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Beware the fury of a patient woman, for her silence is the calm before the storm, and her actions carry the weight of revenge.




Prologue

Ink

The dark overcast sky mirrored the heaviness that settled within me, a foreboding omen of the day’s proceedings. Peering out from the tinted windows of the bulletproof Escalade SUV, I gazed at the throngs of people gathered near the entrance of the courthouse. The sight of raised cameras and microphones created a ripple of anticipation throughout the crowd, their attention solely focused on me: a man they deemed to be a murderous monster.

Déjà vu washed over me like a wave crashing against the shore with a vengeance. Once again, I was the most hated man in the world, facing the death penalty for a crime I never committed. The only difference was that this time, I wasn’t the sole defendant.

“There’s Sage,” Dejah remarked from beside me, her voice loaded with a mixture of relief and apprehension. “It’s good she’s going in first. The press will be obsessed with her and then we can ease in right behind without being noticed.”

Leaning closer to the window, I followed her gaze towards the front of the courthouse. The crowd seemed to part in reverence as Sage, accompanied by her entourage of bodyguards and legal team, strode through their midst. She exuded an air of regality, almost angelic in her pristine white attire contrasting the image the media had painted of her as a deranged sociopath. It wasn’t unlike the image I had of her.

Sage was a master of manipulation, a cunning and ruthless woman who always seemed to be one step ahead of everyone else, her true intentions veiled by beauty and intelligence. She usually won someone over with one of these two characteristics, and it didn’t take her long to do it.

“She looks so pure,” Dejah murmured, a tinge of admiration coloring her voice.

Frowning, I turned to my wife, Sage, who had seemingly chosen to wear a costume of madness for the occasion. Then, my gaze returned to Dejah, her eyes glazed with dreamy admiration. It was a reminder that people often saw what they wanted to see, blind to the truth that lay beneath the surface.

“She’s definitely up to something.” Dejah voiced my own thoughts, her words a mirror of my concerns. “Nothing Sage does is coincidental or accidental. She’s making a statement by wearing all that white.”

I clenched my teeth, my resentment towards Sage surging to the surface. Though there was no one on Earth I hated more than her, I had to admit she was the most intelligent and heartless woman I’d ever met. Sage was a breed of woman I’d never come across before, and I hoped to God she’d never cross my path again. She was the type who possessed an almost godlike quality to put a plan in motion and see it to the end, by all means necessary. The only problem being that, currently, every plan she had in mind led to ruining me.

“It’s all a tactic,” Dejah continued. “She’s fully aware of the commentary surrounding her, the portrayal of her as a malignant narcissist. And yet, she dresses in pure white, mocking them, asserting her control over the narrative. She toys with their perceptions, taunting them. That’s one bad bitch.”

A snort escaped me as I contemplated Dejah’s assessment. It was an accurate depiction of Sage’s calculated nature. For five years, I had managed to escape being the focus of her anger, despite making it obvious that I wanted nothing to do with her. But when I fell in love with another woman, everything changed. That was the one betrayal Sage refused to forgive.

“I don’t want to talk about her,” I muttered. “She’s not worth our attention.”

“Actually, she is,” Dejah piped up with a quick reminder. “She’s your codefendant. They think you both committed murder—together. Whatever the ruling is on her is directly tied to you. You should be working with her attorney. You need to know what they are going to use for her defense.”

This time it was me with the reminder. “We already tried that. Her team refuses to cooperate with mine. They said that if I’m as innocent as I claim, I should have no issues with pleading my case,” I explained, bitterness tainting my words as I recalled the fruitless attempts to establish any sort of alliance with Sage’s legal team.

Dejah’s expression twisted with disgust. “And she’s supposed to be your wife. Shouldn’t she be doing everything in her power to help you? You have children together.”

My lips pressed into a tight line as I grappled with the complexity of my relationship with Sage. To the world, she was a loyal and loving wife, a strong and successful businesswoman. But I knew the darkness that lurked within her. The side that was cold, calculating, and sadistic.

“She’s protecting her own interests. Her company, her father’s legacy—it’s all tied to her image,” I explained, my voice tinged with bitterness. “Separating herself from me is a strategic move for this trial. Half the country already believes I murdered my ex-wife. Convincing them I murdered my mistress won’t be a stretch.”

Dejah exhaled heavily, her features contorted with a mix of frustration and disbelief. “It’s unbelievable. She should be standing by your side, fighting for your innocence.”

I pressed my hand against my face, a futile attempt to stave off the weariness that threatened to consume me. Dejah’s perception of Sage was limited to the persona she presented to the world. Like most people, she was caught up by the images Sage presented as a shrewd businesswoman and caring philanthropist who used her money and resources to make a difference in the world. It was a manipulation that she greatly benefitted from.

“We should go in now,” Dejah suggested, her voice firm with determination. “We need to make sure you’re settled before the celebrity guests start arriving.”

The notion of my connections in the entertainment industry risking their own careers to support me would’ve lifted a fraction of the weight off my shoulders. But unlike Dejah, I already knew that it wasn’t happening. I was like a plague to avoid. No one wanted to be associated with me.

“Take a deep breath,” Dejah coached, her fingers deftly fastening the buttons of her suit jacket. “We have a long day ahead but remember what I said. Trust in the system. The evidence will show your innocence. Only a crazy person would want to put an innocent man in prison.”

I didn’t share her views. The faith I once had in the justice system had been shattered. My innocence had been proven once, yet here I stood again, accused of murdering another woman whose only crime was being associated with me.

“Right now, I’d put my faith in anything,” I admitted, my voice laced with resignation.

Pulling my coat tightly around me, I waited as my driver appeared, sheltering me beneath an umbrella. Within moments of stepping out, the chaos erupted. Cameras flashed, voices jeered, and a torrent of insults rained down upon me. The cacophony of anger and disgust was deafening.

In less than an hour, I would face a jury, seated next to my estranged wife, as the prosecutor sought to condemn me to a life behind bars. But this time, Sage was not by my side—she was against me. And as the chaos swirled around me, I couldn’t help but wonder if there would ever be an escape from the prison that had now become my reality.




Chapter 1

Sage

Three Months Earlier

Have you ever witnessed the life drain from someone’s eyes?

It’s a truly mesmerizing sight, a privileged moment, only a few can claim. The transition from vibrant to lifeless, from clarity to emptiness—it’s like watching a captivating magic trick unfold right in front of you.

The eyes, they decay so quickly, did you know? That’s why people rush to close them when someone dies with them open. It’s not for the appearance of peace, as some might think, but to spare everyone the haunting image of white, filmy orbs staring back at them.

“Sage, are you coming?” My husband’s voice filtered through the closed bathroom door, jolting me back to the present.

“Yes!” I called out, my voice carrying through the locked room. “Just give me three minutes to finish getting dressed!”

Silence followed my response—typical. These days, Ink barely said three words to me at a time, if he spoke to me at all. His disdain for me was palpable, though he’d never admit it. Deep down, he wanted a family just as much as I did. And that was the only reason he decided to stay.

Puckering my lips, I leaned over the sink and met my own gaze in the mirror. It was so dim and lifeless. My eyes, once vibrant and full of spark, now resembled faded green bulbs on a neglected Christmas tree. The kind you save for last, using them only to fill in the gaps because they’ve lost their luster.

Sometimes I wondered how I could feel so empty inside while my body continued to carry the weight of life. On most days, I felt hollow. As if someone could scream down my throat, and their voice would echo back, like there was nothing at all inside.

“Sage, c’mon!” Ink’s voice grew impatient, accompanied by insistent knocking on the door. “We need to leave now.”

With a heavy sigh, I quickly finished applying my makeup, hoping it would work enough magic to help me make it through the day.

It was the day that Tamiyah was leaving for boarding school, a decision I deeply regretted having made. But I knew it was the right choice because for me boarding school had been a saving grace when life at home began to feel toxic.

I walked out of my room feeling like I was standing on stilts even though I’d swapped out my heels for tennis shoes. I decided that playing it casual for the day was the perfect choice. Although nearly five years had passed since the day Ink was found innocent of murdering Tami, that did nothing to lower our level of scrutiny. The final judgment on the case only heightened his celebrity status, which was sometimes a good thing and other times bad. It felt like we were always on full display, always being watched and judged. Or maybe that was just the way I felt because Ink was always spying on me.

“It’s about time you joined us. We should’ve left thirty minutes ago,” Ink said sharply as soon as I stepped into the living room.

As always, his eyes were elsewhere—fixed on Jace, our four-year-old. He lavished his attention on our son but barely spared me a glance. I tried to force a smile, but it felt more like a grimace.

“I needed a moment to compose myself,” I replied, struggling to keep my lips from trembling. “Today is tough for me. It’s Miyah’s moving day.”

“It’s a tough day for all of us.” Ink finally looked up, his words dripping with an underlying reproach that spoke volumes about his true feelings. “We’re all making sacrifices, but we agreed it’s for the best.”

I pressed my lips together, holding back the words in my mind. Tamiyah’s departure was going to be hard on everyone, but it cut deepest for me. She was my only ally in the house.

Ink devoted himself to both kids, but when it came to me, his love and affection felt as cold as an iceberg. Jace, my biological child, made it clear from the beginning that I was nothing more than a vessel for his existence. He only had eyes for his father.

With Tamiyah gone, I could be buried in the basement for a week before they even noticed my absence. To them, I was useful only for stocking the fridge and ensuring an endless supply of toilet paper.

Was this the life I fought so hard for? The life I was willing to kill for?

It didn’t feel like it. I had committed unforgivable acts in the name of love, things that sometimes made it hard to even forgive myself for. Yet, in the end, I believed those choices were the right ones. They were necessary for everyone involved.

A long time ago, a woman loved a man so fiercely that she was willing to do anything for him, even kill. I was that woman, and Ink was that man. I took the life of his ex-wife to protect him and Tamiyah. If given the choice, I would do it all over again. In my mind, it was an act of selflessness, doing what needed to be done.

But was this my reward?

Shaking off the unanswerable questions in my mind, I focused my attention on quickly packing a snack bag for the journey. Ink was health-conscious, needing to maintain his physique for TV, so fast food stops were out of the question. I decided to put my attention on that instead. These days, it was easier to figure out what to eat than to navigate the complexities of my life.
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It was a four-hour drive to the airport, where the first-year students at Calvin’s Preparatory School for Girls were supposed to meet up. Once there, we would watch Tamiyah board the private plane alongside the girls who would become her closest friends. My only wish being that she was lucky enough to find a friend as special to her as Lola was to me. We didn’t talk much these days, but at the very least, she answered whenever I called.

“Mimi Sage, are you okay?” Tamiyah’s voice broke through my thoughts, and I turned to face her, forcing a smile onto my face.

At only eleven-years-old, Tamiyah was a stunning child. I wasn’t sure how her biological father looked, but she must’ve gotten her looks from him. She looked nothing like Tami—thankfully.

“Yes, I’m fine,” I replied, delivering the rehearsed response that rolled effortlessly off my tongue. But then, I paused and placed down the knife, wiping my brow with my apron before letting out a heavy sigh.

“Actually … no,” I admitted, tears welling in my eyes. “No, I’m not okay. My favorite girl is leaving us today for boarding school. But I know it’s for the best. You’re a beautiful soul, Miyah, and people like you are a gift to the world. You need to spread your wings. It would be selfish of me to hold you back.”

Tamiyah nodded, her own tears glistening. She leaned forward, wrapping her arms tightly around me.

“I love you, Mimi Sage,” she whispered, her voice filled with emotion.

“I love you too,” I replied, with my own voice trembling. “More than you’ll ever know. I would do anything in this world for your happiness.”

And I meant that more than anything I’d ever said.
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The drive back home was agonizingly quiet. Saying goodbye to Tamiyah had been bittersweet, but the atmosphere during the journey back was nothing short of torture.

“The first break won’t be for another three months, around Thanksgiving, when we get to see her again,” I said, attempting to break the silence.

“Don’t talk so loud,” Ink snapped, his response laced with irritation. “Jace is sleeping.”

I frowned, puzzled by his reaction. “I wasn’t speaking loudly, and it’s too late for him to be sleeping anyway. Maybe I should wake him up.”

Before I could reach out to Jace, Ink slapped my hand away.

“Don’t touch him!” he snapped, shoving my arm aside. “Leave him alone. He …”

I swallowed hard, the words he left unsaid hanging heavy in the air. He resented Jace’s bond with me, an invisible wedge driven between us. In Ink’s eyes, I was a nuisance, an inconsequential figure in his life.

Was this the life I fought for? The life I was willing to kill for?

As we continued, questions swirled in my mind, but there were no easy answers. Only the knowledge that my sacrifices, my darkest acts, were done out of love. The truth was that love demanded sacrifices that not everyone can understand.




Chapter 2

Ink

“I wanna know why motherfuckers think that all a woman wants from them is money,” Dejah complained, her voice filled with frustration.

“I can pay my own damn bills, take myself on trips, and buy whatever I need. Why do motherfuckers think that throwing money at us is enough? Women are not toddlers! You can’t buy our happiness and satisfaction with toys.”

“Maybe the problem is that you’re busy dating ‘motherfuckers’ instead of a real man.”

Snickering a little, I dabbed my tattoo gun into the black ink and focused on the intricate outline I was working on. The woman in my chair shifted slightly, and I paused to let her readjust before continuing. Dejah, my assistant, and the reigning princess of the shop, didn’t miss a beat.

“You act like there’s a difference,” she retorted, rolling her eyes dramatically. “But seriously, can someone answer my question? Why do men”—she emphasized the word for effect—“think that all we need is money thrown at us all the time? What’s wrong with quality time and romance?”

“Dej, you’re speaking from the perspective of a financially stable woman who loves what she does,” K.B., one of my talented tattoo artists, chimed in. “But a lot of women out there aren’t like you. They do want a guy who throws money at them. Even if they have their own money, there’s something about a man paying the bill that puts a smile on their faces.”

“Amen to that shit,” Ginger, another artist, added. “Because these days, a girl needs more than someone whose only claim to fame is how well he can stick his raggedy dick in you.”

Dejah wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Gross,” she scoffed, shaking her head as she grabbed a broom to busy herself with shop cleaning. “If it’s ‘raggedy’, he shouldn’t be sticking it anywhere.”

Ginger shrugged nonchalantly. “Yeah, I get that, but some of these New York chicks are desperate. They’ll settle for anything just to brag about being with a man who somewhat claims them.”

“Hey, don’t talk about my hometown like that,” Dejah interjected, raising a hand defensively. “We have women here looking for love just like anywhere else. Sure, it’s rough, but New York ain’t got shit on Atlanta.”

“Yo, don’t diss Ink’s city like that. You know he met his wife there, and Sage sure as hell isn’t desperate.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at K.B.’s comment. He had a thing for Sage and never missed an opportunity to bring her into any conversation. If he didn’t respect me as much as he did, and if he happened to fit Sage’s type, he’d probably shoot his shot. But K.B. knew his boundaries and stayed respectfully in his lane.

“You’re always trying to say slick shit about my wife,” I teased, raising an eyebrow at him. “When are you going to find a woman of your own?”

A mischievous smirk appeared on K.B.’s face, signaling that he was about to say something outrageous. “When the ladies stop feeling me,” he replied, his tone dripping with confidence.

“Boy, please,” Dejah scoffed, rolling her eyes. “I can’t wait until you go back to Atlanta with all that toxic energy. Ink, Juice is back from vacation, so we don’t need K.B. anymore. It’s time to send him back to the A.”

“Don’t worry, Dejah. I’ll be leaving soon. Atlanta must be missing me by now.”

Dejah shook her head, turning her back to me, deliberately ignoring K.B.’s presence. “Anyway, Ink, Juice and Shavi will be here in a few. They asked to push back their appointments so they could come in late today.”

“There’s a reason for that,” I thought with a smirk, keeping my thoughts to myself.

It was evident that Juice was involved with someone, and Shavi seemed to be the likely candidate. While I didn’t encourage office romances, I also didn’t pry into any personal shit, as long as it didn’t interfere with their work or create drama in the shop. Drama was reserved for the shops that were filmed. Chaos was great for reality television, and made me a lot of money, but when it came to my home shop, I didn’t deal with it.

“I thought Juice was trying to work things out with his girlfriend,” Dejah whispered, leaning over the counter surrounding my sketch booth. “But I guess not, considering what’s happening with him and Shavi. What do you think about that?”

“I don’t think shit about it,” I replied honestly. “It’s their business.”

“But you’re always talking about relationships. Don’t you think, as the married one, you should be the voice of reason when you see things going down?”

I gave Dejah a scrutinizing look, wondering why she suddenly seemed so invested in Juice’s love life. “You got a thing for him or something? What’s up?”

“Ew, no!” She scrunched her nose, quickly glancing around to ensure no one else overheard us. The rest of the crew were engrossed in their own conversations, oblivious to our exchange amidst the rap music playing through the speakers.

“I’m just curious because women usually check each other on certain things. I’m wondering if it’s the same for guys, or if you all just watch each other make reckless choices with good women.”

I raised an eyebrow, picking up on what Dejah wasn’t saying. “Oh, you’re still hurt about that lame-ass dude you were with,” I remarked, referring to her recent failed relationship.

I grabbed my sketchpad, placing it in front of me. Lately, my creativity had been lagging, and no matter how hard I tried, the pen couldn’t fully capture the images in my mind.

“It’s not just about him,” Dejah shrugged, her voice tinged with a mix of resignation and curiosity. “I’m just wondering if all men cheat.”

“Nah, Black men don’t cheat.”

“Boy, please.” Dejah cut her eyes at me, and I burst out laughing. “Don’t feed me that bullshit.”

“Listen, I can’t speak for anyone else, but I’ve never cheated on my wife,” I stated, honesty lacing my words.

“Never even thought about it?”

“Nah.”

That wasn’t entirely true, but I decided to go with it.

Dejah’s eyes widened with surprise. “Why not?”

Ah, the prized question. Many would assume that I had remained faithful to Sage out of love, commitment, and the belief that she was my soulmate. But the truth was far from that.

“Because I’m a good one,” I replied, offering Dejah an answer without delving into the complexities of my situation. “When I die, I don’t want ‘cheating-ass motherfucker’ to be part of my legacy. I want to be remembered as a successful businessman and a dedicated family man.”

“Damn,” she murmured, shaking her head. “Wish there were more men like you out there.”

I didn’t respond, for I didn’t find anything virtuous in my actions. I didn’t stay faithful to Sage out of love or respect for her. Everything I did was for my children because, to be honest, I didn’t give a damn about her.




Chapter 3

Sage

“Girl, you got to stop trying so damn hard. You know my son don’t care.”

Gritting my teeth, I tried to ignore the words coming out of my mother-in-law’s mouth as I leaned over to pull the hot peach cobbler I’d just perfected out of the oven. As I sat it on top of the counter, I peeled up the foil and smiled at its appearance.

“Couldn’t be better if Martha Stewart had made it herself.”

“Well, if Martha had made it, at least Ink might eat it,” Rhonda said as she leaned over on the counter behind me. “I don’t know why you do this to yourself, Sage. Why don’t you just divorce my son and move on with your life? We both know he doesn’t even like you.”

“And he doesn’t like you either, Rhonda. But, still, you’re here.”

“I’m only here to take care of my grandbaby.” With her hands on her hips, she jerked her neck with her words. “Lest you forget, my son wants me to watch him since his mama is too busy to take care of him. I’m here for him.”

I huffed out a breath and rolled my eyes. “Of course, you are. So how about you go do that then? Isn’t that what we pay you to do?”

I made a point of stressing the word ‘pay’ because it was ridiculous that we had to even pay her at all. As I could’ve predicted, Rhonda replied with a click of her tongue, showing her disapproval for how I’d spoken to her before she left to go check on Jace.

“Finally,” I said with a sigh before getting back to what I was doing.

Although I was a businesswoman and spent a lot of time working, I made a point of coming home at least three times out of the week in time to make dinner for my family. It was my way of showing them how much I loved them, however, none of that ever seemed to matter to Ink.

It didn’t matter what I made, he refused to eat anything that came from my hands. Instead, he would walk in the door after working all day and either settle on a bowl of cereal, a sandwich, or take-out over whatever masterpiece dinner I’d prepared for him.

It was insulting to say the least, but I still never gave up hope that one day things would change. In fact, I knew things would change but first I had to find a way to get rid of his mother. It was no secret that Rhonda didn’t like me being in her son’s life and, regardless of the fact that they had a complicated relationship, he still listened to her. It didn’t matter what I did around the house, Rhonda always had something to say about how she could do it herself and better. She wanted to replace me, and I was convinced that in some sick and twisted way, it was because she wanted Ink to herself.

“Rhonda, I’m about to make Jace’s plate. Can you please wash him up so that he can come to the table and eat?”

“Um, no, I can’t,” she replied with attitude. “I’m off the clock. The only reason I’m still here is because I’m waiting for Ink to come home and I wanted to have a little more play time with my baby, Jace.”

I exhaled out a sharp breath. This is exactly the shit that I was talking about. She didn’t respect me and I hated that she was always in my home. Always around. Like I could never be with my son unless someone else was around. Half the time, I felt like Ink had her there to watch me.

“Fine.”

After making Jace’s plate of food, I covered it and sat it on the stove before ripping off my apron and grabbing my phone. Without Tamiyah around to distract me from Rhonda’s antics, it was like everything she did was hitting me a little different, and I just couldn’t take it anymore.

“Yeah?” was the way Ink answered when he finally picked up the other line.

He hadn’t talked to me all day. Hadn’t even said more than a few words to me that morning before we both left to go our separate ways, but this is the way that he decided to greet me.

Walking into our bedroom, I made sure to close the door firmly behind me and sat down on the bed before beginning to speak.

“I can’t deal with your mother being here anymore. She’s rude and having her constantly around is bothering me. We can find someone else to help out with Jace. Like an actual nanny.”

“I don’t want some stranger watching my son,” Ink quickly sputtered out his automatic reply. I already expected it. It was the same thing he said every time I brought up making Rhonda leave our home.

“But, Ink, she’s practically a stranger. She barely raised you and she abandoned you as soon as you were on trial for something you didn’t even do. She—”

“She’s my mother, Sage. That means that other stuff you’re talking about, none of it matters. She apologized for it and asked if she could be in her grandchildren’s lives, so I put all that shit behind me.”

“Well, I’m glad you put all that shit behind you, but she’s disrespectful to me in front of Jace and I can’t put it behind me. And this is my home!”

“I’ve never seen my mother disrespect you. And I talked to her about it already. She said that even though she doesn’t really care for you, she’s never said anything disrespectful.”

I felt my anger intensify. “Just because she isn’t doing it in front of you doesn’t mean that she’s not doing it to me!”

“That’s exactly what that means,” Ink pushed back. “And I don’t want anybody else in my house watching my son, so if you have a problem with my mother being there, then you need to move the fuck out. She ain’t goin’ nowhere. Get used to it.”

My breath caught in my lungs and my neck jerked back as if someone had physically hit me. I couldn’t believe that he was taking his mother’s side over mine, his wife.

“She has a home to go to. I do not. This is my home. And you would tell me to leave and not her?”

I already knew what Ink was trying to do but I wasn’t having it. I wasn’t leaving so he needed to get used to it. He was my husband, the father of my child, and I was determined to give Jace, as well as Tamiyah, the loving family I never had. It was the reason why I would never leave. And it was also the reason why I made sure that Ink couldn’t.

Our prenup was airtight. Even though I made much more than him, he wouldn’t get anything if he tried to leave me. Through a series of anonymous LLCs, I’d even purchased the land on which he’d built all of his buildings for his tattoo shops and trademarked the name ‘Infamous Ink’ so that he couldn’t even use it without permission from me.

Of course, when he found out that I’d used my money, influence, and team of top-notch attorneys to outsmart him out of his business, he was livid. But I was only making moves to ensure that he wouldn’t make a decision that would be detrimental for the children. It had to be this way.

Of course, Ink didn’t see things the way that I did. He resented me for what I did to Tami, but over the years, I did my best to try to encourage him to see things my way. I did what was necessary for everyone involved. Tami was abusive. She was a terrible mother. She made her daughter feel isolated, unloved, alone, and like a burden. If I continued to let her live, she would have continued to use Tamiyah as a pawn just to make Ink miserable. And through doing that, she would have been damaging her child.

I wasn’t a monster. I was a hero. I saved Tamiyah and Ink. But while my daughter loved me for it, I still hadn’t made a believer of Ink. I couldn’t understand for the life of me why he couldn’t just be happy. He had the perfect kids, the perfect home, he was working in the career of his dreams and was successful at it. And, on top of all of that, he had a loving wife who would do anything for him. Wasn’t that everything a man could ask for?

“My mother isn’t going anywhere and that’s the end of it. I don’t trust you to be alone around my son and you already know why. She’s not going anywhere and if you don’t like it, then you can leave.”

“Is this the real reason why you sent Tamiyah away?” I asked as a thought finally occurred to me. “Do you not trust me around the kids? Ink, you know I would never do anything to hurt them.”

There was a long pause on the other line and then, finally, he began to speak. “Nah, I don’t know that at all. I don’t know what you’re capable of.”

With that said, he ended the call and the line went completely dead as I held the phone in my hand. Biting down on my bottom lip, I dropped my head between my shoulders as tears came to my eyes. My situation was hopeless and I felt helpless to change it. I’d done everything I could think of to make Ink love me again, to show him that no matter what, I was dedicated to our marriage and to doing whatever I needed in order to make things work. But it was becoming clear to me there was nothing I could do.

Maybe it was just as Rhonda said, I was trying too hard to succeed at a situation that was hopeless. It was like the more I tried to be the one Ink needed, the more he proved that he didn’t want me there.

Maybe I should just give up. Maybe it’s not meant to be.

I closed my eyes as soon as the thought occurred to me and when I opened them, the first thing they landed on was the family picture that I’d printed out of me, Tamiyah, and Ink. It was a simple picture someone took with my phone but it was so precious to me because it had been taken at a time when everything was perfect. Everything seemed like it was taking a good turn in Ink’s trial at the time and, even though I didn’t know it, I was pregnant with Jace. It was one of the last times that things were perfect before everything changed.

I had the picture framed shortly after Ink found out about what I did to Tami, around the time when it became obvious that he was quickly falling out of love with me. I needed the reminder of how things were in order to give myself continuous hope. It was the hope that I had about things going back to how they were that helped me make it through each day. The fact that right when I was about to give up, my eyes landed on that picture and it gave me the will to forgo giving up once again.

“I can’t leave,” I said, speaking aloud to the voice in my head that was telling me to let go of the idea of renewing the love between me and my husband. “I can’t leave because family is everything. I can’t leave because, one day, Ink will realize that I’m the best one for him. I can’t leave because, one day, he will love me again.”

And after saying the words aloud, I put all my worries to the back of my mind, praying that all the things I longed for would soon materialize.
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