Chapter 1

It was a beautiful spring Saturday in the middle of April and the soft breeze gave the evening calmness as footprints set across the sky. Kayla was sitting on the porch of the three-bedroom house she was renting about ten minutes away from her mom’s home. She decided to move back to her hometown in order for her and her son Nicholas, who was now four, to be closer to her family. She had gotten a job at the Fairview Medical Hospital as a licensed practical nurse. In the fall, she was planning to enroll in the graduate nursing program to become a registered nurse and perhaps even pursue her PhD. Things seemed to be looking up for her financially and career wise, but Kayla was having an entirely different experience with her personal life.


 Kayla found herself feeling frustrated. She could not believe she had gotten involved in another relationship after promising herself she would slow down. It was already close to five in the evening and she had spent the day arguing.  It was Kayla’s first full day she had off in two months and her new boyfriend, Raymond, wanted to hangout with his friends instead of going somewhere with her. 


“Raymond, you promised on my next day off that we were going to go somewhere special. My mom is watching Nicholas and I just spent two and a half hours getting ready.”


“Kayla, you didn’t tell me you were off today until Tuesday. I had already told you that my cousin may be coming down from Chicago this weekend.”


“Raymond, the keyword is ‘may.’ Do you know how long I have been waiting for a day off?”


“Not as long as I’ve been waiting for my cousin to come down,” Raymond argued.


“You told me your cousin is going to be here all week, Raymond. You know I am working crazy hours at the hospital and-”


“Okay,” he interrupted, “I’ll go and see him for a minute and then take you out.”


After hanging up with Raymond, Kayla felt as if she still had lost the argument. Even though he did agree to take her out, she knew he was going to be acting as if it was something she forced him to do. It almost made her want to call back and say forget it, but she knew that would only start another argument.


It was almost 6:30 and Raymond still had not made it over. Kayla attempted to call him twice, but her calls went straight to his voicemail. Every minute that passed seemed like an hour. Although Raymond was a generally nice fellow, he could be very shallow at times and spoiled. Raymond’s mom was head of her dentistry facility and his dad was a retired college coach and owned a landscaping company, so they were in the upper-class ranking.

The only children were Raymond and his sister, Erica, so they pretty much had gotten everything they had ever asked for from their parents. Kayla had actually met Raymond at his mom’s dentist office when she had gone to get her check-up. He had started making jokes about how long it normally took to get back to see the dentist. Of course, Kayla had always been a sucker for a guy who could make her laugh. What made his jokes even more hysterical was when he finally told her the dentist was his mom. Raymond wasn’t the most handsome man she had ever dated, but he was decent looking with hazel eyes and a tall muscular build.


After waiting another hour, Kayla finally decided to take matters into her own hands. It was not as if they had been dating two weeks or so, this was like the fifth month into the relationship. Raymond had done some selfish things in the past, but he had never cut off his phone so that she wouldn’t be able to reach him. As she got into the car, all types of thoughts had begun to entertain her mind. She thought that maybe he had been in a car accident or would if something happened to someone in his family.

 At that moment, a very different thought came to her mind. What if Raymond’s so-called cousin was actually an out-of-town fling?


Raymond lived with his parents, so she couldn’t just up and knock on the door whenever she felt like it. The last thing she wanted was to have his mom and dad in their business. Raymond’s house was set back a distance from street view and the driveway was long. Kayla knew she couldn’t speed by and see if Raymond’s car was there, because they lived off a dead-end street.

She decided she would park on the corner of the main road and Raymond’s street, then get out and walk. After rounding the corner, she noticed there were about thirty cars parked in the driveway. There wasn’t anyone out front; therefore, the celebration must have been inside or out back in their private pool house. 


Kayla cut through the patch of perfectly trimmed bushes that lined the driveway. By the time she was near the center of the cars, she noticed a car up front that resembled Raymond’s silver mustang. She assumed it had to have been Raymond’s car. As she turned around and headed back towards her car, she couldn’t help but wonder why Raymond did not invite her to the celebration. She had already met his parents, his aunts, and a few of his cousins, not to mention, both grandparents. Even more, she and Raymond’s snobbish sister were now getting along. As thoughts began to entertain her mind again, Kayla found herself interrupted by a familiar voice.


“Hey, Kayla, what are you doing out here and where is Raymond?

Kayla could feel her heart beating a thousand times per minute. She didn’t know how to respond to the question. She turned around and faced Mr. Jenson, Raymond’s father.


“S…Sir?” she stammered.


“Did Raymond go in the house?” he asked.


“Oh, I’m just getting here,” she responded trying to dodge any other direct questions. It appeared that Mr. Jenson had been drinking, so she assumed short answers would be best.


“He would have his woman to walk up here by herself, come around here sweetheart,” he said as he motioned her to follow him around back. 


“I don’t know what I’m going to do with that son of mine,” he said as he continued to ramble, “if its not one thing it’s another.” 


At that point, she knew Mr. Jenson had been drinking heavily because she could smell the aroma of cologne and whisky through his skin. As they walked and made small talk towards the back, Kayla noticed that Mr. Jenson continuously reached in his pocket while looking back towards the car. Paying close attention to his awkwardness, she began to wonder the reason of him hanging out by the cars alone. He had to have been out there for a while because she did not see anyone coming out from the back when she first peeked around the corner. As they opened the door to the fenced-in backyard, Mr. Jenson looked at Kayla with an unsettling expression.


“You know,” he started, “people usually reveal themselves way before they ever look in the mirror.” 


Kayla did not know who he was referring to or what to expect. 

Kayla followed Mr. Jenson over to the section where there were familiar faces. She noticed Erica on the opposite side talking to a group of females. She cut her eyes and waved at Kayla while continuing to chat with the others.


“Hey, everybody, look who I found!” Mr. Jenson contentedly yelled, walking her into the crowd. It was very strange how he just changed his demeanor within twenty seconds.


“Hello Kayla,” Mrs. Jenson smiled as she walked forward to give her a hug. Mrs. Jenson was wearing a tan khaki dress that complemented her short, medium build and highlighted hair. Even though she was turning forty-
four, she still looked as stunning as if she was in her early thirties and she always kept up with the latest trends. She was totally opposite of Mr. Jenson who was tall, plain looking, and for the most part, wore Dickies and Polo shirts daily.


“Raymond said he was on his way to get you, but I understand, he procrastinates like his father,” she joked. 


“I reckon,” Kayla said apprehensively. She glanced over at Mr. Jenson who did not seem amused by his wife’s comment.


“Well, Kayla, you know when you’re here, you’re home, so treat yourself to the food in the kitchen and drinks are over by the bar.”


Once Mrs. Jenson smiled and walked off, Kayla sat down while noticing Mr. Jenson staring intensely at his wife. 

He was acting particularly strange and making her feel uncomfortable. He finally got up and disappeared toward the front. She finally looked down at her phone and saw that Raymond had not called. How was Raymond on his way to pick her up when he hadn’t even called to tell her he was on his way?


About thirty minutes went by and there was still no sign of Raymond. Kayla continued to mingle with a few of Raymond’s cousins while having a few cocktails. Just as she was finishing her fourth drink, Erica walked her way with a handsome gentleman by her side.


“Hey, Kayla, are you enjoying the party?” Erica asked.


“Yeah, I think it’s nice. It is always good to be around good people and good food,” Kayla responded.


“Excuse my manners, Kayla; this is my good friend Bryan.”


“Hello, Kayla, how are you?” Bryan asked as he reached out his hand to finalize the introduction. 


“I’m good, can’t complain,” Kayla responded smiling as she embraced his gesture. He was even more handsome up close. He had a brown paper-bag skin tone, a low haircut with waves that would make anyone sea sick, and his smile had Kayla secretly melting. 


“I could get you another drink if you would like me to,” he offered.


“That sounds good.” She started to wonder, is this man trying to flirt on the sly or is he just being nice.


“Girl, you are going to be toasted by the time my brother gets here, speaking of which, where is he anyway?”


“You know how your brother is sometimes.” Kayla decided to keep her answer vague. She couldn’t determine if she was sensing a little hostility from Erica since her guy had offered to get Kayla a drink or if she was trying to go somewhere else with that question. 


“So, where is your son?” 


“Why? Do you want to keep him?” Kayla knew that Erica was trying to start something, because she had never asked about Nicholas before. As matter of fact, when Kayla and Raymond first started dating, she told Raymond he should not hook up with a woman who had a child.


“What? I can’t ask about my soon to be nephew?” she giggled.


“I think you need to stop while you’re ahead,” Kayla sternly stated.


“Ladies, let’s depart,” Bryan intervened while escorting Erica away, “and I still got that drink coming up for you, Kayla.”


Had this tramp lost her mind Kayla wondered? The old her would have went clean off on her ass. She thought she and Erica had reconciled, but it seemed as if every time Kayla would get to know someone Erica cared about, Erica would get insecure. Erica was cute with a nice figure, college student, no kids, and even had her own little crib, so Kayla could not understand where the jealousy was coming from.


About fifteen minutes had passed by, so Kayla was about to get up and get her own drink.

 Before she could, Bryan came around the corner with two drinks in his hands. Raymond was lucky that she was really into him because Bryan was almost irresistible. 


“Just as I promised, Ms. Kayla,” he said smiling.


“I really do appreciate it and I’m sorry you had to see the serious side of me after only three minutes of meeting me,” she joked.


“It’s all good. I like people that are themselves around anyone. It kind of eliminates false images that people sometime portray. So, I take it you’re Raymond’s girl, right?”


“Yeah, we’ve been trying to push it through,” she sighed as she took a gulp of the martini that was in her hand.


“It hasn’t been that hard has it?” he asked as he was laughing at Kayla’s gesture.


“Not really, but…I don’t know. These days you never know what to expect.” The fact that he was Erica’s friend and she did not know this guy very well made her resist the temptation to open up to him. 


“Well,” he said discretely pointing to the phone that was in her hand, “if you ever want to talk you can call me at this number, 555-7171.” 


After giving her his number, he instantly got up and left from the sitting area. Kayla wasn’t sure if she should put his number in her phone.

She thought that maybe it could have been a scheme that Erica created in order to break up her and Raymond. Besides, she figured it would be an easy number to remember if she did decide to call it.


Kayla had now been at the party over an hour and still no sign of Raymond. She took her final sip as she got ready to get up and head towards Raymond’s mom to tell her goodnight. Just as she was picking up her purse, Bryan came over.


“I know you’re not leaving this early,” he joked.


“Yeah, I think it’s time for me to call it a night, besides, I’m sure my baby boy misses me.”


“How old is your son?”


“He just turned five this year,” she responded.


“That’s what’s up. I can dig that. You’re not going to wait on Raymond?” he asked suspiciously.


“No, I guess he’ll come by my crib later on if he isn’t too drunk or what not.”


“Speaking of the devil, there he is right there,” Bryan said pointing towards Raymond. 


“Where?” she questioned as she attempted to look through the small crowd of people. Kayla turned to follow the direction of where Bryan, who was now looking at her in awe, had pointed; she noticed the room had suddenly grown quiet. She moved passed the crowd toward Raymond only to see him standing there with another woman under his arm.
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