawn nodded. “Maybe.”
 
   “Look. He said he wanted something exclusive and I think he might want to kiss up after that dumb shit he wrote about you losing street cred.”
 
   “Riley would have to be on board and right now, man, I’m not crazy about getting her more involved in this mess.”
 
   “Shawn. You can’t prevent that from happening. That’s the bottom line. So the only other option is for you to control how she gets involved.”
 
   “I think I remember Dawn. I did talk to her one time.  She’s a pretty good friend of Riley’s.”
 
   “Wonder why she didn’t just go to Riley directly then.”
 
   “She did, I think, but at the time she wasn’t into it. Don’t know what would make her change her mind considering all the crap that’s going on.”
 
   “If she thinks it’ll help you, she’ll do it,” Brendan said.
 
   Shawn shrugged. “Okay, we’ll see. And you’ll line up Darnell’s punk ass?”
 
   “Yup. Done.”  Brendan was already dialing as he walked away.  
 
   When he reached her, Riley was watching MTV which he’d expressly warned her against doing. But of course, that should have been reason enough for him to expect that she’d do it.
 
   “Cameron’s on,” she said, her voice flat. Riley listened for awhile and Shawn could hear the muffled sound of the television in the background.  Then Riley was back.
 
   “You’re not going to believe this,” she said finally.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I missed the first part while I was talking to you, but you want the part I heard?” She sounded oddly amused.
 
   “Lemme hear it.”
 
   “He said, ‘The worst I can say about K Smooth is that he hits like a girl. All this mess about him raping somebody is some . . .” and then they bleeped him. But I’m pretty sure he said ‘bullshit’.”
 
   Shawn said nothing. All Cameron was thinking about was whether it would be open season on guys like him if K Smooth went down.
 
   “You there?” Riley asked after a moment.
 
   “Yeah, I’m here.”
 
   “So . . . anyway, how’s the meeting going? With Lorna and Doug?”
 
   “She’s keeping them in line,” Shawn said with a laugh. 
 
   “Of course,” Riley said. “So we should expect you guys back for lunch?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “I’ll run out and pick something up.”
 
   “Take Tiny with you,” Shawn said.  
 
   “I will,” she said.
 
   “Oh, and your friend Dawn called Brendan about setting up a photo spread. You know about this?”
 
   “Yeah, but that was a long time ago. I may have given her his number, I don’t remember. I’ll call her back. I don’t know what she’s thinking, that right now we would want to . . .”
 
   “Well Brendan was thinking it might be a good idea. Because of what’s going on.”
 
   There was silence for a few moments while Riley considered the idea.
 
   “I see,” she said finally. “Do you want to do it?”
 
   “We can talk about it when I get back.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Before he could ask whether she was lukewarm or completely cold on the idea, he heard Lorna’s voice over his shoulder. She was done interrogating Doug and Robyn and was calling him back into the conference room. He reluctantly ended the call and turned to face the unpleasant task ahead.
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   Just as Riley had known he would, Shawn came practically running inside as soon as he pulled up. The damage to Lorna’s car was significant enough that anyone who saw it could be forgiven for thinking there were at least minor injuries involved. But really, all that had happened was that she’d somehow missed one of those fire hydrant sized barriers in the parking lot at the restaurant. Tiny had even had to pull some of the dent out near the wheel well just so they could drive home. As Shawn came hurrying in, he found her with Tiny sitting at the kitchen counter watching television, take-out containers and plates nearby. His eyes scanned her from head to toe, doing a quick inventory.
 
   “I’m fine,” Riley said, reading the worry on his face.
 
   Shawn turned to Tiny, his face hard, eyes narrowed.
 
   “Calm down.” She got up and went toward him with arms outstretched. “I was a little careless that’s all.”
 
   Shawn put an arm round her and eyes still on Tiny, asked, “Why were you driving?”
 
   “Because I’m an adult with a valid driver’s license and should be able to drive if I want to. Even if I’m no good at it,” she added to lighten the mood.
 
   Shawn looked down at her and seemed to decide not to make an issue of it. For now.
 
   “We got Italian,” Riley said in a transparent effort to change the subject. “Seafood ravioli and penne with sundried tomatoes.”
 
   “I’ll take care of the damage,” Shawn said to Lorna.
 
   “Excuse me,” Riley interjected. “I’ll take care of the damage. You aren’t responsible for my mistakes, Shawn.”
 
   “Fine. You take care of the damage.” He tried to sound casual about it, but as was always the case, she could tell he disliked her resistance to him taking care of her.
 
   Lorna was watching their exchange, her face inscrutable. She was clearly studying them, assessing their relationship, forming impressions. Riley was curious to know what she was thinking even more now that she had spent so much time with Shawn, first on that ill-conceived trip out the other night, and now on the rides to and from the city.
 
   Knowing her mother, she had asked Shawn every inappropriate question conceivable. But Shawn’s body language around Lorna was much more personal and at ease. God, if they could be friends, it would be so much more than she’d ever hoped possible, especially given what was happening right now.
 
   She hung around while Shawn ate, barely listening as he and her mother talked about the meeting with the lawyers. All she heard sifted in with the fog that was her mind lately were the words “grand jury” and “testify” and “return an indictment.” None of it was good, so she chose not to allow it to penetrate. 
 
   She vacillated between two very distinct phases; one was sheer terror when she thought about what might happen if Shawn were actually convicted and it made her unable to stand even brief separations like his trip to the city this morning. The other phase was anger, at him for having gotten into this fix and at Keisha who was lying through her teeth for reasons that only she could understand. In her anger phase, she wanted to get as far away as possible, and only through sheer willpower was able to be in Shawn’s company and let him touch, and hold and kiss her.  
 
   Everything they were—as much as they were to each other—would be inalterably changed if he went to prison. And it would be all his fault.
 
   “So how’d it happen?” Shawn asked as he bit into a piece of ravioli.
 
   She almost didn’t know what he was talking about, coming as it had out of left field. For the last twenty minutes, all anyone had been talking about was the trial.
 
   “Are you back to the accident?” she asked wearily.
 
   “Yeah, I’m back to the accident.”
 
   “I made a wide turn and didn’t see the parking barrier. I wasn’t chased through town by paparazzi if that’s what you’re imagining.”
 
   “I just think you shouldn’t be driving yourself right now, that’s all.”
 
   “And I just think that’s ridiculous,” she returned.
 
   Well it was good to know they could still manage to bicker about meaningless crap when their very life together was under threat by something about as far from meaningless as you could get.
 
   “It won’t happen again,” Tiny chimed in. “I should’ve been on top of it, man.”
 
   Shawn looked at him. ”Damn right.”
 
   “Are you done eating?” Riley asked. “I thought you might want to walk with me.”
 
   They took a route that Riley was very familiar with. When she was a senior at the college and living at home once again, she was dating a TA named Stephen. Or at least she thought she was. He had strange hours which he insisted meant that she could only see him at night in one of the academic buildings while he graded papers. She would meet him there, walking over to campus from home under cover of night, wound up like a top by all the intrigue. Once in awhile he took her to a pub or to his apartment. Her memories of their relationship were of sex in strange places—a professor’s office, a friend’s apartment, his car—and secrecy. Always the secrecy. 
 
   He told her he was worried about his job and his scholarship if anyone found out they were together. She later found out that the reason for all the secrecy was named Sara, and she was a twenty-three year old who was getting her Masters in French Classics or some equally useless thing. Sara and Stephen lived together in the small, off-campus apartment that he’d only once taken Riley to. She didn’t tell Shawn this story as they walked. He wouldn’t find it nearly as amusing as she now did.
 
   At first, they didn’t speak but simply enjoyed the crisp air and the sound of the fall leaves crunching beneath their feet. Riley looped an arm through his and leaned into him as they walked. They had a lot to talk about, but for once she was reluctant to break the silence. And Shawn wasn’t broodingly silent, but in a state of quiet contentment. She remembered what he’d told her that first night when he’d come back after his tour; that she gave him peace. Even hearing him say ‘I love you’ had not moved her as much. To know that she could still give that to him right now, in the midst of everything was deeply gratifying.
 
   “Did you look at the file?” he asked suddenly.
 
   Now that was a mood killer.
 
   “No,” she said.
 
   The file he’d handed her in the car on the ride up was under a pile of clothes she no longer wore, in the dresser in the bedroom so there could be no chance of her running across it by accident. She didn’t want to look at the manila folder, let alone the contents.
 
   “There’s stuff in there for you to sign. Once you’ve read it, we’ll go to Doug’s and get it done.”
 
   “There’s plenty of time for that,” she mumbled.  
 
   She held her breath, waiting, but he didn’t press the issue. They stopped in the park near the town center and sat under a spruce. Riley sat next to him, her legs stretched before her, leaning back on her arms and enjoying the feeling of sunshine on her face.  
 
   Plenty of time. That was what she hoped.
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[bookmark: _Toc335582265]Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   Three black SUVs with darkly tinted windows pulled up before dawn; one driven by Brendan, the other two occupied by members of Chris Scaife’s security team and the lawyers. Everyone in the house had been up very early. Today Shawn was testifying before the grand jury and Doug and Robyn would not be allowed to give him active assistance while in the grand jury room so they’d arrived at four a.m. to confer with him. After the strategy meeting, everyone had congregated in the kitchen drinking coffee while Shawn got dressed.  
 
   Finally, he emerged in a charcoal grey suit, pin-striped and cut like that of a Wall Street broker. Underneath he wore a crisp white shirt and a Kelly green tie. He’d gotten a haircut the day before, shaved so low it was almost bald. Lorna was going with him but as planned, Riley was staying put. Tracy was there to help her guard against insanity while she waited for their return and of course, Tiny was staying behind.  
 
   Riley watched as Lorna straightened Shawn’s tie. Not only had Shawn seemed to develop a new appreciation of their bucolic upstate lifestyle, but her mother and husband had developed an unlikely friendship. She often woke up late at night to the low hum of their voices as they talked in the garden, sitting beneath the tree just below the bedroom window. Whatever understanding they had arrived at, or partnership they’d forged, she felt no particular inclination to intrude; she was simply grateful that the two most important people in her life had become important to each other as well.  
 
   Today, even Lorna looked somber. She had pulled her hair back into a chaste knot at the base of her neck and put on a dark blue suit that Riley had never seen before. 
 
   Riley gripped the coffee cup in front of her, trying hard not to betray her nervousness. Next to her, Tracy sipped her tea, glancing occasionally at the television. The volume was turned way down, but they were all watching the weather. An early snowstorm was threatening the tri-state area and if it hit, as much as three inches was likely.
 
   “Let’s get going,” Brendan said, finally.
 
   Everyone began heading for the front door but Riley lingered behind. When Shawn looked over his shoulder and saw that she hadn’t moved, his eyes softened and he came toward her. She attempted a smile, but could feel from the unnatural stiffness of her lips that she was unsuccessful. Shawn didn’t speak but simply pressed his forehead to hers for a moment. Their eyes met and this time she managed a real smile. He brushed a finger across her nose then turned and left. 
 
   Riley waited a moment before going out to join Tracy at the front door and by the time she got there, the cars were pulling away. She’d gotten the overview from Doug about the grand jury process, and knew that nothing particularly momentous was likely to happen, but it was difficult not to be apprehensive anyway. 
 
   “I wish I could go back to sleep,” she said quietly. “And when I woke up and he would be home.”
 
   “Take something,” Tracy suggested as they shut the door and headed back to the kitchen.
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Melatonin?”
 
   “Or a fifth of gin,” Riley said dryly.
 
   “No alcohol. You have to look good for your photo shoot tomorrow, remember?”
 
   Riley rolled her eyes. “I forgot about that. And don’t forget the interview. Really looking forward to that.”
 
   “But he’s a friendly, right? And there’ll be none of the Barbara Walters crap, like trying to make you cry?”
 
   “Supposedly. But I can’t imagine having a comfortable conversation about infidelity, a rape charge and Shawn. So it’s basically going to be like getting my teeth pulled, no matter how you look at it.”
 
   Tracy sighed. “Of course. I’ll be there to hold your hand, if that helps.”
 
   “It does. Thank you.”
 
   “Stop. This is what we do.  Don’t even mention it, okay?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   They went for a run to kill time, circling the campus and stopping by their old dorm to reminisce. It was a massive brownstone that had once housed Franciscan nuns. As Riley remembered it, the rooms were small and drafty, smelling like old wood and furniture polish. In the summer of their sophomore year, she and Tracy had stayed on campus, working with the housekeeping crew to clean and disinfect dorm rooms and common areas. They’d been woken up every morning at six a.m. and worked until two p.m. Although it was hard work, they were done early and had the entire day before them. They’d spent the whole summer dating unsuitable boys and making impromptu trips to Manhattan to enjoy the nightlife.  
 
   That was the summer Riley had experimented with ecstasy and weed, drank so much she threw up and once wound up broke, stranded and alone in the West Village. She had panhandled at the subway to get enough change for a phone call and then reached Lorna at home to come get her. She’d waited for three hours before finally spotting her mother’s familiar old car, at that time a VW Beetle. The only thing Lorna asked was whether she was okay and the incident was never mentioned again.
 
   “Should we go in?” Tracy asked, looking up at the dorm. “We could visit our old room.”
 
   “You think they’d let us in?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   Riley thought for a moment. “Let’s not. I kinda like what I remember. If I go in there and see a Britney Spears poster I might puke.”
 
   “Or you might see a K-Smooth poster,” Tracy winked.
 
   Riley laughed. “Yeah, you’re right about that.”
 
   They turned and headed back the way they came. It was beginning to snow just as they returned to the house. Tiny was waiting for them as they entered and he looked none too pleased.
 
   “Oh crap,” Riley said. “I totally forgot to let you know we were leaving.”
 
   “You must want to get me fired,” he said.
 
   “Of course not. Sorry. It won’t happen again.”
 
   Tiny turned and walked out of the room and Riley made a face at Tracy.  
 
   “Oops.”
 
   Tracy laughed. “And that’s no joke either. Shawn would have his ass fired. Between that and the little fender bender you had, I’d say you’re messing up Tiny’s record as a body man.”
 
   “I’m not used to this stuff,” Riley said. “I mean, what the hell do I need a bodyguard for? Maybe I can take him out to breakfast as a peace offering or something.”
 
   “Or maybe you should just take a shower and sit still for the rest of the day.”
 
   “Good idea.”
 
   There was almost nothing of note all day. MTV reported briefly in the morning that the grand jury had been seated and around noon they showed stock footage from the courthouse, but no shots of Shawn. By four o’clock, Riley had given up hope of hearing anything when Lorna finally called.  
 
   “He’s been in there for about three and half hours,” she reported.
 
   “Can you tell how it’s going?”
 
   “No idea. But he was strong going in. Looked confident. Sounded determined.”
 
   “God, I just want this all to be over.”
 
   “It will be. In due course.”
 
   “Thank you,” Riley said. “For being with him.”
 
   Lorna made an impatient sound.  
 
   “You’re amazing. That’s all I’m saying.”
 
   “It’s looking like we’ll be back late,” Lorna said ignoring her last comment. “But I’ll have Shawn call you as soon as he gets out.”
 
   She, Tracy and Tiny played spades and later on Monopoly for the rest of the day. It was dark by the time they grew tired of games and decided to check the news. There was a ten-second clip of Shawn leaving the courthouse that caused Riley to sit forward in her chair. His jaw was rigid and he kept his gaze averted from the cameras as he pushed past what looked like a fairly large crowd of press. 
 
   Brendan walked ahead of him and Lorna was at his side, her arm looped through his. The reporter noted her presence in his report, and predicted that the grand jury proceedings would continue for several more weeks. Riley slumped at that estimate.
 
   “Let’s check MTV,” Tracy suggested, so they changed the station and waited through three videos before a newsflash informed them that the “accuser” had testified today as well, but for a much shorter period of time than expected.
 
   “What does that mean?” Riley looked at Tiny.
 
   He shrugged. 
 
   “Who knows what any of it means,” Tracy said.
 
   Outside the snow was really coming down now and they could hear the utility trucks dropping salt. Every engine caused Riley to look worriedly out the bay window, hoping to see one or all of the SUVs.
 
   “It has to be hellish trying to get out of the city in this weather,” Tracy consoled her. “I’m sure they’ll be here anytime.”
 
   “I’m going to take another shower,” Riley said. “I can’t stand this anymore.”
 
    She took her time, and even after she was thoroughly clean, stood under the water and allowed it to course over her, focusing on the sound of it, trying to empty her mind. She already knew that Shawn hadn’t called because he was in that place; that place in his own head where he sometimes went to block out everyone and everything. Even her. He went there when he was angry, when he had a problem he wanted to solve without outside interference, and when he was uncertain. Today, he was likely all three of those things.  
 
   Riley hoped Doug and Robyn weren’t coming back with him. If only she could cocoon him from it all—take him someplace where it was just the two of them, quiet, safe and far away. In the last two weeks, as this date drew closer, he’d pulled further and further into himself, talking less, spending more time alone, and going for walks that he didn’t always invite her on.  
 
   She found out, almost by accident, that he’d created an inter vivos trust, into which he’d put almost all his assets and made her the beneficiary. She discovered this only when an innocuous looking letter had been handed to her by Brendan among the other pieces of mail he’d retrieved for them from the condo. She read it but didn’t comment although she saw Shawn take note of her expression. It lay there between them—the knowledge that he had entrusted everything he owned, everything he had ever worked for, into her hands. She didn’t know how to even begin to discuss something so huge and at least for now, he seemed okay with indulging her denial.
 
   Stepping out of the shower, Riley immediately heard the voices and activity downstairs. In her eagerness, she almost headed down there naked, but finally hastily pulled on her robe and padded down to the kitchen, still dripping wet.  
 
   Shawn, Lorna and Brendan were there, sitting with Tiny and Tracy. Shawn looked up when she entered, taking in her wet hair and the puddle of water beginning to form at her feet. His smile was barely perceptible, and he looked dog-tired. He turned away from the breakfast bar and inclined his head, beckoning her over. Riley went to him and he wrapped his arms about her, and pressed his bowed head against her stomach. She felt the tension of the day leave her, and sighed, placing a hand atop his head. Around them, everyone else continued their conversation, discreetly pretending not to notice the intimate moment. 
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   Shawn watched as Riley dug enthusiastically into her plate of Chinese take-out. He hadn’t been called back to the grand jury for a second day of testimony, even though it was a likelihood that he would have to go back at some point. His wife’s good mood persisted even though they were waiting for Darnell and a team of stylists to show up. The next couple of hours would be occupied with getting ready for her friend Dawn to shoot the photos that would accompany the story. Shawn still wasn’t crazy about Tracy but having her around had really made a difference. Right now as she sat with Riley, jabbering on about some movie they’d seen on television the night before, he was more grateful than ever that she’d taken an entire week off work just to be there.
 
   He turned his attention once again to his wife, watching as she speared a piece of broccoli with her fork and bit into it. Her hair was growing out even more, beginning to curl at her nape and she had lost a noticeable amount of weight. She stretched her legs out before her, resting them on the edge of a nearby chair. They were smooth brown, slender and firmly muscled at the same time. 
 
   The impulse to touch her, to reach out and pull her closer never went away. That he would be in this predicament with Keisha seemed irrational when the abiding and central truth of his life was that the sun rose for him only once Riley opened her eyes every morning.
 
   “Maybe they won’t show,” she was saying to Tracy now. “It’s tough to make it up here when there’s a lot of snow like this.”
 
   “Have some fun with this,” Tracy suggested. “Maybe they can give you extensions and blue contacts.” 
 
   “Good idea,” Riley said. “Just what I’ve always wanted.”
 
   Shawn smiled and stood to go find Lorna, brushing Riley’s head as he walked by. She leaned into his hand and closed her eyes, briefly warming to his touch. 
 
   Lorna was on the sun porch reading. She looked up when Shawn joined her and set her book aside.
 
   “Pretty rough yesterday, huh?”
 
   “Yup.”
 
   He hadn’t discussed his testimony with anyone except for Brendan and had even postponed a debriefing with Doug and Robyn so he could sit with the experience for awhile before someone told him how he was supposed to feel about it. 
 
   He hadn’t expected was how pointed the questions would be. And how graphic. Grand jurors were permitted to ask him questions directly, and they asked things he should have expected, but felt completely unprepared for.
 
   How many times did you have intercourse with the complaining witness?
 
   Who initiated the intercourse?
 
   Where did you have intercourse?
 
   What kinds of intercourse?
 
   If you were intoxicated, how do you know she consented?
 
   When did your wife discover you had intercourse with the complaining witness?
 
   Not only did he feel like he was defending himself against a rape charge, it felt like he was defending his marriage. If this was what the questions might be like at trial, he was even more certain now that he’d made the right decision to keep Riley away.
 
   “Are they going to call you again, you think?”
 
   Shawn nodded. He’d gotten the definite impression that the jurors had unfinished business with him. Some of them just seemed to want to know what was going through his mind, and decide whether he was just a spoiled celebrity who thought he could have anything he wanted, including women who might not be interested.  
 
   “Just keep your cool,” Lorna said. 
 
   “It’s tough to do. Did you see her?” Shawn asked referring to Keisha.  
 
   He’d seen her briefly as he entered the grand jury room, exiting another door. She was dressed like someone on her way to choir practice and had her hair pulled back into a sleek ponytail. Nothing about her appearance suggested the person he knew her to be.
 
   “I did. Pretty girl.”
 
   “All of them are,” Shawn said bitterly.
 
   “So one would think it would become easier for you to just say no,” Lorna said lightly.
 
   Shawn looked at her. It was the first time she’d ever said anything that even resembled judgment about what he’d done.
 
   “It didn’t have anything to do with that,” he said finally. “It wasn’t about her being a cute girl. I mean, of course that gave me an excuse, but it didn’t . . . that wasn’t what it was.”
 
   Lorna held up a hand. “I’m sorry. I don’t expect you to explain it to me. It’s really none of my business.”
 
   “There’s no explanation. No excuse. The first time we met, you told me to try to be the man Riley thinks I am. And I came up short. I let her down.”
 
   Lorna said nothing but the look in her eyes said she agreed with him.
 
   “I let her down, I let myself down,” Shawn continued. “And I feel I let you down too.”
 
   Lorna shook her head. “Shawn, I didn’t know you then. I had no expectations. I had hopes, but no expectations.”
 
   “What about now?” he asked.
 
   She smiled. “I feel like I know a little bit about the man you are now,” she said slowly. “And so quite apart from what you owe to Riley, I don’t want you to let yourself down either.”
 
   “Thank you?” he said laughing.
 
   “I do mean it as a compliment. Shawn, you are a powerful voice in this world. And you’ve been given such a gift of the opportunity to have people actually listen. I want you to get past this setback and continue to use that voice.”
 
   “Question is whether anyone will listen anymore.”
 
   “Oh, they’ll listen,” Lorna said. “Maybe even more so now. That’s the nature of our crazy society.” She slid him the book she’d been reading when he came in. “Here’s some food for thought.”
 
   Shawn looked down. “Autobiography of Malcolm X.” He grinned at Lorna, flipping through the pages. “You’re bringing out the big guns.”
 
   “Ever read it?”
 
   “No,” he admitted.
 
   “You should. This is a man who managed to really, truly change. It sounds simple, but y’know the old adage that people don’t change? I think that’s generally true. But this is someone who pulled it off and accomplished self-transformation on a scale that only happens very rarely, to my mind.”
 
   “I’ll check it out when you’re done,” Shawn promised.  
 
   “No, take it now. I’ve read it a million times. And when you’re done, I have some other stuff you might be interested in.”
 
   “Or I could just start coming to your lectures,” Shawn said, only half-joking.
 
   Lorna perked up. “I just had an idea.”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Come to my class as a guest lecturer.”
 
   “Before or after I get convicted of sexual assault?”
 
   Lorna gave him a look. “Shawn. You’re not going to be convicted.”
 
   He shrugged. 
 
   “I would love to have you come in and talk to one of my classes. About your work, about gender in rap, about your experience with this. If you’re comfortable.”
 
   “I don’t know. What would the college think about that?”
 
   “Who cares what they think? I’m tenured.”
 
   Shawn laughed. “I’ll think about it.”
 
   “When you’re ready, let’s talk. I can help you outline your lecture.”
 
   “You sound pretty confident I’ll want to do it,” Shawn laughed.
 
   Lorna winked at him as she stood to leave. “Of course you’ll want to do it. You’re a performer.”
 
   Shawn smiled and opened the book to read the first line: When my mother was pregnant with me, she told me later, a party of hooded Ku Klux Klan riders galloped up to our home in Omaha, Nebraska one night. He leaned back. He would kill some time before Darnell and the rest of the crew got here.
 
   It seemed like minutes later when he looked up and Riley was standing over him. She glanced down at the book but didn’t comment.
 
   “You’re up,” she said. “The stylist is here.”
 
   “I think I’ll wear some of my own stuff,” he said. He had just gotten to the part where Malcolm Little became El-Hajj Malik El-Shabazz.
 
   “Dawn’s here too. She’ll probably want to see what you’re wearing anyway, so she can set up her shots.”
 
   “Okay.” Shawn stood reluctantly, following her into Lorna’s study where several garment bags were laid out and couple women were laboring over camera equipment and lights. He immediately saw a familiar face. It was Aracely, from Philip Mark’s studio. Just his luck that the person Philip would send would be the person he’d flirted with in a flash of poor judgment. She looked up when he walked in and then quickly lowered her eyes once again to the shirt she was fussing with.
 
   “Hey Aracely,” he said amiably. No point acting like he had something to be guilty about. “How’s Philip?”
 
   “He wanted to come but had to take care of other business,” she said. “He wanted me to let you know that he personally picked out these looks for you.”
 
   “Sounds good. Let’s see what you got?”
 
   “Apparently you’re wearing all white,” Riley said rolling her eyes.
 
   “We’re going for the innocent as a lamb look, huh?” Shawn said grinning at her.
 
   “Well, consider the alternative,” Riley said dryly.
 
   “You’ll photograph beautifully,” someone said in a musical West Indian accent. “You have the perfect complexion for white.”
 
   The taller of the two women stepped forward and held out her hand. “I’m Dawn. Good to finally meet you.”
 
   “Dawn. Good to meet you too,” Shawn said, taking her hand. “Thanks for coming out.”
 
   “My pleasure, my pleasure,” she said. “Let me tell you what I’m thinking . . .” she pointed toward the backyard. “You have a minute? Riley?”
 
   They followed her out to the back where she described her vision. She wanted Shawn sitting on the ground under the spruce, Riley next to him with her feet in his lap. They were going to put down a fake surface because there was still snow on the ground. A few more shots would be of them walking about the garden; a couple of them separately, and a couple shots inside the house. Dawn entered the sun porch from outside and spotted the book Shawn had just left behind. She picked it up and gave a small smile.
 
   “This yours?” she asked.
 
   Shawn nodded.
 
   “Let’s get one of you with the book as well then.”
 
   Riley shook her head. “You don’t think that’s going to look a little contrived?”
 
   Dawn shrugged and looked at Shawn. “Well, is it? Contrived?”
 
   “You mean am I actually reading the book?” Shawn asked.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m actually reading the book,” he said, annoyed.
 
   “Well then why worry about how it looks?” Dawn said.
 
   “Fine. I guess the magazine will decide whether they’ll use it.”
 
   “Oh, we’d use it.” It was Darnell. “K Smooth reading Malcolm X? Priceless.”
 
   “How about K Smooth kicking your ass?” Shawn asked, only half-joking. “You think you’d want to use that picture?”
 
   “Probably not,” Darnell said, unfazed. “We already ran a story about you kicking someone’s ass, remember?”
 
   Shawn greeted him with some pound and a half-embrace. Darnell was typical “Hot-lanta” pretty boy. Always dressed to the nines, fresh haircut, face shaped up and even hands manicured. He was just slightly shorter than Shawn and heavier-set. But it was all muscle. Truth be told, there was no telling who would win a fight between them if it ever came to that.
 
   “So you don’t mind sitting through the whole photo shoot mess?” Shawn asked him.
 
   “Nope. Looking forward to it.” Darnell turned to Riley.
 
   “This is my wife,” Shawn said. “Riley, Darnell wrote that bullshit I told you about that time.”
 
   “I don’t think you did tell me,” she corrected gently. “Nice to meet you, Darnell.”
 
   “No. Nice to meet you,” Darnell said with emphasis. He looked her over appreciatively and turned to give a significant look to Shawn; one which clearly said that he felt as though he’d been deliberately kept in the dark about a secret. Shawn returned the look with one that clearly said he should watch himself if he knew what was good for him.
 
   “So what ‘bullshit’ is Shawn referring to exactly?” Riley asked.
 
   “I said he had . . .”
 
   “Let’s not talk about that right now,” Shawn interrupted. “We’re still doing this walk-through, right?”
 
   “Actually we’re done,” Dawn said unhelpfully. “I’ll go set up for the outside shots so we can take advantage of this light.”
 
   “So Darnell,” Riley continued. “I hope you’ll be gentle with me.”
 
   Darnell smiled. “This isn’t exactly a gentle topic.”
 
   “No, it’s not,” Riley said. “What I mean is no cheap shots I hope.”
 
   Darnell held up his hands, palms facing her. “Shock journalism is not my thing. I’m strictly on the up and up.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “So is Dr. Terry around?” he asked. “If she doesn’t object, I might want to talk to her for a few minutes as well.”
 
   “Whoa,” Shawn stepped in. “We didn’t talk about that.”
 
   “I know. But you have to know that folks might be curious.” He looked at Riley, his eyes getting that look again—more like a brother macking in the club, rather than a reporter. “Your mother-in-law is like Angela Davis or something. Inquiring minds want to know what she thinks of you.”
 
   “I’m happy to ask her if she’s up to it,” Riley said sounding completely untroubled by the suggestion.
 
   Shawn was not quite as untroubled. He and Lorna were getting into their own groove for sure, but he wasn’t certain he wanted her interrogated about the fix he’d gotten into, and gotten her daughter into.  
 
   “I’d love to meet her if she’s around,” Darnell pressed.
 
   “She may have escaped to the college,” Riley said. “I’ll see if she’s still here and willing to talk to you.”
 
   Shawn turned to Darnell when Riley was out of earshot.
 
   “You better watch what you say to my wife, Darnell. I’m serious.”
 
   “Well shit, Smooth, why don’t you just interview her yourself?” Darnell said.
 
   Shawn looked at him levelly.
 
   “You’re protective of her. I get it. But if you think I flew all this way, and drove two hours just to lob some softballs, I might as well leave right now.”
 
   “Just be fair. That’s what I’m talking about.”
 
   “I’m always fair,” Darnell said.
 
   The photo shoot was fairly painless. Shawn let his mind drift, thinking about his grand jury testimony, and the likelihood of being called back, instead of his surroundings. Riley was comfortable with Dawn so posed easily and naturally in his arms, and seemed even to enjoy it at times. Her make-up had been done by someone Aracely brought along. She looked beautiful, of course, but he still preferred her natural, the way she looked when she stepped out of the shower in the morning, or came back from yoga. At times a faraway look came into her eyes, and he knew she was thinking about the grand jury as well, and about what would follow it. 
 
   Sometimes lately he saw new expressions cross her features, expressions he’d never seen before—worry, sadness and the occasional flash of outright fear. He hated that he had introduced these emotions into their daily life and he hated it more that she never complained, or blamed or made him feel like it was his fault, when they both knew that much of it clearly was.
 
   After the shoot, Riley went in to submit to Darnell’s inquisition and Shawn sat with Dawn reviewing the shots on a monitor she’d set up. Most were good, but a few were nothing short of amazing.
 
   “Could I buy some of these from you?” Shawn asked.
 
   “Sure. But I’d rather give it as a gift,” Dawn said. “The magazine’s compensation is more than adequate and I never did give Riley something for your wedding.” 
 
   “Thanks.” 
 
   Shawn stared at the image on the screen. It was one where they were sitting under the tree looking directly into each other’s eyes. It had been cold out there, so Riley had moved in really close and was looking up at him. In the image he saw something that he didn’t always notice when he was looking right at her. She loved him. It was in her eyes, the way she inclined her head toward him; it was all over her face. This was what he could lose. He could lose her.  
 
   “I could print this one before I leave,” Dawn said quietly. “If you want it right away.”
 
   “Nah, that’s alright. Send it to me later,” Shawn said, playing it cool. He stretched his arms above his head and worked out a crick in his neck.
 
   “Okay,” Dawn said. “You’re sure?”
 
   “Yup,” he stood and headed back to the sun porch to see whether he could finish the book before nightfall. 
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   It was dawn. And Shawn watched her face as Riley drifted just on the edge of post-lovemaking sleep. They were sitting up, still intertwined, Riley astride him, her legs wrapped about his hips, his arms clasping her tight against his chest. Her breathing had slowed to normal but her hair was damp and flattened against her skull with perspiration, and her skin luminous in the dim light.
 
   “You’re crazy-beautiful,” he said.
 
   A slow smile transformed her face and she opened her eyes fully now.
 
   “Aww. That’s the mushiest thing you’ve ever said to me. Is everything okay?”
 
   “As okay as can be.” 
 
   “So why do you sound like the guy about to make the ‘goodbye speech’ in a sad movie?”
 
   “Is that what I sound like?” Shawn eased her off him, grimacing at the loss of contact as he pulled out of her, and pulling the sheet about them both.
 
   “D’you remember that time when we went to Chris’ house just after everything started? He said something to me that I’ve been thinking about.”
 
   “What was that?” Shawn raised himself onto an elbow and looked down at her.
 
   “He asked whether I was up to a trial and everything that might follow. He said that if it got really bad, you wouldn’t want me to stick around. That you wouldn’t expect me to.”
 
   It was only half true. He wouldn’t expect it. But he would want it. Because he was too selfish to let her go.  
 
   “So?” Riley prompted.
 
   Shawn looked past her and out the bedroom window.  
 
   “It’s true,” she said, a note of incredulity in her voice. “You’d want me to leave you.”
 
   “I wouldn’t ask you not to,” Shawn said.  
 
   That was true also. As close to the truth as he could come on this subject.
 
   “Wow,” Riley said her voice bitter. “So much for the wedding vows.”
 
   “What does that mean?” Shawn looked at her.
 
   “It means that you were the one who wanted to say them, and yet you’re the one who at every turn would throw them out the window, that’s what it means.”
 
   “So I should ask you to stay with me if I got seven years in prison for this shit. Or ten years, or fifteen.” Shawn said incredulously. “That would prove to you that I’m committed to our marriage.”
 
   “It sounds stupid when you say it like that,” Riley said, her voice holding the hint of a pout.
 
   “Because it is stupid. No matter how it gets said.”
 
   “Fine,” she turned her back to him.
 
   After a moment, Shawn touched her shoulder. “Tell me what you mean then.”
 
   “What I mean,” she said without turning to face him. “What I mean is that I thought we’d finally settled that either of us walking out on this relationship was off the table. I thought we had that understanding, that’s all.”
 
   Shawn said nothing. 
 
   He’d gotten what he most wanted when he might be least in a position to benefit from it.  
 
   “So? Are you in this thing or not?” Riley insisted.
 
   Shawn pulled her closer and put his arms about her. “Yeah,” he said. “I’m in.”
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   They were alone in the house since Lorna had left for her afternoon class and Tiny had been relieved the previous morning after Shawn had finally acknowledged that there was probably no real security threat. He was content just so long as he was with her, or she could be reached easily by cell phone.
 
    Riley surprised herself by beginning to pine for their place in the city. She missed her bed there and Manhattan in general. It had been great spending the last five weeks with Lorna, but now she wanted her own space back and her old routines. The initial interest in Shawn’s case had waned in a degree proportionate to the flow of new information and even MTV failed to mention it at all in most of their news briefs. Life had evolved into a new normal that included waking up late, taking walks in town to have breakfast at the Waffle House, or playing pool and grabbing dinner at the Spotted Pig.  
 
   Shawn had been called back before the grand jury twice more, as had several other people, including Brendan. Riley hadn’t been subpoenaed which she found frustrating, and Shawn viewed as a relief. The process plodded along at such a snail’s pace that it would have been exhausting to maintain the same level of fear and trepidation she’d had at the beginning. 
 
   Most days now, she barely thought about it at all. Instead, she thought about how much calmer Shawn was, and how he spent hours reading and writing and having spirited and good-natured arguments with Lorna. She was learning new things about her husband every day. 
 
   In this place, far away from his fast-paced and chaotic other life, she was discovering that he had a keen mind, significant intellectual curiosity and an innate sense of what was true and what was inauthentic. If she thought she’d loved him before, it was only because she hadn’t conceived of a feeling as profound as the one she now had when she looked at him across the dinner table or listened with amusement when he called Lorna out on her penchant for hyperbole.
 
   He was downstairs now on the phone with Doug and she was lounging in bed with a well-worn and often read book. As soon as they heard Lorna leave, they’d had noisy sex in the shower and tumbled back into bed before Shawn remembered ten minutes after the appointed time that he had a conference call with the legal team. He’d been on the phone for about forty minutes and Riley could hear the low rumble of his voice, steady and unexcited, so it was unlikely that anything had changed significantly. But when he returned to the bedroom, Shawn’s eyes were animated and he was buzzing with new energy.
 
   “Mike testified yesterday,” he told her.
 
   Riley put the book aside and sat up. Keisha’s cousin had been dodging the subpoena for awhile, probably out of family loyalty. He alone could testify that Keisha had planned to lie to the police and prosecutors; that she’d wanted to get back at Shawn and thought a rape charge was the way to do it. But he had been flying around the country promoting his new CD, and giving a series of excuses to Chris and others who tried to pressure him to come back to New York and tell what he knew.
 
   “Do we know how it went?” she asked.
 
   “Nope. But if he tells the truth . . .” Shawn didn’t finish the thought.  
 
   “So what now?”
 
   “We wait and see,” Shawn sat next to her on the bed and placed a hand on her leg.
 
   “I have a thought,” Riley said.
 
   Shawn looked at her. “What’s that?”
 
   “Let’s go home.”
 
   They packed while waiting for Lorna to arrive and were surprised at the volume of clothing and personal items they had accumulated over the past few weeks. Finally, Shawn lost patience and left some of his stuff in the closet. They had three duffle bags on the backseat and were ready to go when Lorna returned from the college, carrying a sack of beignets from the campus bakery.
 
   “It’s time we gave you your house back,” Riley told her as she started a pot of coffee.
 
   “I hardly even notice you’re here,” Lorna said with a wink.
 
   “You know you’re happy to see us go,” Shawn teased her.  
 
   “I am not,” she said looking at him. “But I suppose I can get used to a quiet house again.”
 
   “You have to come see us sometimes too, Lorna” Riley said. “Promise.”
 
   “I can’t think in the city,” Lorna said. “Twenty-four hours is about all I can stand. That I can promise.”
 
   “For Thanksgiving then,” Riley pressed.
 
   “No, we should do that here,” Shawn said surprising them both.
 
   Pulling away from the house, they were both quiet and Shawn slid in a CD without looking at it. Cameron Cole’s voice boomed out of the speakers and they looked at each other at the same time, laughing out loud.
 
   “Uh, no,” Riley said, shutting the player off.
 
   The condo was still and quiet when they got in. The air smelled a little stale and there were dead flowers on the table in the living room. The bedroom looked as it had when they left, and there were towels on the floor in the master bathroom. The refrigerator was empty, Riley having asked Tracy to dispose of its contents about a week ago. But despite all of that, it was great to be home; almost exhilarating.
 
   “This feels weird,” Riley said, dumping her bag on the floor in the bedroom. 
 
   “Good weird or bad weird?” Shawn asked from the bathroom.
 
   “Good weird,” she said right away.  
 
   She threw herself across the bed and inhaled the sheets, their smells—hers and Shawn’s were somehow still preserved even after so much time. He emerged from the bathroom and stood in the doorway regarding her with a slight smile on his face.  
 
   “So I was thinking about meeting Brendan over at Chris’ office,” he said. “To talk about business stuff.”
 
   “Oh.” 
 
   For some reason she’d expected that he would hang out with her all day, the way he had at Lorna’s. But of course, that wasn’t realistic. Lorna’s house had been a refuge and this was the real world. Within a day his calendar would be full again and they would see less and less of each other. She’d forgotten that part when she suggested they come home.
 
   “You want to come with me?”
 
   Riley looked up.  
 
   “Unless you think you’ll be bored.”
 
   “No,” she said quickly. “I won’t be bored.”
 
   It was almost five when they got to Chris’ but he didn’t look like he was anywhere close to winding down his day. He was on the phone when Shawn and Riley were led into his office and motioned for them to sit on the burgundy leather sofa that had so impressed her on her only other visit here. Shawn made himself at home, walking over to the bar and grabbing a beer, holding one up for Riley before she shook her head. Chris seemed to be doing more listening than talking on his call, and finally cut it short, telling the person on the other end that he had another meeting. When he hung up, he came from behind his immense desk, arms extended toward Riley.
 
   “Well, well,” he said. “Look who’s risen from the dead.”
 
   Riley stood and let him hug her. He pulled back and touched the top of her head.  
 
   “You look good, girl.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “You gave my guy all kinds of hell,” he said referring to Tiny. “He said you were like Houdini and shit. Slipping away without telling him and all kinds of mess. Driving into other cars.”
 
   “It was one time. And that was a parking barrier, not another car.”
 
   “Well, whatever it was, I think you traumatized him.” Chris had moved on to Shawn, giving him a brief hug as well before they all settled around the coffee table.
 
   “B’s on his way.” Shawn said. “We wanted to talk business for a minute.  See what’s cooking out there that I can get into.”
 
   “Shit, there’s all kinds of things I can get you into,” Chris said. “Question is whether now is the time. The DA might come down on you harder; the grand jurors might not like you out there acting like a rape charge is just a minor inconvenience in your high-roller lifestyle.”
 
   “I feel you, but I’m not talking about high-profile shit. I’m talking about industry-heavy events. Just so the labels know I’m still breathing. Shit like that.”
 
   “Well, first things first. What’s up with that interview and photo spread Darnell and them was putting together.”
 
   “I think it’s out next month,” Riley said. “Brendan would know.”
 
   “How’d it go? What’d you talk about?”
 
   “The pictures ain’t nuthin’ but the truth,” Shawn said. “But with interviews, you never know, right? How’d you feel about it, baby?”
 
   “I thought it went okay. I mean, he asked me some tough questions . . .”
 
   “Like what?” Chris asked.
 
   “Like why I stay. Whether I believed Shawn when he said he didn’t assault anyone. He asked about the fight in the Hamptons with Cameron. How my mother was handling it. Stuff like that.”
 
   Riley could feel Shawn grow tense next to her. She hadn’t discussed the interview with him at length. They’d avoided it in fact.
 
   “But he also wanted to know how we met, how Shawn proposed.  Other stuff that balanced it out, I think.”
 
   “And he talked to your Moms, right?”
 
   “Yeah. But only for a few minutes. It was good. She told me it was good,” Riley said, looking at Shawn reassuringly.
 
   Chris shrugged. “We’ll see, right?”
 
   “So what you got?” Shawn asked.
 
   “Couple folks might like you on their tracks. If you’re interested.”
 
   “Who we talkin’ ‘bout?”
 
   Chris named a few high-profile artists, including the one Shawn had been photographed with on the cover of the tabloid so long ago.
 
   “Let’s do it,” Shawn said. “Make it happen.”
 
   “Which?”
 
   “All of them,” Shawn said.
 
   “Okay. So this is it? You want to come back hard.
 
   “I can’t act like I’m planning on going to jail, man. That’s what I know.”
 
   Chris nodded. “Okay. Let’s talk details.”
 
   After Brendan showed up, they spent another two hours at Chris office talking about possible public engagements that Shawn might take on. As it grew later, they toyed with the idea of going out for dinner but finally ordered in and continued strategizing late into the evening. It was Brendan who finally stood up and announced that he was bushed and had to go home. Only then did Riley notice that it was almost eleven p.m. She’d been completely absorbed in the conversation and the planning, she hadn’t even noticed as night fell.  
 
   “We should roll too,” Shawn said stretching his arms above his head and yawning.
 
   “I got a few more things I need to take care of here,” Chris said. “Holla at me tomorrow and we’ll get the show on the road.”
 
   “You’re not going home?” Riley asked.
 
   Chris laughed. “I’ll sleep when I’m dead.”
 
   As they headed out of the building, Shawn draped an arm across Riley’s shoulders and pulled her closer to him.
 
   “You want to ride with me for the radio station stuff tomorrow?” he asked.
 
   Brendan had set up three morning drop-ins at local radio stations while they were in Chris’ office as part of the campaign to show that Shawn was not “in hiding.” The ground rules he’d given the program directors were that the legal issues could be alluded to but not discussed at length, that Shawn was not, under any circumstances, be subjected to calls from listeners, with or without prescreening; and that his total airtime should not exceed fifteen minutes. 
 
   It was an easy sell because despite his legal troubles, his album was still in the Top 5 and sales were holding strong. The first drop in was at seven a.m. at the top-rated radio show in the tri-state area and the other two closely followed so that he would be done by nine. Riley could vaguely recall him having done these before. They were something he generally left really early for, sometimes returning even before she was out the door for work. She’d never been particularly curious about them before. 
 
   “I would like that,” she said.
 
   “Up by six, out by six-thirty,” he warned.
 
   “Shawn. I think I can handle it,” she said rolling her eyes.
 
   He brushed a finger along the side of her nose. “I know you can.”
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   Riley, naked, in the bathroom crying was the first thing he saw when he opened his eyes. Shawn blinked, not entirely certain that he was actually awake. The time, he saw out of the corner of his eye, was five-fifty a.m. Riley’s hair was wet, as though she’d just taken a shower and a pile of nightclothes lay on the floor at her feet. He sat up, and hearing the movement, she turned in his direction. Upon seeing that he was awake, Riley immediately wiped her face and reached for a towel, retreating further into the bathroom.
 
   “Baby?”
 
   “I’ll be out in a sec,” she said. Her voice was thick with tears.
 
   Shawn found her sitting on the edge of the tub, having pulled on a pair of blue cotton panties. As he stepped over the nightshirt on the floor he noted the bloodstains.
 
   “You okay?” he sat next to her and pulled her to him. She was shivering a little so he reached for the towel that was draped across her knees and wrapped it about her bare shoulders.
 
   “Fine,” she said, trying to smile. “It’s nothing.”
 
   Shawn glanced at the clothes she’d shed and she followed his gaze.
 
   “Oh,” she gave a brief mirthless laugh. “I got my period.”
 
   Shawn nodded. “You want me to get you something? D’you have cramps?”
 
   “No,” Riley shook her head. “I don’t have cramps.”
 
   Shawn said nothing. Okay. No cramps. So this was some weird mood swing thing, then.
 
   “I just . . .” she stopped and then she was crying again. “I was late. I was really late.”
 
   It took him a moment to understand what she meant. Then he waited for her to continue.
 
   “I thought . . .” she gulped for air and sobbed, forcing words he couldn’t make out.
 
   Shawn leaned in and gently turned her head so she was looking directly him. “You thought . . . ?” he prompted.
 
   “I thought I was pregnant,” she said. “I was late and I was scared I might be. And then I wanted to be. And now . . . now I’m not.”  
 
   Then she was crying so hard it was impossible for her to continue. She turned and wrapped both arms about him, her face buried in his neck like a little kid.  Shawn hugged her back and let her cry, lifting her and taking her back to bed. 
 
   They lay together, his arms wrapped about her waist.
 
   “You wanted to be?” he whispered.
 
   She nodded, her shoulders heaving as she cried.
 
   Shawn wasn’t sure he was ready, but knowing that she would have wanted to be pregnant made him unexpectedly ecstatic. She never stopped surprising him.
 
   “It . . . it would have been rotten timing, I know,” she said, her voice small. “But I was starting to think about it and I . . . don’t know. I started getting excited at the idea. Stupid, I know.”
 
   She turned around in his arms so that she was facing him. Shawn traced a finger down the center of her forehead, over her nose and down her chin, under her neck. When he got to her chest, he cupped one of her breasts, swollen and full. He imagined what she would look like pregnant and swollen with his baby, and was immediately aroused. He lowered his head to kiss her breasts, cupping them in his hands.
 
   “No baby, not stupid at all,” he said and he raised his head, pressing his lips to hers.
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    There was something about having her there while he was in his element. Like the first time she saw him perform live in L.A. Shawn liked watching Riley watch him; liked reading the expressions that crossed her face as she listened to him and saw the way others reacted to what he said. 
 
   She was in the sound booth with him at HOT 97’s morning show, and had been introduced by the deejays to the audience and described as “K Smooth’s beautiful wife, Riley Gardner who has a hip, downtown chick vibe going on.” When they asked her what she was up to lately she’d coolly responded that she was on sabbatical from Power to the People and working on a couple of independent writing projects.  
 
   Now she was sitting back on a swivel chair, her feet folded beneath her Indian-style, her head cocked to one side, listening as he responded to the softballs lobbed at him. Then, in a clever sidestepping of the real issues of infidelity and the rape charge, one of the deejays asked whether recent events had given him any insight about how to handle the pressures his career exerted on his marriage. 
 
   Shawn took a deep breath. It was a question he had to be prepared for, since it was likely to be asked over and over again.
 
   “To be honest with you,” he said. “If I’m guilty of anything, it’s forgetting what’s important to me for a minute. I was wrong. What’s important to me is my wife, my life with her and the future we want to build together. Everything else runs a distant second to that.”
 
   Riley’s eyes met his and held. For about five seconds there was silence until one of the deejays spoke.  
 
   “I wish y’all were in here with us,” he said with mock solemnity. “‘Cause I’m ‘bout ready to break out the Kleenex, and I ain’t lying.”
 
   “Black on black love,” his sidekick piped in. “It’s a beautiful thing.”
 
   Everyone in the studio laughed.  
 
   “Speaking of beautiful things. Let’s check out this joint from K Smooth. The title track on his CD “Fire Next Time.””
 
   They headed home to have breakfast when they were done, Brendan joining them for coffee, waffles and eggs. He was checking his phone with one hand, shoveling in scrambled eggs with the other.  
 
   “I got some email about you on the radio earlier,” he said, his mouth full.
 
   Riley turned from away from the counter where she’d been adding creamer to her coffee and Shawn looked up expectantly.
 
   “MTV wants you to consider making an appearance at the awards. Both of you.”
 
   Shawn shook his head. “Nah. I might do it but Riley . . .”
 
   “Why not?” she shrugged.
 
   Shawn looked at her, shaking his head again. “Nah,” he said again. “That’s not some radio thing that people forget overnight. That’s national.”
 
   “As is the magazine spread and interview. At this point, I’d say the cat’s out of the bag,” Riley pointed out.
 
   “You’d do that?” he asked. “I thought you hated that shit.”
 
   “It’s your job. And it’s an experience, right?”
 
   “We don’t know what might be going on then. Trial, or . . .?”
 
   “So we make it contingent,” Brendan said quickly. He definitely liked the idea, Shawn noted sourly.
 
   Shawn bit down on his lower lip. At this point, they were right; Riley was already no longer a purely private person. His long ago wish that he could keep her completely to himself and shield her from the prying eyes of strangers and the press seemed stupid now. She was in the thick of it, and he’d been the one to drag her there with his bullshit. To save what they had, he was forced to expose it to the world, submit it for their inspection and have them confirm that it was genuine.
 
   “You sure you’re okay with this?” he asked searching her face. If he saw even the scarcest hint of a reservation, they wouldn’t do it.
 
   “Yeah. It might even give me good material to write about. And if I bring Tracy, it’ll be fun, even.”
 
   “I’m sure we can bring Tracy,” Brendan said. “I’m telling them it’s likely a go.” 
 
   “What else you got?” Shawn asked.
 
   “Label wants to see you in the office tomorrow. Chris said it played well in his office too. Couple other people. They want to hear more from Riley.” Brendan looked up and smiled at her. “We might have to get you a manager, Rae.”
 
   “Rae” was Brendan’s nickname for her. It came out of nowhere as far as Shawn could tell, but Riley seemed to like it. She gave Brendan one of her crinkle-eyed smiles and winked at him.  
 
   “I don’t think my husband would approve,” she said.
 
   “But this wouldn’t be about your husband,” Shawn said. “It would be all about you.”
 
   A look a mild surprise flashed across Riley’s face and she smiled back, holding his gaze for a moment then turned once again to Brendan. “Nevertheless, I think I’ll pass.”
 
   “Okay, well I gotta roll,” Brendan said standing and grabbing one last piece of a waffle. “Deuces.”
 
   Shawn turned to watch Riley as she sipped her second cup of coffee. Barefooted and wearing only her jeans and a white tank. Her fingers about the mug reminded him of the sting he still felt in the shower this morning as the hot water streamed over the path her nails had carved in back two days ago. 
 
   At Lorna’s. On the sun porch, on the floor near the space heater, both of them soaking wet by the time they were spent. Riley on top, her hair was plastered against her skull, her face bright and so alive. She collapsed against his chest and he breathed in her scent, feeling himself grow ready once again.
 
   I love you, she’d said to him, her breathing fast and uneven. I love you so fucking much.
 
   “I feel a little crampy,” she said now, placing a hand on her abdomen. “I think I’ll go lie down for awhile.”
 
   “Okay.”As she walked by he held her and wrapped his arms about her, leaning down to rest the side of his face against her stomach.
 
   “We’ll have lots of babies,” he promised. “When you’re ready. When you want them. Okay?”
 
   She rested a hand atop his head for a moment before turning to head for the bedroom.  
 
   It was well past noon before Riley was up and they headed out to grab something to eat. Shawn had spent the entire morning in the den listening to old school rap and writing. He had several notebooks of new material now. Hell, maybe even a couple CDs worth of material. All he needed was some good beats. 
 
   He felt the itch returning—the pull to the studio. He used to spend hours there, not even noticing the passage of time, sometimes emerging from an evening session, surprised by the bright glare of morning light. On those mornings, he thought he could feel every cell in his body buzzing, hopped up from the process of making something where once there was nothing.  
 
   Even though it was almost completely his creation, ‘The Fire Next Time’ CD hadn’t been like that for him. He’d felt like he had too much to prove—that he could create without Chris Scaife and all the others who had been so instrumental in getting him to the top. It was a difficult labor that gave birth to a child he was proud of, but this time, this time he felt like there might be all of the joy and none of the fear. 
 
   He looked up at Riley sitting across the table from him. They were in a sushi place a few blocks down from the condo. Shawn was glad they could begin going out like this once again, living their lives the way they would have before all the madness had descended. Since they’d gotten home there were a few paparazzi following them, but few enough for them to easily ignore it and even venture out without a security detail.
 
   “I’m thinking about going to the studio.”
 
   An unexpected smile spread across her face and she put down her chopsticks. “I think that would be great,” she said.
 
   Shawn smiled back at her, and she nodded her encouragement.
 
   “It’s been a long time,” she said. 
 
   It had been a long time. He’d been avoiding it. Somehow, sometime, without even noticing it, he had begun to associate the studio with Keisha and what happened with her. That’s where he’d met her, and where the train had started coming off the tracks.
 
   “D’you want to call Chris?” she asked. “He could . . .”
 
   “No,” Shawn said. “There’s a place in Brooklyn. This other place that not too many people know about. It’s quiet there.”
 
   “Okay. Maybe Brendan can come and . . .”
 
   “No,” Shawn said firmly. “Not Chris. Not Brendan. Me and you.”
 
   All it took was a couple of phone calls to book some time and in an hour they were on their way to Flatbush in Brooklyn. Flatbush was a neighborhood teeming with West Indian enclaves, interspersed with old-style housing projects. The main drag, Flatbush Avenue was quintessential Brooklyn—storefronts boasted knock-off purses and faux designer clothing, electronics, the latest Nike offerings and Jamaican or Haitian food. The sidewalks were so crowded that a stranger would be forgiven for believing that there was a parade, fair or other special event in progress, but the almost frenzied level of activity was par for the course on Flatbush. It was one of the things that Shawn most loved about it.
 
   When he and Riley parked five blocks from the studio and got out, he knew immediately that he would be recognized, but it was different here. People might approach him, but only briefly, to give him some pound or pat him on the back. There was none of the near-hysteria he faced in other places. Brooklyn was too cool for all that. They walked about three steps from the car before someone noticed him and came over to offer their opinion about his legal troubles.
 
   “That shit shoulda never gone to court,” the brother said emphatically. “Everybody know it ain’t nothin’ but a gold-digger, man.”
 
   Shawn nodded but said nothing in response, putting an arm about Riley’s shoulder and continuing the walk toward their destination.
 
   “Keep your head up, man!”
 
   “Smooth!  K Smooth!”
 
   A couple of teenagers waiting at a bus stop spotted him and approached with notebooks and pens at the ready. Shawn slowed down to sign, but didn’t take his free hand from Riley’s shoulder and kept walking. A couple of cell phone pictures were taken as they walked but soon enough they were at the entrance to the studio.
 
   The door to Ruff Neck Recording Studio was in the basement of a restaurant, accessed through a pair of corrugated steel doors that opened up directly from the pavement. Shawn and Riley walked down the steep metal stairs, through the restaurant storage and refrigeration area to the rear. There they were met by a man with dreadlocks down to his waist dressed in full Rastafarian garb. He pulled Shawn into a full-bodied hug then gripped his hand for a firm shake.
 
   “Wha’ ah gwan, man?”
 
   “Nothing much,” Shawn responded ironically. “Nothing at all.”
 
   The man laughed, throwing his head back. “Remember, man. Jah in control.”
 
   Shawn nodded. “Most definitely.” Then he turned to Riley. “This is my wife. Riley, this is Trevor Banks. Number one dancehall hit-maker in the universe.”
 
   “Stop it, man,” Trevor grinned. He took Riley’s hand and held it in both of his. “Nice to meet you, beautiful.”
 
   “Good to meet you too,” Riley smiled.
 
   Trevor released her hand and turned to Shawn again “Nice ital sistah fi a change,” he said.
 
   Shawn laughed. “Shut up.” He looked at Riley. “He said it’s a nice change that I’m with a natural Black woman.”
 
   “No hair-weave, no contacts. She got her head screwed on straight,” Trevor insisted.
 
   Riley laughed. “I like to think that I do.”
 
   “Let’s go make some tunes, man,” Shawn said.
 
   “Cool.”  
 
   Trevor led them further back and into a control room through which they could see into a live room. A band was in the live room, jamming to a reggae beat. Shawn bopped his head to beat, already feeling the pure raw energy that led him here. He turned to Riley and found that she was watching him, a tiny smile playing about her lips.
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[bookmark: _Toc335582266]Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   “Look what we have here!” Tracy came into the living room waving a magazine.
 
   Riley looked up. She knew what it was right away. She’d been anxiously awaiting it for weeks now. Darnell’s article.
 
   “It was nice of him to send you an advance copy,” Tracy had already begun flipping through the pages, searching for the feature.
 
   “And it was nice of you to open a courier envelope that was not addressed to you,” Riley snatched it from her and sat on the sofa.  
 
   The cover shot was of Shawn, standing alone under the spruce in Lorna’s backyard. He looked pensive, his brows furrowed, eyes slightly narrowed. Riley was surprised at the rush of feeling that came back and the sensory-memory of that time. Even though they had found refuge with Lorna, each day had felt fragile and fleeting.
 
   Things were so different than they had been then. They no longer planned their lives around the grand jury, nor even talked about the case on a daily basis. Shawn still made trips to Doug’s office to meet with him and Robyn, but those appointments were now like almost any other; part of his busy schedule that had gradually become even busier since they’d returned home. This weekend, he was doing two shows—one in Virginia Beach and another in Richmond. Life hadn’t returned to precisely what it had been before, but there was a different kind of normalcy.
 
   “Your husband is cute,” Tracy said as though she’d just arrived at the realization.
 
   She sat next to Riley, her chin resting on her shoulder.
 
   They found the article and flipped through the photos first, remarking on how Dawn had managed to make everything look dreamy and ethereal, conveying the impression that Riley and Shawn were cocooned in their own otherworldly space. At the time that had been pretty accurate. 
 
   “Wait!” Tracy said when Riley turned back to the article. “Let’s get really comfortable. I’m thinking wine.”
 
   Riley rolled her eyes. “Fine. Let’s have some wine.”
 
   “And some cheese maybe. D’you have brie?”
 
   “Let’s go see what’s in there.”
 
   The kitchen had seen significantly more use recently than ever before. She and Shawn were just as likely to cook or order in as they were to go to the trendy restaurants around the city. Together they’d started exploring the world of home-cooked meals that did not involve eggs or cereal. Shawn clearly had no interest in the actual cooking, but he’d been a good sport about watching The Food Network, Riley’s new television obsession, and offering reviews of her sloppy culinary attempts.
 
   “Ohmigod, you do have brie.” Tracy said as she opened the fridge.
 
   “And wine too,” 
 
   Riley held aloft a bottle of ridiculously expensive chardonnay Chris had brought over a couple nights ago.
 
   They settled on the sofa once again, heads together, drinking wine and reading quietly. The article began: “One might expect many things when invited into the upstate sanctuary of rapper K-Smooth and his new wife, but tranquility would not likely be high on the list. But that’s what I found. K-Smooth, the preternaturally composed lyricist was even more so in the Arcadian college town where he and his wife have retreated to escape the spotlight in the wake of his legal troubles. Perhaps even more striking is his demeanor when Riley Gardner is nearby. In his wife’s presence, K-Smooth isn’t just composed, he is positively serene.”
 
   The rest of the article went on to describe the house and the town, Riley’s reaction to questions about the sexual assault charge (“guarded, a hint of anger just beneath the surface of her carefully measured words”), Lorna’s thoughts about Shawn (“as flawed and arrogant, noble and beautiful a man as I have met. And so precious to me. So, so precious.”) that brought tears to Riley’s eyes, and finally as a close, Darnell’s observation in his own voice that “K Smooth might do well to consider, the next time someone tells him to ‘keep it real’, that all he need do is look at his new family. Now, that’s real.”
 
   “Whoa,” Tracy said. “What did you think?”
 
   Riley nodded. “It was fair. I’m fine with it.”
 
   “Are you kidding? Did you guys pay him off or something?”
 
    “I would have if I’d thought of it.”
 
   “You should call Brendan and Shawn and tell them about it. Where are they?”
 
   Riley looked at her. “You’re not slick. Brendan’s with Shawn all day today. They’re promoting the Virginia shows and mixing the new stuff.”
 
   “Just because I’m curious about him doesn’t mean I want us to get together,” Tracy said defensively.
 
   “I never said you did.”
 
   “So is he seeing anyone that you know of?”
 
   Riley shrugged. “How would I find out something like that? If he were, I’m the last person he would let that information slip to.”
 
   “Well if he’s serious about someone, he wouldn’t care if you knew,” Tracy said with forced casualness.
 
   “Well, he hasn’t brought anyone over here for dinner, if that’s what you mean. And I haven’t heard Shawn mention anything. But I’ll be sure to keep you posted.”
 
   “You don’t have to. I’m . . .”
 
   “Just curious. Yes, so you said.”
 
   Tracy laughed. “He’s such a good guy. I just wish  . . .”
 
   “It’s hard,” Riley said, sympathetic now.  
 
   Tracy nodded, then brightened. “Okay, so what’s the plan for tonight? It’s Friday, we’re young; one of us is free and single . . . let’s go do something.”
 
   “Haven’t been to Harambe in awhile. How ‘bout that?”
 
   Tracy groaned. “I was thinking dancing but they do have jazz on Fridays, so maybe we can stop by there and see what’s up.”
 
   “And if it’s boring, we can go salsa dancing in Washington Heights.” Riley suggested.
 
   “Now you’re talking,” Tracy stood. “So lemme go home and we’ll plan to meet up around nine-ish?”
 
   “Sounds good.”
 
   Shawn arrived home just as she was getting ready. He was sitting at the breakfast bar drinking a beer as when she walked into the kitchen in her bathrobe and she was momentarily startled, not expecting to see him.
 
   “Hey,” she noticed the bag from their favorite Thai place on the counter. “You’re home early.”
 
   “Might as well get some sleep before tomorrow. Not sure how I’ll like sleeping in a hotel again after all this time.”
 
   He was scheduled to leave on an early flight to Virginia with Brendan, and would be leaving around five a.m. for the airport.
 
   “I could come with you,” Riley said idly, peeking into the sack from Jasmine Garden.
 
   Shawn looked up. “You want to?”
 
   She shrugged. “Why not? But tonight I’m going out with Tracy, so I’ll be dead on my feet in the morning.”
 
   “I’ll carry you,” Shawn said.
 
   “Well with an offer like that . . .” She reached over took a sip of his beer before heading back into the bedroom.  
 
   When she emerged from the bedroom to leave later, she found Shawn on the sofa with the magazine, reading Darnell’s article.
 
   “Forgot to tell you it came.”
 
   “Did you read what Lorna said?”
 
   Riley nodded and briefly touched the side of his face. “Yes. I did.”
 
   “That’s pretty cool.”
 
   “It is. I’ll be back by about one or so, I think.”
 
   Shawn tossed the magazine aside and pulled her into his lap. “Where you two headed?”
 
   “Tracy wanted to go dancing, and we’re stopping in at Harambe first. You want to come?”
 
   Shawn laughed. “No thanks. Don’t talk to any boys. See you later.” He playfully smacked her rear end as she walked away.
 
   Tracy was waiting for her outside Harambe where a line had begun to form, but they got in right away, since Vince the bouncer recognized them as regulars. As they walked by, Riley very clearly heard a girl in a white mini-dress stage-whisper to her friend, “K-Smooth’s wife. So I guess she doesn’t have to wait like the rest of us.”
 
   Tracy obviously heard it too because she turned to shoot the girl a withering look.
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” she said when they were inside. “They don’t know we’ve been coming here since before it was legal for us to drink.”
 
   “I know,” Riley said.
 
   They found a table near the stage where a jazz trio was warming up. A waitress came over to take their drink order and Riley leaned back, looking about the room. Several eyes were on her, and she tried not to assume that it was because they knew who she was. But of course they did.
 
   Shawn’s troubles had become the biggest story in Black America so just about everything about them, including a few unflattering pictures of her had become part of the public domain.  
 
   “So I decided to fly to Virginia with Shawn tomorrow,” she said conversationally.
 
   “Great. What’s in Virginia? Besides the show, I mean.”
 
   “Don’t know,” Riley shrugged. “Just going along for the ride. And Virginia Beach is supposed to be interesting, right?”
 
   “You think maybe you should consider going back to work?” Tracy asked carefully.
 
   Riley looked at her. “Soon enough, I guess.”
 
   “You seem bored but at the same time, reluctant to . . . I don’t know. Leave Shawn alone, I guess.”
 
   Riley leaned forward. “What do you mean exactly, Tracy?”
 
   “Don’t get all crazy on me. All I’m saying is you took time off to offer moral support. And now it seems like he’s got this. I mean, he’s back at work, he’s getting out there and you’re just on the verge becoming kind of co-dependent.”
 
   Riley leaned back and took a breath, swallowing her first, defensive reaction.  
 
   “I’m just saying; it’s okay for you to go back to being separate people now.”
 
   The waitress returned with their drinks and they both had something to occupy themselves with for a few moments. And then, just as she was poised to speak, Riley looked up and noticed a familiar pair of eyes from two tables over. Brian. He smiled when she met his gaze, and stood, striding toward her. Tracy followed her gaze and leaned back, arms folded.
 
   “Brian,” Riley said as he leaned down and kissed her cheek. “Sit down a while.”
 
   He pulled out a chair and sat next to her, turning to Tracy and then leaning in to kiss her as well.
 
   “Brian,” Tracy said her voice flat. Then she muttered something about the Ladies Room and left them alone.
 
   “She mad at me?” Brian asked.
 
   “No. I guess she . . . sees that it’s not a good idea. Y’know, you and me being . . .” Riley let her voice trail off into silence.
 
   “So,” Brian said. “Mrs. K Smooth.”
 
   Riley nodded.
 
   “I was sorry to hear about his trouble,” Brian said, looking at her, his eyes sincere. “Mostly I was sorry because of you.”
 
   “Thank you,” Riley said. “I appreciate that.”
 
   Brian seemed not to know what else to say. He kept glancing over at his table where a pretty young woman with long auburn hair waited along with a couple.
 
   “How are things with you?” Riley asked. “Good?”
 
   Brian nodded, and reached out to touch her hand, squeezing it. “I wanted to call you, about DC. About what I said to you that night. I was drunk . . .”
 
   “But not that drunk,” Riley said. “Not so drunk that you didn’t know what you were saying. Just drunk enough to say something you should have said a long time before then.”
 
   Brian nodded again. “Yeah,” he said wryly. “Probably.”
 
   “I’m going to drink a silent toast to you tonight,” she said. “And to friendship.”
 
   “Yes. To friendship,” Brian said.
 
   “And because we were friends, I want to make sure you understand something. I am completely committed to my marriage and to my husband. I always have been. So I’m glad I ran into you because it gives me a chance to say that I’m sorry if I ever gave you an impression other than that.”
 
   “You didn’t lead me to that conclusion,” he said. “I got there completely on my own.”
 
   It was clear he didn’t quite believe it, even as he said the words, but Riley said nothing because she knew there were things she had done that she should have done differently. Brian could easily have been her Keisha. And in some ways he had been. She’d looked to him for the emotional fulfillment that she hadn’t trusted Shawn would be able to give her. She could only admit that now that he had given it. In spades.
 
   “I feel like I’d better stick to you all night,” Brian said now. “Because we may never run into each other again.”
 
   “Don’t do that.” She shook her head. “You’ve got a lovely girl over there who’s jumping out of her skin wondering who I am.”
 
   “So I’ll see you around?” Brian finally let go of her of her hand.
 
   “Sure. I’m sure you will.”
 
   Riley watched him walk away and return to his table of friends. He seemed so much further away than when she’d first spotted him.
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   Brendan picked them up and they all took a chartered jet out of LaGuardia to a small airfield in Virginia Beach the next morning, Riley sleeping with her head in Shawn’s lap almost the entire way. As she drifted in and out between wakefulness and sleep, she heard only the sound of Shawn’s and Brendan’s voices, talking business and the hum of the jet engines. When they landed, they were shuttled directly to Founders Inn, a secluded hotel and spa where they could be assured complete privacy. Almost immediately after check in, Shawn and Brendan started making plans to head over to the venue.  
 
   The Inn’s grounds were beautiful, and reminiscent of an English manor. It would be a great place to write, if she’d brought her laptop, but it had been challenging enough to manage getting out of bed early that morning, pulling on jeans and heading for the car. 
 
   “I think I’ll stay here,” Riley said, as she gazed out the window. “I’ll leave with you for the show when you come back to change and shower.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   Shawn was looking over what looked like music video storyboards and glanced up, his expression distracted.
 
   “I said I think I’ll stay here ‘til later.”
 
   “That might be a good idea. I don’t know if I’ll be back earlier than an hour before showtime.”
 
   “Okay. Did you bring your laptop? I was thinking of maybe writing or something. This is the perfect place for it.”
 
   “You need a new one anyway.  Go pick one up.”
 
   Riley turned back to the look out the window again. “I might,” she said under her breath. Shawn was right that it was about time to retire the other one. She could get something state-of-the-art. Start fresh.
 
   “I’ll send a car for you,” Brendan offered. “If you want to check out a computer store or something.”
 
   “Yeah,” Riley nodded definitively. “Do that, okay? Around noon or so?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   He and Shawn returned to their work, and Riley headed for the shower. She was suddenly bombarded by ideas. Stories and angles for stories. Pieces she would write that would have Greg reeling and rejoicing that he hadn’t let her go. Hell, if she didn’t find a laptop today, she would write longhand. But she had to write.
 
   She was standing under the water, eyes shut, toying with words in her mind’s eye when she felt a hand on her hip. She turned and opened her eyes. Shawn was in the shower with her.
 
    Riley returned his kiss and opened her arms to him. When he gently lifted her leg, pressed her against the shower wall and slid inside her, it was almost a sweet surprise. Neither of them spoke; they didn’t need to. This was their dance, their rhythm, the way they stayed connected; but now no longer the only way.
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   As the sales clerk ran through the laptop’s specifications, Riley thought only of when she would take it out of the store, back to the hotel, power up and begin working. Once the decision to work again had been made, she couldn’t get to it fast enough. Who cared what kind of wireless modem it had? 
 
   “I think I’ll need a bag and other accessories,” she interrupted him. “Where would I find those?”
 
   “So you’re taking it?” the sales clerk asked. A skinny, pimply young kid, he seemed incredulous at how easily he’d managed to sell the three thousand dollar piece of hardware.
 
   “Sure, but I need other stuff too, right?”
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” the kid said eagerly. “And if you want to use it right away you’ll want to think about what kind of productivity software you want.”
 
   “Great. Let’s talk about that. What do you recommend?”
 
   Thirty minutes later, she was walking out of the store loaded down with bags and her new laptop in its carrier, having ditched the oversize box it came in. The driver was waiting at the curb where she’d left him, the Range Rover’s engine idling. As soon as he saw her, he got out to open the door and help load everything in. Riley fought the urge to sit in the front passenger seat.  Shawn had warned her that if she did, she only made the drivers uncomfortable unless you knew them very well, and after some thought Riley had to admit that that was probably true.  
 
   “We’re heading back to the hotel now, thank you,” she said before he could ask because she didn’t think she would have been able to handle being called ma’am again.
 
   The options for places to spend an afternoon writing were endless at Founders Inn, but Riley chose a spot outside where she could see the ocean. She fidgeted while the computer booted up, and smiled when the familiar icons appeared on the monitor. In a few moments she was typing, her fingers dancing across the keyboard, the words coming as stream of consciousness.  
 
   She paused only to flex her fingers and clear her head before beginning a new thought. She was vaguely aware at different times of mild hunger pangs, a change in the temperature and finally, in the light. When she looked up, she realized the sun had begun to set. The clock at the bottom right-hand corner of the screen read six fifty-seven p.m. She had been writing for more than four hours, and Shawn’s show began in just over an hour.  
 
   Riley slammed the laptop shut and grabbed the bag, sprinting back toward the hotel. She was breathless when she finally shoved open the door to the room, her chest heaving. Shawn stood as soon as she entered; confusion, relief and finally exasperation crossing his face in quick succession.
 
   “Riley, what the hell . . ?”
 
   “Sorry. Lost track of time,” she gulped for air and reached out to touch his face. “Give me fifteen minutes and I’ll be ready to go.”
 
   “Ten. You can have ten minutes,” he said.
 
   “Well, if I’m not done you can go ahead and I’ll get there a little later,” she said, knowing he would do no such thing.
 
   She washed her face, ran a damp comb through her hair and rifled through her bag, considering what to wear. Her impulse was to wear basic jeans and a t-shirt, but there was always a reception or after-party so she instead chose a teal maxi dress with a wide brown belt and sandals. It was cool out, so she grabbed a cropped denim jacket as well. As an afterthought, and because she could hear Tracy’s voice in her head, she put on eyeliner and a smudge of plum lipstick. When she emerged from the dressing room and Shawn looked up, the impatience melted away from his features, and transformed into a smile.
 
   “C’mon, bring your slow ass on.”
 
   The show was in a smaller venue than he usually played. It was all part of the strategy to keep Shawn exposed, but not too exposed while the sexual assault charge remained unresolved. The audience seemed to consist mainly of college students and even some younger, perhaps high school seniors. That made for an enthusiastic crowd, and as Riley watched from the wings with Brendan, it was difficult to choose between keeping her eyes on Shawn, or the frenzy developing in the crowd.  
 
   “I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of this,” she yelled to Brendan over the music.
 
   He grinned at her. “So he did it, huh?”
 
   “Did what?”
 
   “Made you a hip-hop convert.”
 
   Riley laughed. “Maybe a little bit, yeah.”
 
   But she was only saying that for Brendan’s satisfaction. The truth was she didn’t feel any differently about hip-hop in general; all she knew was that she loved her husband and his music. 
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   It took a little while to come down from it—the high of being onstage. Every cell in his body humming with adrenaline, making it difficult to maintain a coherent thought. Few things he’d ever experienced compared to that sensation. Generally, what he needed —and generally didn’t get—immediately after a performance was quiet. So he’d learned to tune things out. Now he found, he didn’t want to. Riley met him as he walked off stage, a towel in her hands. He took it, draped it over his head and wrapped an arm across her shoulders, walking with her toward his dressing room, kissing her on the forehead.
 
   After the brief reception, they found a family-style Greek restaurant that Shawn judged as authentic based on the people eating there who seemed to be actual Greeks. And better yet, no one seemed to know who he was. They ordered almost half the menu, and sat around a large table with Brendan, their driver Clive, the some of the roadies and their guests. When they were finally seated, it turned out they numbered sixteen in all, and three tables had to be joined so they could eat together. It was definitely a different vibe from previous shows when the production was bigger, and Shawn might not even meet most of the folks who’d worked to make it possible. 
 
   They were a raucous group, eating and drinking almost until the restaurant closed. But instead of stumbling away drunk with women they barely knew, this time a couple guys brought along their girlfriends or wives. Riley chatted with some of them throughout the meal and even exchanged pecks on the cheek before she and Shawn headed for their car. They almost hadn’t spoken at all during dinner, but she kept her hand firmly on his thigh, or carelessly rubbed the back of his neck as she chatted with the other women.
 
   The drive back to the hotel was made in silence, Riley resting against his chest and looking out the window. In the suite, she kicked off her sandals, removed her belt, and peeled off her dress, stepping out of it and heading straight for bed, crawling across it on hands and knees. Shawn’s eyes widened in surprise. No underwear. Had he known that, he wouldn’t have been able to concentrate all night and would definitely have suggested they head for the hotel much earlier.
 
   “Don’t even think about it,” Riley said without even looking back at him. “I’m still sore from this morning and exhausted.”
 
   Shawn laughed. “I didn’t say anything!”
 
   “You don’t have to,” she pulled back the covers and crawled under them, hugging the pillow to her chest. “I know you.”
 
   The sun was already high in the sky when he woke up and Riley was on the terrace, typing away like crazy on her laptop. A breakfast tray sat nearby with half-finished juice and a coffee-pot.  
 
   “Hey, what time is it?” he called.  
 
   His voice was hoarse. They’d forgotten to turn off the AC again.
 
   “Hey,” she looked up but barely paused her typing. “Ahm . . . after nine.”
 
   “B didn’t stop by?”
 
   “Not that I noticed.”
 
   Shawn got up and headed for the bathroom. That was unusual. Of course, if Brendan had gone out and found some company for the evening, it was probably to be expected. But even then, for him not to have called or stopped by around eight or so was out of character.
 
   “How long does it take to drive to Richmond?” Riley called.
 
   “Less than three hours.” 
 
   Shawn joined her on the terrace and poured himself a cup of coffee. He didn’t like coffee, but he needed something warm for his throat pronto if he was going to be 100% for the show tonight.
 
   “I’ll order you some tea,” Riley said still not looking up. “And a full breakfast. You hungry?”
 
   “Yeah. I wonder where B’s at.”
 
   “Call him while I order.”
 
   She got up and went in, while Shawn reached for his cell phone and dialed Brendan’s number. It rang three times before it was forwarded to voicemail.  
 
   “We have a sound check around three,” Shawn said, almost to himself. “I know he’d want to get out of here around ten.”
 
   What’s that?” Riley stuck her head back out onto the terrace, a hand over the mouthpiece of the telephone.  
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “Are you anxious about Brendan?” she grinned. “That’s so cute.”
 
   Just as he leaned back, there was a knock on the door and then Riley was opening it up and greeting Brendan. 
 
   “Hey man, what’s up?” Shawn asked him. “I just called you.”
 
   “I’ve been on the line all morning,” Brendan said quickly, twirling his phone around his fingers like a baton. “We got a press conference in half an hour.”
 
   Shawn sat upright. “Press conference? What for?”
 
   “The grand jury. They refused to return an indictment.”
 
   “What?” Riley came out to join them.
 
   “It’s over,” Brendan nodded. “Doug found out late Friday and wanted to confirm. He called last night but none of us answered. He finally got me this morning.”
 
   Brendan kept talking, but Shawn heard almost none of what he said. It was too good to be true. It couldn’t be true. It was over. The cloud over his head that had been there for so long, he almost didn’t notice it anymore, was gone. And what he saw instead—the ray of possibilities—was so much brighter than he could possibly deserve.
 
   Brendan’s lips were still moving, and he could feel Riley’s arms wrapped about his neck and the dampness of her tears on his shoulder, but all he could think was thank you, thank you, thank you. 
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[bookmark: _Toc335582267]Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   He couldn’t help it. He sometimes thought about what he would do if he ran into her somewhere. What did you do, what did you say to someone who’d tried to ruin your life? Steal from you everything that was good? It had been well over four months since the grand jury refused to indict and things had only gotten better since then. But every once in awhile, he wondered, what if? More often though, he looked at his life as it was now and thought about how it bore no resemblance to how it had been. And that was fine by him. Just fine.
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   Riley was reclining on the sofa, her feet up and resting on his lap. They were watching the Music Video Awards on television, having decided at the last minute not to make the trip out to California. Brendan was pissed, of course, but Riley had a work thing she couldn’t get out of and when he thought about it, Shawn decided he wasn’t that excited about the event anyway.  
 
   In a couple months, his new CD “Phoenix” was due to drop, so of course, B and the label thought it was a big wasted opportunity. But he understood the art of appearing elusive and knew his absence was more intriguing to his fans than yet another shot of him sitting in the audience in a designer suit, or onstage performing rhymes they’d heard a million times before. Let folks wonder where he was for a change.
 
   Lately, the ‘wondering’ had begun to include Riley as well. The interest she’d generated since Darnell’s article was something she was just beginning to take in stride—mostly by ignoring it. Shawn was still having a hard time getting used to it himself. Seeing paparazzi shots of her every once in awhile still got under his skin. The idea that someone was, unbeknownst to her, taking his wife’s picture while she was having lunch with Tracy or walking from the subway to work made him want to jump out of his skin. But she was so different from what they expected a rapper’s wife to be that he understood why the curiosity persisted well after the controversy that had forced her into the public eye.
 
   The latest scuttlebutt was that she was pregnant. She wasn’t. Not that he hadn’t wondered what that would be like. And Riley hadn’t seemed opposed to the idea either the last time they talked about it.  Some actor’s kid was caught with heroin and they wound up discussing whether they thought city kids or suburban kids were better adjusted. Not surprisingly, she wanted their kids to be raised in the city while he preferred the suburbs. 
 
   Riley pointed out that he felt that way mostly because he’d grown up without money in a city which was a very different experience from that which any kid of theirs would have. It was true, he tended to forget that they had more than enough money to insulate their kids from the worst parts of the city, and gain them access to all the good. 
 
   Still, the conversation had sparked something in him and even though neither of them acknowledged it, it was the beginnings of an idea between them that they might soon think about becoming parents. He was starting to relish the thought of seeing Riley’s body change, grow and swell with a baby they made together. It would be a good thing.
 
   Shawn glanced over at her, engrossed in the program, with her head tilted to one side so that her hair hung in a coiled mass, partially obscuring her face. It was almost shoulder-length now, kinky, and curly and soft and wiry all at once. It suited her. The tomboy was all but gone, even though she still occasionally broke out her cargo jeans and white tanks. She said she’d just gotten sick of seeing pictures of herself in the paper walking around looking like a housepainter. He loved lacing his fingers through her hair, tugging it gently but firmly when they were making love, and watching her neck arch backward in response.
 
   “Look, there’s Chris,” she said now, sitting up.
 
   Once again Chris had chosen an all-white ensemble, including his signature baseball cap. When he’d just started out, Shawn remembered Chris schooling him on what to wear for television, telling him that in a crowd, white was a surefire way to get on camera. He probably wanted to draw attention because his newest protégés were with him.
 
   “I think his shoes are white too,” Riley said drily. “Interesting.”
 
   “I should send him a text telling him he looks like an ice cream cone,” Shawn said, grinning.
 
   “That’s mean. Don’t do that,” Riley said. “He looks fine. Can’t say the same for Mike and Darryl though. A little overkill on the jewelry.”
 
   Mike and Darryl made their entrance along with Chris, dressed in ridiculously oversized jeans, with studded belts, and draped in gold rope chains circa 1985. They seemed to have color-coordinated their shirts, with Mike wearing black, red and white with more black than red, and Darryl wearing the same colors with red as the dominant color. They were practically bursting with undisguised pride as they strutted down to their seats next to Chris, who was of course seated in the front row reserved for recording industry heavy hitters. 
 
   For a fledgling rap group, this was one hell of an introduction. But it wasn’t surprising given the numbers they were posting. Their debut CD was number one on the charts and their initially low-budget music videos were being re-made to reflect their new status. Last summer, Shawn would have panicked at their success. Hell, he remembered what he’d felt anticipating just this moment in time, when they would be the young guns that everyone wanted a piece of. Now he had no reaction whatsoever.
 
   Well, no reaction wasn’t completely accurate. Actually, his feeling was, “more power to ‘em.” They were in for a hell of a ride if they managed to hold on. As for him, his place in hip-hop felt more assured or maybe he just felt more self-assured. There was more he wanted to hold onto besides his career and he had that with him right here. And ultimately, Brendan had been right about him having a niche that remained unaffected by Glock’s success. They were running on a parallel track, but not gaining on him. He could remain attentive to his success and alert to theirs, but not skittish or spooked by it.
 
   Cameron Cole on the other hand, probably didn’t feel the same way if the look on his face was any indication. Sitting a couple seats down from Mike and Darryl, the camera caught a look of exasperation just as they made their entrance. Word on the street was that he’d moved his own CD release date for fear of having them break his streak of debuting at number one five times in a row.
 
   “This might’ve been fun,” Riley said almost under her breath. “Tracy is so annoyed we decided not to go.”
 
   “Take her next year.”
 
   “Or to the Grammys this year.”
 
   “You would go to the Grammys,” Shawn tugged on her big toe.
 
   “Well, you missed this for me, so it’s only fair,” she said.
 
   “I didn’t care that we missed it,” he admitted.
 
   “Well yeah, but it’s your work, so we’ll go to the Grammys.”
 
   “Deal.”
 
   The show ran well into the evening, about two hours longer than Shawn’s interest, but he did win an award in absentia. Neither he nor Riley commented on the fact that Keisha was in the winning video.
 
   They were in bed with the lights off, their limbs intertwined, drifting very close to sleep when Riley spoke.
 
   “I got tickets to the TriBeCa Film Festival,” she said. “And even to the opening party at MoMA.”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “You know they only sent them to me because of you.”
 
   “I doubt it.”
 
   “Oh Shawn, please. Why would I ever get sent tickets to TriBeCa?”
 
   “Because you’re a great writer. And you won an award for that slumlord piece. I never got tickets to the TriBeCa Film Festival in my life,” Shawn assured her. “And in case you’re wondering, I didn’t ask for them just to fake you out.”
 
   Riley was quiet for a moment. “You really think they sent them to me because of my work?”
 
   “Yeah, I do. You’re good. And now that you’re back in the swing of things at work . . .”
 
   “I’ve been thinking about that,” she said quietly.
 
   “About what?”
 
   “Leaving Power to the People.”
 
   Shawn waited. It was no secret he would love it if she didn’t work. But as far as he knew, she didn’t want that, and would never be happy being a professional wife.
 
   “I was thinking of using, you know, some of the money you gave me when we got married. And starting a literary journal. For African-American literary writers and social thinkers.”
 
   “Really?” Shawn sat up and turned on the bedside light.
 
   “Yeah. I mean, if I invested some, and got other investors at about one hundred grand apiece . . .”
 
   “I think that’s a cool idea,” he interrupted.
 
   “You do?” she asked, sitting up herself.
 
   “Yeah. You should do it.”
 
   “Shawn, if you’re thinking it would mean I have more time, I should warn you. It might mean less time. I’d have to do lots of meetings and research, and making sure I know what I’m doing, and . . .”
 
   He kissed her to shut her up.
 
   “If it’s what you want, you should do it,” he said when he pulled away. “Don’t talk yourself out of it, just do it.”
 
   “It would be complicated. I don’t know a whole lot about getting something like this off the ground.”
 
   “So find out. Find people who do know about it.”
 
   “That’s my thought,” Riley said almost shyly. “But the initial outlay. It’s a big chunk of change.”
 
   “And you have it. So . . .” Shawn shrugged.
 
   “If it doesn’t work, it could be an expensive mistake.”
 
   “But it would be a bigger mistake not to try, right?”
 
   “Right,” she nodded.
 
   “Okay?” he grinned.
 
   “Yeah,” she said, firmly now. “I’ll do it.”
 
   Shawn leaned back again, arms folded, a grin spreading across his face.
 
   “What?” Riley asked. “Tell me.”
 
   “It’s just,” he shook his head. “This is the first time I’ve felt like I gave you something you really, really want.”
 
   She placed a hand on the side of his face and leaned in to kiss him fleetingly at the corner of his mouth.
 
   “No it’s not,” she said quietly. “Every day. I get what I want from you every single day.”
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   The sound of the tires against the wet pavement as they sped down I-95 was soothing, and Riley had to fight off the urge to sleep. Not that Shawn would have noticed. Since they’d left New York, heading for his cousin’s house in Baltimore, he’d had very little to say and hadn’t even turned on music, as was his habit. The suggestion that they go to visit his grandmother had come out of the blue, and Riley had pounced on it before he had a chance to retract. His life in DC and Baltimore, and his family there, were the only big question marks left in their relationship. Of course, none of his family had attended the wedding. And it had occasionally rankled her that his periodic trips to see his grandmother were taken without her, and that he never seemed to even consider asking her along.
 
   This time the invitation had been offered almost as though it was an afterthought, but she could tell it was the product of careful deliberation. It had clearly taken more for him to do this than it had for him to give her power of attorney and control over all his assets when they both feared he might go to prison.  
 
   God, how it bugged her when she listened to him talking to Chris or Jodi about Baltimore! They had all these inside jokes and made veiled references to people and incidents she had no knowledge about. She didn’t want there to be any part of him that she was not privy to. Especially not if they were parts to which others had been allowed access. Jodi was becoming somewhat of a friend, but there was always the unspoken undercurrent between them of her persistent feelings for Shawn. 
 
   Once in awhile, Riley caught her looking at him when she thought no one noticed. And the expression in her eyes was so warm and intimate Riley was almost embarrassed to have caught her at it. She was still in love with Shawn, it was clear. And so she could be forgiven for occasionally exploiting the information she’d gained from her prior claim to him, and for making Riley feel like an outsider in the process. Shawn, of course, was sweetly ignorant of this dynamic, as most men would be.  
 
   So she couldn’t sleep. She had to experience every moment of this trip. She would build her own history with Shawn, and make it clear to all who had come before her—and who would attempt to come after her— that he was hers alone.
 
   “D’you want to stop?” The unexpected sound of his voice, loud in the vacuum of the car caused her to jump. “To go to the bathroom or get something to eat?”
 
   Riley glanced at the time. It was only just seven-thirty. They’d been on the road for an hour and were only just hitting the Jersey Turnpike. She could hold out until Delaware at least.
 
   “No, let’s keep going. How ‘bout you? You want to stop?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “What time do you think we’ll get there?”
 
   “Probably around ten or so.”
 
   Riley looked down at her camouflage pant and Henley shirt. “I think I’ll want to change before we get there.”
 
   Shawn glanced at her. “What for?”
 
   “I look like crap. I practically rolled out of bed.”
 
   “You look fine,” he reached over and tugged at a strand of her hair. 
 
   “All the same, I think I might want a shirt that doesn’t have a coffee stain on the front of it.”
 
   “No one’s going to notice or care but if you want to change, we’ll stop.”
 
   Pulling into Baltimore was every bit as nerve-wracking as standing in front of the judge at City Hall and saying the words that made them husband and wife. Riley’s heart pounded in her chest as Shawn eased the car through the burnt out neighborhoods on the edge of the city and into historic Fell’s Point. The outskirts seemed trendy rather than family-oriented and Riley was at first surprised that Shawn would have chosen such a place for his grandmother.
 
   But as they got further in, it was evident that it was an old-style neighborhood, where their sports car drew curious gazes from people standing in front of their houses, or at the corner taquerias. They pulled up in front of a modest Federal-style, red brick row house, where surprisingly, there was ample parking to be had. There were periwinkle blue shutters, and flowerboxes in the windows through which Riley could see gauzy floral curtain panels. Shawn took a deep breath as he parked and turned to her.
 
   “She won’t know who I am probably,” he said. “Sometimes she does, but you never know.”
 
   “Okay. I’m just happy to meet her finally.”
 
   “Just . . . don’t expect too much. She might not even speak.”
 
   Riley nodded. Her heart rate slowed to an almost normal pace when she realized how nervous he was. For the first time, she took note of what he was wearing. A plain white button-down with white t-shirt, tucked into khakis and a pair of brown dress shoes. The kind of outfit all good grandsons might choose to visit their grandmother on a Sunday morning.
 
   Shawn had barely knocked before his cousin Shonda answered the door. She was a tall, thin woman, with the same burnished gold complexion and chestnut eyes. Her hair, almost auburn in color, was pulled back at the nape of her neck, and she wore a dark blue shirtdress and low-heeled black pumps.
 
   “Kendall,” she said, hugging Shawn with feeling. “You got here just in time. We just made it back from church.”
 
   Shawn hugged her back and let her hold him for a few moments before gently extricating himself and turning to Riley.
 
   “This is my wife,” he said. “Riley. Riley, this is my cousin, Shonda.”
 
   Shonda turned her attention to Riley and took her in for a moment before breaking out into a wide, warm smile and opening her arms.
 
   “You are so much prettier in person,” she said.
 
   “Thank you,” Riley leaned in to receive the embrace. Shonda smelled like an old scent Riley remembered from her teenage years. 
 
   “I have been just dying to meet you, Shonda continued. “Kendall married? I almost didn’t believe it.”
 
   “C’mon now,” Shawn said good-naturedly. “I was just waiting for the right woman, that’s all.”
 
   “Well, I’m glad you found her. I was worried about you being alone as an old man flying around the world with a bunch of hoochies that wanted your money.”
 
   “Shonda, where’s Grandma?” Shawn interrupted.
 
   “Oh! Come in! That’s triflin’, having y’all standing on the doorstep like this.”
 
   The interior was impeccably kept, with the foyer and sitting room decorated, with museum-like precision, with furniture that was period-appropriate for the house. On the mantel over the fireplace were five trophies that it took Riley only a moment to recognize—Shawn’s Grammys and other music awards. Displayed on the walls along the stairwell were framed album covers and various clippings of his professional accomplishments.
 
   “I don’t have any kids,” Shonda explained, noticing as Riley took it all in. “So Kendall’s my baby.” She touched his face. “Even though we just fifteen years apart.”
 
   Shawn was already on his way up the stairs and Riley waited uncertainly at the bottom until halfway up he turned and extended a hand to her. She followed and took his hand on the ascent.
 
   “I just got her changed into her housedress,” Shonda called up after them. “She’s lying down but should still be awake. I’ll be up right quick with her tea.”
 
   Apart from a slightly vacant and preoccupied expression, Shawn’s grandmother did not look at all infirm. As they entered the room, the first thing Riley noticed was how well-groomed she was. She’d been expecting the slightly disheveled and addled look that people were accustomed to expecting from Alzheimer’s sufferers but unless you were told, you might have believed you were looking at someone who had simply taken a moment to recline on her bed, daydreaming.  
 
   Like Shonda, she was slender, with a narrow face. Her skin looked as soft and powdery as tissue-paper. She was wearing a light yellow cotton dress and a bed-jacket, and her bare feet were smooth and appeared to have been recently pedicured. Almost completely white, her hair was natural, and styled with two French braids on either side of her head.  
 
   “Her name’s Alma,” Shawn said quietly. “Sometimes she responds to that more than to anything else.”  
 
   He released Riley’s hand and approached his grandmother, slowly as though concerned that she might make a dash for it. A flicker in her eyes said that she was aware of not being alone, but there was no other immediate acknowledgment of their presence.
 
   “Grandma,” Shawn said. “It’s Kendall.”
 
   She didn’t immediately turn toward him, so Shawn sat on the edge of the bed and with such tenderness it brought tears to Riley’s eyes, leaned forward and pressed his cheek against hers. Alma’s eyes closed in response, and she leaned into the contact. Shawn smiled and raised a hand to stroke her other cheek. They were still sitting like that about five minutes later when Shonda appeared with a tray carrying a teacup and a plate of butter cookies. She set the tray on the bedside table and looked to Riley, barely glancing at Shawn and his grandmother.
 
   “You hungry, sweetie? I have a full breakfast ready downstairs. I know y’all must’ve left at the butt-crack of dawn to get here.”
 
   Riley smiled at the expression but was still mesmerized by Shawn and his grandmother’s embrace. Shonda, for her part, seemed not to notice it at all until she followed Riley’s gaze.
 
   “They don’t always talk much,” she explained. “’Cause we’re not sure what she understands. In words anyway. But she knows when Kendall’s here that someone who loves her to pieces is with her. That’s the important thing.”
 
   Riley nodded her agreement.
 
   “And sometimes I think she gets more than we understand. Like when he was having all that trouble, one time I made the mistake of putting on the television with that on, and boy did Miss Alma cry that day . . .” She shook her head.
 
   Shawn turned and held out a hand to Riley who joined him sitting on the edge of the bed at Alma’s feet.
 
   “Grandma, this is Riley,” Shawn said. “I told you about her, remember? We got married. Riley’s my wife.”
 
   Riley smiled and reached out for Alma’s hand. It was cool and limp. She held it for a moment, waiting for some sign that she recognized she was being touched. There was none. But after a moment, she turned her head ever so slightly in the direction of the tea tray that Shonda had placed nearby.  
 
   “Let me feed her. Y’all go down and get something to eat,” Shonda said with a shooing motion.
 
   Shawn ate with gusto, having come back to life after his contact with his grandmother, almost as though rejuvenated. It was difficult to describe. The change in him was both subtle and dramatic.  
 
   “You think she knows you’re here?” Riley asked, cutting her Canadian bacon.
 
   Shawn nodded. “Yeah.”
 
   “I wish I could have known her. Before.”
 
   “She was full of beans, as they like to say down here. A firecracker.”
 
   “I bet she was. Does this make you sad? The way she is now?”
 
   Shawn chewed thoughtfully. “It used to. Now I’m just happy she’s still here.”
 
   “She’s your touchstone, I can tell.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “You know. The person who centers you. Sets the standards you try to emulate.”
 
   “That’s true.”
 
   “Thank you for bringing me.”
 
   They spent three hours more in Baltimore. Alma fell asleep shortly after her tea and cookies, and so they visited with Shonda awhile. Riley listened eagerly to her stories of Shawn’s teen years, when they still lived in DC and he was uncertain about the future he wanted, or could have. He sounded like most young men—unfocused and overly libidinous—which shouldn’t have been a surprise to Riley but was. Because he was so remarkable to her, she almost expected to hear something incredible about his youth that made it clear he was destined to be a cut above average. But he’d just been a kid who, through a combination of good luck, talent and being in the right place at the right time, had shot into the public eye and been placed on a path that would collide and finally unite with her own.  
 
   After Alma awoke from her nap, Shawn went to spend some time alone with her, and from downstairs, Riley could hear the low hum of his voice. She helped Shonda cut the vegetables that would go into the Sunday dinner she was preparing and waited patiently until he finally descended the stairs and announced that it was time to leave. They hugged and kissed their goodbyes and Shonda waved at them from the front door as they pulled away. They would be home in time for their own dinner, would get to bed at a decent hour and have more than enough time to do the things they always did on a Sunday. The trip would seem like scarcely more than a blip on the radar, but Riley knew better. For her, it meant that her husband had finally let her all the way in.
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   Promoting a CD was no joke. The only close second to the travel schedule was a presidential campaign as far as Shawn could tell. Twenty-six cities in just over thirty days, and very little down-time. And then as summer approached, there would be a full-blown tour. Skipping the Music Awards was one thing, but passing on a summer tour was out of the question, even if it meant not seeing your wife for a month or two. For Memorial Day this coming weekend, he was performing in DC, so Riley was meeting him there and they would have a couple of days together before he hit the road again.
 
   She was as busy as he was, having finally given her notice at Power to the People and begun exploration meetings to see whether she could get her journal off the ground. Hip-hop publications had gotten wind of it, and were starting to refer to them as a “power couple” which she hated. She still liked to think of herself as a starving artist, which Shawn found amusing since the average daily balance in her checking account now exceeded what she used to make in a year; not to mention the other account that had caused her so much anxiety when they first got married.
 
   Shawn turned to gaze out the window at the tarmac as the jet made its smooth, barely perceptible landing. Across from him Brendan gripped the arms of his seat. He hated flying on small aircraft, even if it was outfitted like this one—to look and feel as comfortable as a living room in a Park Avenue apartment. 
 
   “Holy shit,” he said out loud now. “I can’t remember what city we’re in.”
 
   As if on cue, the pilot announced their arrival in Nashville, and Shawn yawned. Dirty South. The south was always more raucous than most places—the groupies down here dressed and acted like strippers, hanging around the hotel and near the underground entrances to the venues. It made him tired thinking about it. He yawned again.
 
   “What’s on the agenda today?” he asked Brendan who was just beginning to relax as the jet slowed.
 
   “Radio, industry press. And your mother-in-law’s in town because she has something at Vanderbilt, so you’re having dinner with her.”
 
   Shawn sat up. “Good. That’s something to look forward to. For a change.”
 
   Lorna was waiting for him in the restaurant when he arrived later that evening. She was wearing a cream pantsuit, and looking like every bit the university professor. He almost didn’t recognize her. She stood as he came toward her and held out both her hands, presenting him a cheek and kissing his own, lookin every bit as happy to see him as he was to see her. The restaurant was a barbecue joint that Brendan had suggested because it had been written up in national press as one of the area’s best, and because it was just the kind of unpretentious place where they wouldn’t be bothered.
 
   “You’re going to get sauce all over that outfit,” Shawn said spreading his napkin on his lap. “You know that right?”
 
   Lorna laughed. “Who cares? I’m ready to throw down. I am starving.”
 
   “Then let’s get to it.” 
 
   Shawn scanned the menu and quickly settled on a special that had samples of just about every kind of barbecued meat—kielbasa, beef ribs, pulled pork, and chicken. Along with the side of cornbread and baked beans, he would be good to go for hours. When they’d placed their orders, including a pitcher of beer, Lorna leaned forward and patted Shawn on the side of the face affectionately, the way she always did when she saw him after a long time.
 
   “You look good,” she said. “A little tired, but good.”
 
   “I’m a lot tired,” he said.
 
   “Well, you could always take some time off,” she said breezily.
 
   Shawn laughed. “I did that, remember?”
 
   “Oh Shawn, that doesn’t count,” Lorna said. “You were fighting for your life then. It was hardly restful.”
 
   “Yeah . . . true.”
 
   “Anyway, just a thought. Tell me what’s going on. How’s work?”
 
   “It’s going. I see Riley this weekend, so . . .” he trailed off.
 
   Lorna smiled. “That’s funny.”
 
   “What is?”
 
   “I asked you about work and you said: I see Riley this weekend.”
 
   “I don’t like being away from her,” he shrugged. “But I have a CD to promote.” Shawn took a sip of his water.  
 
   “Of course. And business commitments are important to keep.”
 
   “This summer Riley’s coming with me for the European and Asian legs of the tour,” he said. 
 
   He sounded defensive even to his own ears, answering an objection she hadn’t even voiced. In fact, Lorna was probably more understanding of his having to be away from Riley than he was.
 
   She shrugged. “Good. She’s always wanted to go to Asia.”
 
   “You could come too,” he offered.
 
   “I write my best stuff in the summer,” Lorna demurred. “But thank you.”
 
   “So what’re you up to in Nashville?”
 
   “Lecture series at Vanderbilt.”
 
   The waitress brought over their cornbread, so they were distracted for a few minutes breaking off chunks of the warm, grainy dough.
 
   “I actually got a couple of questions about you,” Lorna continued. “And I shot them down right away. And in merciless fashion, I might add.”
 
   “You must be sick of that right about now. Talking about me.”
 
   “No. I just want to permit you to speak for yourself, that’s all. Tell your own story. Don’t forget my offer. To do a guest lecture at the college.”
 
   “I didn’t forget.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   The food was better than rumored, and Shawn ate well past the point of satiating his hunger, wanting to sample every meat that was placed on the massive cast iron skillet in the center of the table. He and Lorna talked about a lot of things, but not nearly as much about Riley as he would have expected. They’d fallen right back into the comfortable, easy rhythm they’d developed when he’d spent those weeks under her roof last year. He’d missed it; this effortless conversation. 
 
   They talked a lot about a certain young senator from Illinois who might make history if his bid for the presidency was successful. They both thought it was a long-shot, and were amused because Riley was convinced that it was not and planned to volunteer for his campaign.
 
   When the meal was over, Lorna called for the tab and waved away his attempts to pay.
 
   “I’m expensing it,” she explained, impatiently.
 
   “Lemme at least take you back to your hotel,” Shawn said. “I have a driver outside.”
 
   “Works for me. I’d planned on walking the ten blocks but after that meal I’m not sure I can make it to the curb.”
 
   As she climbed out of the SUV at her hotel, Lorna turned one last time.
 
   “Kiss Riley for me. You’ll see her again before I do.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “And get some rest,” she shook a finger at him and was gone.
 
   He felt her absence immediately and leaned back into the plush leather seat. He never rode in the backseat, but had only done so tonight because Lorna was riding with him. Now occupying the expansive space by himself, he felt more than alone. Shawn pulled out his mobile and called home, calculating quickly that at this time, Riley would probably be watching her favorite cable news program, feet up on the four-thousand-dollar coffee table that she had declared a “colossal waste” of money. 
 
   “Hey baby,” she picked up right away, sounding as though her mouth was full. “Where are you?”
 
   “Just left dinner with Lorna.”
 
   “Good. How was she?”
 
   “She looked good.”
 
   “And you? How’re you?”
 
   “A’ight.”
 
   There was a brief silence. “You don’t sound it. Everything okay?”
 
   Shawn took a deep breath. “Just missing home, I guess.”
 
   “I know. I miss you too,” Riley said her voice lower. “We’ll see each other this weekend though.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “But you want to come home, don’t you?” she asked. “Not just see me, but come home?”
 
   Yes, that was what he wanted. His own place, his own bed. The smells, the sounds, the rhythms of his life that he had become accustomed to when he’d had no choice but to slow down. He wanted to know what Riley’s meetings had been today, and how they’d gone. He wanted to know whether she wore her hair up or down when she left home that morning, whether the entrance to Central Park that was opposite their building had been reopened, and whether the pigeons that lived in the turrets had been removed as the management company had promised.  
 
   All of these things—admittedly little things—were the landscape of his life. And he didn’t like being away from them anymore. Not for this much time.
 
   “I’m just tired,” he said finally. “Tomorrow I’ll be a’ight.”
 
   “So you’re there for how long?” Riley asked.
 
   “I have a show tomorrow night, and then we leave the next morning for Memphis.”
 
   “I want you to try to get some sleep, then,” Riley said. “Some good, restful sleep, okay?”
 
   “I'll try,” Shawn said. 
 
   What he didn't say was that sleep was much harder to summon without her next to him; he’d been spoiled for any way to drift off other than to the sensation of her fingers, lightly caressing the back of his neck.
 
    
 
   g
 
    
 
    
 
   The next morning was back-to-back meetings and appearances. He hit four radio stations before ten a.m. and before two p.m. had three photo-ops and a high school anti-drug rally. The high school was Brendan’s idea because he had the notion that Shawn needed to rehabilitate his image among the parents of school-aged fans because of the whole Keisha mess.  
 
   Unfortunately, high school crowds were hard to control and he was mobbed getting out of the SUV. It took a half hour to clear the kids, and then another fifteen minutes to get him into the auditorium. It was only when he was headed to the next gig that he realized a pocket had been ripped from the rear of his jeans and his shirt torn at the sleeve.
 
   “How much time have I got?” he asked Brendan. “I need to change.”
 
   “You have  . . .” Brendan glanced at his watch, “. . . forty-five minutes. But don’t take that long.”
 
   “Any chance I can cancel?”
 
   “Nope. Not only does it make you look bad, it makes me look bad,” Brendan said. “And I’m not about to look bad.”  
 
   He was answering email on his Blackberry and didn’t even look up.
 
   “Remind me of what it is again?”
 
   “Shawn, Brendan looked up, exasperated. “For the hundredth time, it’s a fifteen-minute segment with a local television station.”
 
   “Shit, man. I can’t keep all this crap straight. That’s what your ass is here for.”
 
   Brendan shook his head but said nothing.
 
   He refused to run when he got to the hotel. He would take his time changing. So what if he was late for the interview? This was Nashville. Country music was king here. No one gave a rat’s ass about him. Hell, he doubted the show tonight was even sold out. He’d asked Brendan for the numbers about six times and every time there was an excuse he didn’t get it. That was probably Brendan’s way of protecting his ego before his performance which would be cool, if he gave a crap right now.
 
   As soon as he opened the door to the suite, he heard the water. The shower was running. It took only a moment to process that the cleaning cart wasn’t outside, and the door had been locked. Grinning, he headed for the bathroom and shoved open the door. Just then, the water stopped and Riley stepped out, dripping wet, and reaching for a towel. She shrieked when she caught sight of him.
 
   “Oh my god, you scared me!” she said placing a hand over her heart.  
 
   The towel had fallen to the floor, so she was completely naked before him, her hair in wet ringlets and falling about her face. She knelt to retrieve the towel just as he was doing the same and they hugged, holding each other silently and for a long time.
 
   “What’re you doing here?” he asked.
 
   “Is it okay I came?”
 
   Shawn looked at her and Riley laughed.
 
   “I didn’t like how you sounded last night,” she explained. “And I could tell what you were thinking. About ditching everything and coming home. So I thought maybe I should just come to you.”
 
   “I’m glad you did,” Shawn said quietly. 
 
   They’d come a long way from the days when she used to ask him what he was thinking all the time. Now, she understood even the things he didn’t say.
 
   “I had this whole elaborate plan for surprising you and you ruined it,” she mock-pouted as headed into the walk-in closet. 
 
   By the time Riley re-emerged dressed in jeans and a blue tank, he remembered why he’d come to the suite in the first place.
 
   “Shit. I have an interview in about a half hour,” he said heading for the closet himself. “Brendan’s waiting out front.”
 
   “Can you be a little late?” she asked.
 
   Shawn grinned at her. “Why? You have something in mind?”
 
   She peeled her tank off again. She wasn’t wearing a bra. Shawn stared at her breasts. 
 
   God, she was perfect.
 
   “Maybe. Do you?”
 
   Shawn backed her into the bedroom until she fell backwards onto the king-size bed. He peeled his shirt over his head and began working on his belt when his phone rang.
 
   Riley laughed. “Uh oh. Brendan’s spidey sense is telling him that you plan to leave him hanging.”
 
   “Better him than you,” Shawn said, continuing to work on his belt. 
 
   Riley raised herself up onto her knees and stopped him, re-fastening his belt buckle.
 
   “No. Go ahead and do your interview. I’ll see you when you get back later.”
 
   He hesitated, drinking her in with his eyes; his wife, his everything. 
 
   “You sure?” he asked.
 
   “Of course I’m sure, Shawn,” she said, her hand soft on the side of his face. “I’m not going anywhere.”
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