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PREFACE





AT THE TIME I began working on this book, I was stuck in a creative rut. I’d lost interest in reading, which had once been my escape. Even music, my other great passion, no longer held the same allure. Writing was my true love, but at that moment, I was avoiding it altogether.


I had several unfinished projects, all in different stages of completion. There was no shortage of material to work on, but one project in particular was weighing on me. I had completed the rough draft of my latest story, but it was clear that it needed significant reworking before it was ready for my first beta reader. She’s someone who reads my drafts early in the process, understanding that they’re rough and unfinished. Her job is to offer feedback—suggesting areas to expand or trim down—so that by the time I pass the story to an editor, it’s closer to a solid first draft.


I know some authors wouldn’t consider a beta reader until at least the second or third draft, after editor input. But this is just how I write. It works for me.


At the time, I was living in a city where I didn’t know anyone. My only roommate worked nights, so we barely interacted. I spent most of my days alone, pondering what to do with my time. I don’t like TV. I prefer activities that are purposeful—things that expand my knowledge or skills. Mindlessly zoning out to television didn’t appeal to me. So, there I was, sitting and avoiding the computer, procrastinating on the rewrite I knew I needed to do, while my subconscious worked through the details that my conscious mind couldn’t quite reach.


As I sat there, my mind began to wander. Thoughts floated aimlessly until one in particular stood out: How do you meet people when you don’t hang out in bars or go to clubs? That question led to a stranger thought: What if you smoked pot and lived in a place where you didn’t know anyone? And just like that, the seed for this novella was planted.










PART ONE










CHAPTER 1





"THIS IS NOT how you go about finding your local ‘weed man.’ Trust me—I learned that the hard way."


Standing awkwardly in the parking lot of a gas station, I silently berated myself for listening to my coworkers. My first mistake? Thinking they knew what they were talking about. My second mistake? Actually acting on it. And now, here I was, staring at Darius—a guy from my high school days—leaning on his car with that easy, lopsided grin, looking like he didn’t have a care in the world.


Calling Darius “sketchy” might’ve been unfair, but at that moment, it felt right. He had this way about him—too relaxed, too at ease with the kind of situations that would have me breaking into a cold sweat. It wasn’t like we were close or anything. We’d spoken in the halls a few times, maybe traded jokes during lunch. Not strangers, but definitely not best friends.


Still, I couldn’t ignore the voice of my mom in the back of my head: “Don’t hang out with that boy. He’s bad news.”She’d said it with such certainty when she found out I’d even been acquainted with Darius. He’d gotten kicked out of our prep school during junior year. No one ever said why, and I never asked. For all I knew, it could’ve been anything from skipping class to something bigger.


Was my mom right about him? I wasn’t sure. She had a habit of judging people she didn’t know, and honestly, I never knew Darius well enough to decide for myself. What I did know was that he didn’t seem to care much about what people thought of him, and that alone was enough to set him apart in a place like our high school.


And now, years later, here he was, leaning on his car like he owned the parking lot, radiating that same effortless confidence. Meanwhile, I was standing there, stiff as a board, wondering if asking him for help was the worst idea of my life or just the second-worst.


Atlanta wasn’t helping my confusion. It’s a city where the lines between cultures and classes blur so much they’re almost invisible. You can’t always tell who’s who, and sometimes that’s the beauty of it. Other times, like now, it’s just maddening.


When people think of Atlanta, they tend to picture extremes: the mansions and Teslas of Buckhead or the chaos of a Waffle House parking lot that goes viral on TV. But Atlanta isn’t all outliers. Most of the city sits somewhere in the middle—a solid, unflashy middle—where the guy fixing your AC might make as much as your cousin who’s a junior accountant.


That middle makes the city hard to pin down. Sure, there’s some code-switching here and there, but for the most part, people speak in a kind of shared rhythm—a linguistic gumbo that’s been stewing for generations. That exaggerated “ghetto” slang you see on TV? It exists, but it’s more like the bass line in a song—always there, faint and steady, but not the whole melody.


And unlike other cities where the wealthy and struggling live worlds apart, Atlanta’s disparities are harder to spot. A guy in designer sneakers might be borrowing money for rent, while someone driving a beat-up pickup could own half the block. Atlanta’s like that—layers of contradictions wrapped in Southern charm and big-city hustle.


I’d grown up thinking I understood this city. But standing here now, watching Darius lean against his car like he had it all figured out, I wasn’t so sure anymore.


Darius, I realized, was a lot like Atlanta itself. There was more to him than met the eye, and he didn’t fit neatly into any box. But that didn’t stop me from labeling him as “sketchy” in my head. It was easier that way.


I hesitated, my hand hovering over my phone like it was going to give me answers. Instead, I glanced back at Darius, who raised an eyebrow at me, still grinning.


I thought to myself that this was probably a terrible idea.


Somewhere in a fancy office building downtown, I could hear Greg and Tyler now, laughing it up at their desks while I was out here wandering around Atlanta like I was on some scavenger hunt. It all started innocently enough, with a passing comment I never should have taken seriously. My mistake wasn’t just listening to them—it was believing, for even a second, that their advice might actually help.


Let’s back up.


I’m Malcolm Carter, your quintessential straight-laced, young Black guy from a third-generation upper-middle-class family. I work a respectable corporate job downtown, spend my days in tailored suits and shiny shoes that hurt like hell. Life is comfortable, predictable—boring, even.


Earlier that day, the madness began. The office was quiet, the kind of quiet that came after a marathon of meetings. It was during that post-meeting lull at the office I decided to get something from the canteen. Greg and Tyler had parked themselves in the break room, talking about weekend plans. I’d mentioned my date with Tasha in passing, trying to sound nonchalant.


“She’s great,” I’d said. “Funny, smart. Grew up in the city.”


Greg’s eyebrows shot up. “Oh, like Atlanta Atlanta?”


I wasn’t sure what that was supposed to mean but I shrugged. “Yeah,” I said, already sensing the conversation was about to take a turn.


Tyler leaned back in his chair, smirking. “Dude, you know what would make the night even better?”


I should’ve known. Never trust a smirk. I should’ve walked away right then. But no, I stayed.


“Weed,” Tyler said. “Just a little something to set the mood.”


Now, I don’t smoke the stuff. Never have. Don’t have a problem with those that do, either. But for some reason, I remembered Tasha casually mentioning how she liked to “chill” after a long day. My brain, in all its infinite wisdom, latched onto that comment and made the leap straight to weed.


Greg nodded like this was sage wisdom. “Yeah, man. Girls love it. Instant vibes.”


I stared at them. “Uh, I don’t… do that.”


“You don’t have to,” Greg said, shrugging. “Just have it on hand.”


“I don’t even know where to get it,” I offered.


Greg looked at me as if I’d put a bag of dog poop on the table. “You’re telling me you don’t know anyone?”


“No,” I said, irritation creeping into my voice. “Why would I?”


That’s when Tyler dropped the bomb. “Come on, dude. You’re black. It’s, like, part of the culture.”


I blinked. “That is the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard.”


Greg raised his hands defensively. “I mean, we’re not saying you do it. We’re just saying it should be… easier. Don’t you have any cousins or something?”


Cousins?


The conversation had spiraled into absurdity from there, with Greg and Tyler offering increasingly unhelpful advice. By the end of it, I’d somehow convinced myself that maybe, just maybe, I could pull this off. For Tasha.


So, like any rational adult with zero experience in such matters, I listened to my coworkers. They thought it was hilarious.


“Malcolm, it’s easy,” Tyler had said, waving a dismissive hand. “Just ask around. Ask one of your ‘peeps’. You’re in Atlanta, for God’s sake. Everybody knows somebody.”


That’s when it hit me: my white coworkers assumed I had some innate connection to the “weed man” because I’m black. Never mind that I’ve never touched drugs in my life. Never mind that I grew up in a pristine suburban bubble where the wildest thing we did was sneak extra dessert after dinner.


You see, my upbringing didn’t exactly prepare me for this. It didn’t exactly put me in close contact with anyone who knew where to find drugs, let alone sell them. My parents, third-generation upper-middle-class, raised me in a bubble of financial stability and private schooling. I don’t have that one cousin who’s always asking for “a little loan to hold them over.” I don’t have an uncle who knows a guy who knows a guy. My world growing up was structured, predictable, and—frankly—boring.


So when my coworkers started suggesting I “just ask around” to score some weed for my date with Tasha, I was completely lost. For them, it was all frat brothers and casual connections—people who dealt weed as a side hustle while working on their MBA. For me? Nothing. Zero. No frame of reference.


But instead of explaining that no, I don’t have some mystical hotline to illegal substances, I nodded like an idiot. Why? Because I wanted to impress Tasha.


I looked at Tyler cross-eyed, glad that he hadn’t said, ‘Your People’. Even I knew what that would have meant.


I knew for a fact that he wasn’t racist, nor had any inclination of the sort, but that kind of statement, heard by the other people in their cubicles, could have caused a disaster. I wondered if he knew what he’d almost done.


Greg chimed in, nodding sagely like he was a weed sage or something. “Yeah, just find one of your peeps and make it happen.”


Your peeps. That phrase had clanged around in my head like a loose bolt ever since. Because, to be clear, I didn’t have any ‘peeps’. Not for this, anyway. But here I was, considering standing on a street corner, pretending like I was about to casually blend into a world I had zero connection to.


That said, let’s talk about Tasha.


Now, here’s the thing about Tasha: she grew up in the hood—her words, not mine. She mentioned it casually during one of our early conversations, like it was no big deal. With the kind of nonchalance that made me think it was just another detail about her life, like her love of oat milk or her obsession with '90s R&B. But I’d internalized it in a way I hadn’t realized until now.


I’ll admit, I had some preconceived notions about what that meant. I figured she’d be into certain things—one of them being weed. Turns out, I was wrong. But by the time I realized that, I was already too deep in this ridiculous mission.


It wasn’t her fault. It was mine. Somewhere along the way, I’d decided I needed to bridge some imaginary gap between our worlds. I thought, Hey, maybe Tasha would think it’s cool if I had some weed for our date.


Spoiler alert: I was wrong.


Tasha never mentioned weed. She didn’t ask for it, hint at it, or give any indication that she cared. The idea was entirely mine—born out of my ignorance and assumptions. I thought I could somehow bridge a cultural gap that, in reality, didn’t even exist.


Which brings me back to Tasha and how we met.


Tasha wasn’t just another girl. She was the first person—hell, the first anything—to ever make me question the path my mom had so carefully mapped out for my life. Growing up, there was always a plan: get good grades, go to a good college, secure a good job, and eventually marry a “nice girl” who checked all the appropriate boxes. That last part? I’d never given it much thought. Not because I wasn’t interested in girls—I was—but because none of them had ever stood out enough to pull my attention away from my mom’s relentless vision of my “perfect” future.


And then there was Tasha.


She didn’t just catch my eye; she crashed through the blinders I didn’t even realize I’d been wearing, scattering my carefully organized priorities like leaves in the wind. It wasn’t her beauty, though I’d be lying if I said that wasn’t part of it. She was beautiful—striking in a way that made people turn their heads. But it wasn’t the kind of beauty that made her seem untouchable. There was something about the way she carried herself, like she didn’t care if people looked or not. She wasn’t trying to impress anyone; she was just her.


And that’s what made her stand out. It was effortless.


The first time I saw her, she was in line at that coffee shop, scrolling through her phone with this relaxed, almost amused expression on her face, like she was in on some private joke the rest of us weren’t cool enough to understand. She ordered a caramel macchiato with oat milk and no whip, and I remember thinking how absurdly specific that was. But then, when she turned to ask me for a napkin, it didn’t feel absurd at all. It felt completely normal—like it made perfect sense for someone like her to want her coffee just the way she liked it.


I was the awkward one, fumbling through a half-joke about being a “dairy rebel” while she laughed—a rich, genuine laugh that hit me like a sucker punch. It wasn’t just her looks or her laugh, though. It was the way she made me feel like me. Like I wasn’t just another guy in a suit, standing in line for caffeine. For the first time in a long time, I wasn’t thinking about work or my mom’s expectations. I was just… there.


And what really threw me was that someone like her—a woman who could have easily walked past me without a second glance, who probably had guys vying for her attention on a daily basis—actually chose me.


That was the part I couldn’t quite wrap my head around.


I wasn’t the guy people noticed. I wasn’t the guy who stood out in a crowd or turned heads when I walked into a room. I was the guy who followed the rules, did what he was supposed to do, and stayed comfortably in his lane. And yet, there she was—this magnetic, confident, stunning woman—choosing to spend her time with me.


It wasn’t just humbling; it was almost terrifying. Because what if I wasn’t enough? What if she eventually realized I was just another guy in a suit, with no clue how to navigate her world?


But those thoughts only came later. In that moment, all I knew was that Tasha had changed something in me. She made me want to be the kind of guy who deserved her attention—not because I felt like I had to impress her, but because I wanted to hold onto the way she made me feel: alive, seen, and for once, enough.


We exchanged numbers, and soon after, we went out more than a few times. Tasha was smart, funny, and ridiculously kind. But she also had this edge to her—a street-smart confidence that I’d only seen in movies. She grew up in a world completely different from mine, and I’ll admit it.


I remembered one night at dinner when the waiter was rattling off a list of wine recommendations that all sounded the same to me. Tasha, without missing a beat, held up a hand and said, “We’ll do the Syrah, please. Great body, smooth finish.” Her tone was polite but firm, her smile warm enough to disarm any sting her interruption might’ve caused. The waiter didn’t seem annoyed—in fact, he smiled back, nodded, and walked off like he’d just been complimented.


I’d been halfway through Googling what a Syrah was when she turned to me and said, “Don’t overthink it, Malcolm. Just drink what you like.” Her words weren’t just advice about wine—they were a window into the way she saw the world. Confident, unbothered, and completely in control, yet somehow still approachable. She had this way of making everyone feel at ease, like they were part of her orbit without her even trying.


I should probably mention something else: I’ve never been in a relationship before. Not once. Never held a girl’s hand, never kissed, never dated. Not in high school, not even in college. And that’s where I messed up. I was too laser-focused on getting my degree, with my mom constantly pushing me from behind like I was a racehorse at the Kentucky Derby. If my name had been Sea Biscuit, she’d have slapped a saddle on me and called it a day.


Back to the present. Darius raised an eyebrow again, that lopsided grin still glued to his face. It was like he knew I was stalling, daring me to either walk over or turn around and leave. I sighed, shoving my phone back into my pocket. This was probably a terrible, terrible idea.
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