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                                          Chapter 1

 

  Nine years ago:

 

  Johnson C. Smith University, Charlotte, North Carolina

 

  Kenya Taylor didn’t like surprises, yet she was in for a big one as she walked across the lush green campus of Johnson C. Smith University. Despite the fact that it was late October, the sun beamed brightly, and the temperature had soared to around seventy degrees. She was tempted to pull off her soft leather jacket. But knowing her luck, it would be thirty-five degrees tomorrow, and then she’d be sick with the flu.

  With her work-study check in her pocket and another A plus in her political science class, Kenya was ready to celebrate with her boyfriend, Maurice Goings. The high-school sweethearts had come to college together and beat the odds of most couples like them. They were still together. Most of the others had broken up a few months after arriving on campus. Not Maurice and Kenya.

  At least, not yet.

  She approached his dorm room, with a smile on her lips. Thoughts of the night they’d spent together simply holding each other made her happy, though moments like that were beginning to happen less frequently. She understood he had other things to do and didn’t make a big fuss about it.

  Maurice was a star football player, and every girl on campus wanted him, but Kenya trusted him and was confident that their love could withstand any temptation. Without knocking, as she’d done on several other occasions, Kenya walked into his dorm room.

  “Baby,” she said. Then the rest of her words froze in her mouth. The sight before her was indescribable. Maurice wasn’t doing this to her. This was a nightmare.

  “Oh, yeah, big daddy,” Lauryn Michaels screamed as she rode Maurice as if he were a prized stallion.

  Grasping the wall, Kenya swallowed the bitter bile rushing up her throat and settling in her mouth. Tears threatened to fall from her eyes. All she wanted to do was slip out of the room and forget what she’d seen. Holding on to the edge of the wall, she spun around to leave the room, but as she made her exit, she knocked over a stack of Maurice’s books. The couple turned and looked toward the door. As tempted as she was to pounce on them, she didn’t.

  “How could you do this to me?” she said, shaking her head.

 Maurice and Lauryn untangled their bodies, and he rose from the bed, stumbling to cover his nakedness.

  “I didn’t mean for you to find out like this, Kenya,” he said as he crossed over to her. Kenya shrank away from him as he reached out to touch her arm.

 “You, you . . .” Words failed her as she looked at the smirk on Lauryn’s face. “She doesn’t care about you! She doesn’t even know you! It’s funny, now that you have NFL scouts looking at you, every skank on campus wants to latch on to you, and you’re too blind to even see it.”

 Maurice ran his hand over his face. “Kenya, I don’t know how to tell you this, but I love Lauryn, and I want to be with her. I’m glad it’s out in the open, because this sneaking around hasn’t been fair to you, me, or her.”

  “You love her? How can you even . . .” With closed fists, Kenya pounded his sculpted chest, hoping to reach his heart and break it as he’d broken hers.

  “Don’t do this,” he said as he grabbed her wrists. “You’re making a fool of yourself. People grow apart, babe, and that’s what happened with us. What we had was high school and—”

 “He needed a real woman, not a little, fat girl,” Lauryn called out from the bed. “He has me, and you’re dismissed.”

 Maurice turned to Lauryn. “Stay out of this,” he said.

  Kenya snatched away from him. “You know what? You two can have each other. I hope you’re happy with your choice, Mo.”

  Storming out of the room, Kenya refused to give either of them the satisfaction of seeing her tears. She’d only loved Maurice Goings since she was a freshman in high school. She’d helped him study for exams he had to pass so that he would be eligible to play for the Golden Bulls’ football team. She’d  given him her heart and her virginity, and all she’d gotten in return was the ultimate betrayal.

Sorrow, anger, hurt, and disappointment flowed through her body like the blood in her veins. Grown apart? Had we grown apart when I wrote your damned research paper? Had we grown apart when I stayed up all night, helping you grasp the concepts of calculus? she thought with malice.

Kenya rushed into her dorm room and flung herself across the bed. Her roommate and best friend, Imani, looked up from her computer.

  “What’s wrong, chica?” Imani asked, noticing her friend’s tears.

  “Nothing.”

  “What are you crying about? Failed a quiz?” She laughed, then returned to typing, expecting a quirky comeback from her roommate.

“Leave me alone.” Kenya buried her face in her pillow.

 Rising to her feet, Imani crossed over to her friend and sat on the edge of the bed. “Kenya, all jokes aside, what’s going on? Did something serious happen?”

Kenya focused her teary-eyed gaze on Imani. “Remember when we met freshman year, and I told you my boyfriend and I came here together and we were so in love? I said we’d probably walk down the aisle to get our degrees and then get married.”

Imani nodded. “And I said it wouldn’t last past second semester, and look, we’re about to graduate, and you two are still together. That wedding is probably going to happen soon.”

  Kenya shook her head. “It’s not going to happen.” Her voice was barely above a whisper.

  “What?”

  Sniffing and wiping her eyes with the back of her hand, Kenya exhaled loudly. “Maurice and I broke up because he’s fucking that bitch Lauryn Michaels.”

  Imani shook her head and pulled Kenya into a sisterly embrace. “Girl, fuck him. You can do so much better than a low-down cheating dog. And if he’s sleeping with Lauryn, he’ll be in the clinic soon. There aren’t too many guys on campus who haven’t had the pleasure of her company. If he has a car and money to spend, you can guess who was in love with him.”

“But I still love Mo. It’s not like I can turn off what I feel for him because he was in bed with her. I wish it worked that way. And as wrong as it is, I want to rip the weave right out of that girl’s head. Instead, I just stood there, fighting back the tears.”

  Imani raised her right eyebrow, because Kenya wasn’t violent. She was always the one who helped her avoid conflict. “Don’t do anything crazy. The last thing you need is to get suspended from school at this late juncture.”

  Kenya groaned loudly. “Everybody’s going to know. You know how this campus is. This story is going to grow into something else before it’s all said and done.”

  Imani nodded. “You two did have celebrity status. You were like Will and Jada, Denzel and Pauletta. . .”

Kenya glared at her. “Aren’t you supposed to be comforting me?”

  “Hey, I’m just being honest. If the rumors about Lauryn are true, this is going to be all over campus before dinner. She has a mouth like a motor, and if she can make herself look good, then she’s going to spread the rumor. You can do better than Maurice, though. He walks around like his shit doesn’t stink. Again, fuck him.”

Kenya turned away from her friend. “I wish it were that easy.”

Imani shook her head and returned to her computer. “It’s a shame he doesn’t feel the same way. Seems like he’s already forgotten you.”

 Hugging her pillow and leaning against the wall, Kenya closed her eyes and cried silently.

 

  Maurice sat on the edge of his bed, his head buried in his hands and his heart feeling as heavy as a lead brick. Though he’d wanted to end things with Kenya, he hadn’t wanted to hurt her. Not after all she’d done for him. Before anything had ever happened romantically between them, Kenya had been his friend. Now she hated him; her eyes had told him that when she’d left the room. She had every right to, though.

  “Baby,” Lauryn said as she wrapped her legs around his waist, “you can’t be sitting her thinking about her when I’m willing and waiting to do anything you want. I do believe we were in the middle of something before we were so rudely interrupted.”

  He pushed her away. “I didn’t want things to turn out this way,” Maurice said, rising to his feet and fishing his boxers out of their pile of discarded clothing. “I’ve got to find her and explain myself fully.”

Lauryn frowned, then stood. “I know she was special to you, but what about me?” She ran her hand down the length of her sculpted body. Her years of cheerleading had given her a figure that was usually reserved for exotic dancers. She had no qualms about using her perky breasts, small waist, and round ass to get what she wanted. Right now, she wanted to keep Maurice in this room, and not because she desired him or even wanted to have sex with him. She just wanted to make sure she was in control of him.

 So, what if he and Kenya had grown up together and were high school sweethearts? This was college, and she wanted Maurice for herself. He was the star of the Johnson C. Smith football team, and he had NFL written all over his awesome body.

  Lauryn wouldn’t call herself a gold digger, but she knew a golden opportunity when she saw one. Maurice was her ticket to the good life, and Kenya wasn’t going to stand in her way. She couldn’t have planned the scene that had happened between them any better herself. Knowing Kenya the way she did, Lauryn knew there was no way she’d take Maurice back. Kenya was one of those “moral majority” chicks or a missionary girl, as Lauryn called it. Obviously, Kenya hadn’t been taking care of home, and that was why it had been so easy to entice Maurice and make him hers. When the NFL money started rolling in, she was going to the one on the receiving end of it, not Kenya.

  She had to stop him from going to find her and talking her back into his life. Leaping into action, Lauryn grabbed Maurice and pushed him down on the bed. Next, she took his dick into her mouth and tried to suck him until all thoughts of Kenya disappeared. At first, he tried to push her away, but it didn’t take long for Maurice to succumb to the pleasure of her hot mouth.

  Kenya who? she thought as Maurice moaned in pleasure.

 

  The next morning, Kenya wanted to skip class, but she’d worked too hard to let Maurice and his wayward penis threaten her future. However, the moment she walked out of her dorm, she realized that the story of her twisted triangle had not only spread across campus, but it had a life of its own. When she walked by a group of cheerleaders, she heard one of them whisper, “I heard she was in the hospital last night because she slit her wrists.”

 Ignore them, she thought as she trudged up the hill.

As she passed a group of football players, guys that she knew because of Maurice, she could see laughter in their eyes.

“Damn,” one of them called out. “You can cry on my shoulder, boo.”

  Fighting the urge to flipping him the bird, Kenya continued on and prayed she could make it to the communication arts building without hearing anything else. But as soon as she opened the door to the building, Yvette Mason, the editor of the student paper, cornered her.

 “Kenya, my God! I didn’t expect to see you today. Are you all right? Will you be suspended? You’re the best writer that we have on staff, and we have deadlines coming up. Have you turned in your articles?”

Kenya held her hand up. “What the hell are you talking about?”

 Yvette looked around as if she was making sure there were no eavesdroppers around. “Rumor has it that you pulled a knife of Lauryn Michaels after you caught her and Maurice in bed together.”

 “Get out of my face with that nonsense,” Kenya snapped.

  “Kenya, I don’t want to get all up in your business, but I have a responsibility to the paper, and so do you. If you’re going to be suspended or even arrested, we have to get your articles.”

  Exhaling loudly, Kenya took two steps closer to Yvette. “I didn’t pull a knife on anyone, I didn’t try to kill myself, and I don’t give a damn about Lauryn or Maurice. Now, I’m going to class. As far as my articles go, you’ll have them when they are due.”

  As Kenya turned on her heels to head down to the basement, she saw Maurice walking into the building. She wanted to slap him, push him down the stairs, or break his neck, anything to make him feel the pain that she was feeling inside.

“Kenya, I-I . . .”

 “Save it,” she barked. “I have nothing to say to you.”

  “We need to talk.”

“Go to hell,” she replied as she descended the stairs.

  Maurice ran after her and grabbed her arm as she reached the bottom of the stairs. “I didn’t want things to go down like this. Can we still be friends?”

  “Sure,” she said sarcastically. “As soon as hell freezes over, you and I will be the best of friends. Maurice, I hope she gives you a disease and your dick shrivels up and fall off. Don’t ever speak to me again. And tell that bitch if she doesn’t stop spreading rumors about me, I’m going to turn her fiction into a motherfucking reality.” Kenya slapped him then pushed through the double doors leading to the journalism classrooms and promised herself that she wouldn’t cry, despite the hot tears stinging her eyes.

When she walked into her classroom, all of the chatter stopped, and eighteen pairs of eyes focused on her. Kenya ran her hand over her face and stared them all down.  This has got to stop, she thought as some people began whispering.  “Listen up, people,” she yelled. “I know you’ve been discussing my personal life. I just have one thing to say. Get your own damned lives. I didn’t cut anybody, I didn’t cut myself, and I’m sick of the rumors. My boyfriend and I broke up. That’s it.”  Kenya didn’t give anyone time to respond before she ran out of the classroom. The main reason she’d decided to attend JCSU, because it was such a small school, was going to be the same reason she’d have to leave. She wasn’t going to be the next Eboni.  Kenya remembered when Eboni Sanders, a popular cheerleader, passed out at a basketball game, and rumors swirled for a year about what had caused her to faint. She’d been rumored to be on drugs, she’d been rumored to be pregnant, and she’d been rumored to have HIV.  As it turned out, she was diabetic, and her blood sugar had been extremely low that day. But the rumors had dogged her until the day she dropped out of school. Kenya wasn’t about to allow that to happen to her. Her last few months of college weren’t going to be spent dodging rumors and Maurice.  While heading back to her dorm room, Kenya came face to face with Lauryn and her crew. The smirk on Lauryn’s lips spoke volumes. She looked as if she’d beaten Kenya. And in a sense, she had. But if Maurice was the prize, the bitch only got a bag of dust.  

“Hey, Kenya,” Lauryn said. “Listen, I’m so sorry about what happened yesterday. But that’s life. Men leave women. Don’t let it consume you, and please don’t try to kill yourself.”  

“Lauryn, go straight to hell, and take Maurice with you. You guys deserve each other,” Kenya replied, then shoved Lauryn as she blew past her. She didn’t stick around to watch Lauryn tumble down the hill, but from the laughter that rose from the football players watching them, she knew it was a funny sight. However, she didn’t take any pleasure in her irrational act. She was acting the way everyone had expected.  What am I doing? I can’t sink to her level, she thought.  When Kenya made it back to her dorm room, she sat down at her computer and logged on to Clark Atlanta University’s Web site. She had to laugh as she perused the CAU site. Her mother, Angela, had urged her to attend her alma mater, but Kenya had wanted to attend the same college as her boyfriend.  Mother always knows best, she thought, remembering the conversation she’d had with Angela before applying to Johnson C. Smith.  “Kenya,” her mother had said as they looked over college catalogs, “you’ve always made good decisions, and I want you to choose the college you attend. But following Maurice isn’t a good idea.” 

 “Ma, I don’t want to go to a school that has an Angela Taylor Mass Communications scholarship. That’s too much pressure to live up to.”  

Angela had folded her arms across her breasts and had hitched her eyebrow. “No matter where you go, I’m not accepting anything less than a three point zero. I will not hesitate to snatch you out of school and let you work at Wal-Mart if you think you’re going to Charlotte to playhouse with Maurice, you better think again.”  

Kenya had frowned. “Ma, I want to get an education. Maurice is going to be playing football, and I’m going to be laying the foundation for my future career as a public-relations executive. I love him, but I’m not a fool. Daddy, please talk to her.”  

Henry Taylor, who had been reading the newspaper while his wife and daughter argued, had dropped the sports section and had looked at them. “Angela, let the girl make her own decision,” he’d said quietly. That was Henry’s way, non-confrontational, until he was pushed. “I just know one thing. This better not be about chasing that knuckleheaded boy.  

Kenya had folded her arms across her chest. “Come on, Daddy. I’m not following Maurice.”  

“Then explain to me why you want to go to Johns C. Smith,” Angela had said. 

 “Johnson C. Smith,” Kenya had corrected. “Well, Charlotte is a growing city, and Smith is a small college, which means less competition for internships and things of that nature. There are a lot of new public-relations companies moving to Charlotte. With all the banks in Charlotte, they are always looking for public-relations folks to tell their stories to the media.”  

Angela had smiled at her daughter. “Well, I see that you’ve researched Johnson C. Smith and Charlotte. If that’s where you want to go to school, then I’ll support you.” 

 Kenya had hugged her mother and kissed her on the cheek. “I’m not totally clueless, Ma.”  

Angela had patted her daughter’s shoulder. “I know. Your father and I did a good job.”  

As Kenya picked up the phone to call her mother, she prayed that Angela had enough clout to get her into CAU without much of a hassle. All she had to do was figure out a good reason for the desire to transfer in her senior year.  

“This is Angela,” her mother said when she answered the phone.  

“Ma, hi,” Kenya said.  

“Hey, baby. Is everything all right?”  

“I can’t just call and say hello?”  

“Not when you should be in class, and not when I’m at work.”  

“You’re the editor, Ma. You don’t get busy until later.”  

Angela sighed into the phone. “And I know when my daughter has something she wants to ask but is afraid to do so.”  

“Uh, well, I kinda got into a little trouble.”  

“Hold on,” Angela said.  Kenya heard her mother close the door to her office. She knew this wasn’t going to be pretty.  “Kenya Denise Taylor, are you pregnant?”  

“No. Ju-just suspended,” Kenya said, formulating the lie in her head. 

 “What! What happened?” 

 “Uh, I-I got into a fight.”  

“Kenya, what in the hell is wrong with you? You’re a senior about to graduate. Do I need to come up there and talk to the chancellor? I can’t believe you did something so stupid as to get into a fight. Tell me that it didn’t have anything to do with Maurice.” 

 “Ma, I’m sorry. Okay, I’m not going to lie to you. Maurice and I broke up, and this campus is too small for me to see his face every day, and it was really nasty, and I just want to get away.” 

 For the first time since she’d caught Maurice and Lauryn, Kenya sobbed uncontrollably. She told her mother the entire story about catching Maurice having sex with Lauryn and the rumors.  

“You can’t run from them, baby,” Angela said.  

“Ma, you wanted me to go to Clark Atlanta, and now I want to go there. I don’t see the problem.” 

 “The problem is, I don’t want you to think that you can cut and run when you face some adversity. I know he was your first love, but you will get over it.”  

“Easy for you to say. You married your first love. Ma, please, I can’t stay here and be subjected to seeing him with her and hearing all of the rumors. Please, I’ll do anything.” 

 “Let me talk to your father, and we’ll get back to you tomorrow. Go to class and ignore all of the talk.”  

“Yes, ma’am,” Kenya said, all the while thinking, Easier said than done.  

 

Maurice rushed to the health center when he heard Lauryn was there. He hoped that the reason behind her being there was another rumor. There was no way Kenya would have pushed her down a hill. That wasn’t in her nature. Then again, Kenya was mad as hell, and there was no telling what she was capable of.  God, I hope Lauryn isn’t hurt and Kenya doesn’t get into trouble for this, he thought as he opened the door to the center. Maurice found Lauryn sitting on a bench, with a sling on her arm.  “Mo, Kenya tried to kill me,” Lauryn exclaimed.  

“What happened?” he asked as he sat down beside her.  

“That fat bitch pushed me down the hill beside the student union.” 

 Maurice pulled her into his arms. “I’ll talk to her.” 

“No, don’t. Just ignore her. I’m going to press charges with campus police.”  

“Don’t do that. Kenya is upset about us, and you really can’t blame her.” 

 Lauryn pushed away from him. “Hello! I’m your woman now, and my arm was nearly broken.” 

 “You want her to get kicked out of school? Come on, Lauryn. Your arm isn’t broken. Just let it go.”  

“Okay, who do you want? Me or her fat ass?”  

“I’m with you, but you don’t have to bad-mouth Kenya.”  Lauryn pushed her hair back with her unbandaged hand. “Fine, but you’d better keep her away from me.”  

“Forget about Kenya. Come on. Let me pamper you until I have to go to practice,” he said as he scooped her up into his arms.  Maurice couldn’t help but wonder if he’d made a mistake letting Kenya go.  

 

Two weeks later, Kenya got the okay from her parents to come home to Atlanta. Though she’d have to start over at Clark Atlanta as a junior, it was well worth it. Watching the romance of Maurice and Lauryn was sickening. And to add insult to injury, Lauryn now had the entire campus believing Kenya was out to get her. She was happy to go home.  The day she packed her things, Maurice showed up at her dorm room. 

“Kenya?” 

 “What do you want?” she said, not looking up at him.  

“What are you doing?” 

 “Minding my fucking business.” 

 “Are you leaving school?”

  She slammed her clothes into her suitcase, then looked up at him. “Maurice, get away from me. You gave up the right to know what I’m doing when you put that girl on top of you.”  

“You fought so hard to come to school here, and I don’t want you to leave because of me,” he said. Maurice timidly stepped inside the room.  

“Aren’t you just full of yourself,” she snapped. “Who cares what you think?”  

“I still care about you, Kenya. Are you going back to Atlanta?” 

What he wanted to do was reach out to her, but the fiery anger in her eyes pushed that thought out of his mind.  

“Get out. Don’t worry about where I’m going. Just know I won’t be around you and your little bitch anymore. You win, Maurice. You and Lauryn drove me away. You broke my heart beyond repair, and I’ll never forgive you for that. I hate you as much as I loved you. Now, get out of my way before I do something that I will regret. Enjoy, but regret.”  

“Kenya—” 

 “Out!” she said. She knew that she was using anger to mask her pain, and though she wanted to hate him, she couldn’t and didn’t. 

 “So, this is how it’s going to be? We’re not even going to try and be friends?” 

 She took a deep breath, trying to calm herself down. “Friends? Let me put it like this, if you were on fire, I wouldn’t spit on you unless I had gasoline in my mouth. You snuck around behind my back to be with her. Would a friend do that? Would a friend lie to my face over and over again? Hell no, we’re not friends, and we never will be again. Now get out of my face.” 

 A wave of sadness washed across his face. “I still have love for you, Kenya, and if you ever need anything . . .”  She picked up a broken shoe and threw it in his direction. 

Maurice ducked out of the way.  

“I need you to get out of my room and out of my life!”  

Maurice walked away from the door, and Kenya thought that would be the last time she’d ever see his lying ass face.

 


 

Chapter 2

Nine years later: 

 Bank of America Stadium, Charlotte, North Carolina 

 

 “And the Carolina Panthers are headed to the NFC championship for the third time in three years,” the television announcer exclaimed happily. “We’re standing here with first-year Panthers wide out Maurice Goings. What an unbelievable game!”  

“I was just catching what QB 1 threw my way. This was a big game, and we all had to step up and make plays if we wanted to win,” Maurice said, with a smile. “Lauryn, baby, this is for you. I love you. Marry me.”  

“Whoa! Championship run and an engagement,” said the announcer. “Lauryn, you’re a lucky lady. Thanks, Mo.” 

 Maurice ran into the tunnel. After making sure there were no cameras or reporters around, he dropped his head. Hopefully, she was happy now. Maurice had been a standout wide receiver in the NFL long enough to know that he’d just opened the door for his private life to be put underneath a microscope.  “Damn,” he muttered as he walked into the locker room.  Defensive lineman and NFL journeyman Walter Homer popped Maurice on the butt with a towel. “Good game, bro!”  

“Thanks.”  

“I can’t believe you just went all Ahmad Rashad out there and asked homegirl to marry you.”  

“Hell, we’ve been engaged three months. The damned wedding is planned, but you know how women are. They want a damned show.”  

“Sounds like the beginning of the end for you, man. Your woman takes high maintenance to another level. Send me an invitation to the reception.”  

Maurice slapped the back of Homer’s bald head. “Whatever. You’re going to be a groomsman.” 

 “Damn! I was hoping I’d get a pass on that duty. I’m allergic to weddings. Haven’t you noticed that I’ve avoided holy matrimony?”  

Before they could continue their conversation, a crush of reporters entered the locker room, shoving voice recorders and microphones in their faces.  

 

Meanwhile, across town, Lauryn and her girlfriends giggled happily as News 14 showed a replay of Maurice’s proposal.  “Girl,” Vivian Sanders said, “your man loves you.”  

Lauryn smiled cockily. “Yes, he does, and I have him wrapped around my finger.” 

 Mya Brown looked at Lauryn and shook her head. “You’re really going to marry the money, aren’t you?”  

“Don’t do this,” Lauryn warned. 

 “I mean, I know that you love this lifestyle, but you don’t love Maurice,” Mya said. “He’s always been a means to an end for you.”  

Vivian watched their conversation as if she was following the championship match at The U.S. Open. Just like with tennis, she had no clue as to what was going on.  

“Mya, why don’t you mind your business? If you can’t be happy for me and Mo, then leave,” Lauryn hissed.  

“Fine,” Mya said as she rose to her feet. “Marrying him will be the biggest mistake of your life.” 

 Lauryn glared at her friend as she left.  

“Forget her. She’s just jealous. How big is the wedding going to be?” Vivian said.  

“SportsCenter big. I’m thinking three thousand guests, cameras, and all of that. I want to be the Black Princess Diana.” Lauryn picked up the phone and called Charlotte’s most renowned wedding planner so that the media machine could be pushed into high gear.  But deep inside, Lauryn knew that she was going into this marriage for all the wrong reasons and that Mya was right. She didn’t love Maurice. Her heart belonged to another, but there was no way Lauryn could leave the plush life that Maurice had provided for her. She loved their penthouse that overlooked uptown Charlotte. She loved the fact that they always got the best seats at the most exclusive restaurants. They never paid to party in Charlotte, Atlanta, New York, or anywhere else they went. She’d grown accustomed to dressing in the hottest fashions and wearing Jimmy Choo shoes and lots of jewelry—diamonds, rubies, and anything else she wanted. Her jewelry box resembled an upscale jewelry store.  This was what she’d wanted all along. That was why she’d hooked up with Maurice all those years ago. But nine years later, she had to wonder if it was worth it.  I don’t care what Mya thinks. I’m marrying Maurice, Lauryn thought. I’ve worked way too hard for this.  

 

Curled up on her sofa in Atlanta, Georgia, Kenya tossed the latest self-help  book she’d purchased across the room, deeming it a waste of time. One day she’d stop wasting her hard-earned money on these books. She was fine; it was the rest of the world with the problem. Why couldn’t people just congratulate her for being a successful contract attorney, one who was licensed in four states and who had finished law school at the top of her class in under three years? No, people always wanted to know why she wasn’t married, where her boyfriend was, and why she didn’t have children. Kenya refused to be defined by a man or motherhood. It didn’t help that her mother and father were dropping hints that they’d like a grandchild or two. Just a hazard of being the only child.  She turned the television on and flipped through the channels, looking for something to occupy her mind. Kenya paused when she came to ESPN.  “Carolina Panthers wide receiver Mo Goings isn’t just celebrating his team heading to the NFC Championship game. He’s also celebrating his engagement to his high-school sweetheart, Lauryn Michaels.”  The camera cut to Maurice asking Lauryn to marry him. Kenya snapped the TV off. “High-school sweetheart?” she said to the walls. “Somebody needs to get their facts straight.”  In the silence of the night, when Kenya’s bed was really cold and lonely, she’d think of Maurice. What would have been if there had never been a Lauryn? Would she have been on the other end of that proposal? 

After nine years, she’d hoped to be over him, but every man she met, she compared to Maurice, the good, the bad, and the ugly.  When Maurice was drafted by the Dallas Cowboys a few years back, Kenya had wanted to call and congratulate him. Dallas had always been their favorite team. But she hadn’t reached out to him. There was no need for him to know that she still cared.  After he was injured during his fourth game of his rookie season, Kenya had wanted to send flowers or a get-well card, but she didn’t. Part of her had hoped his career would be over, because she knew that he loved football more than anything else.  She hated it when her mind was filled with “what-ifs.” Kenya knew she couldn’t change the past any more than she could predict the future. Maurice was the past, and according to ESPN, his future was with Lauryn. Why did it bother her so much that the sportscaster had called Lauryn Maurice’s high-school sweetheart? That was her title, though it didn’t amount to shit. She was the one who had ended up holding on to her love for him while he’d ridden off into the sunset, with Lauryn Michaels by his side. 

Instead of sitting in the house and feeling sorry for herself, Kenya called her best friend and old roommate, Imani, who’d just moved to Atlanta with her husband.  “Imani, it’s Kenya.”

  “What’s up, girl?” Imani said.  

“Do you feel like heading downtown? Let me introduce you to Atlanta.”  

Imani laughed. “I wish I could, but Roland and I are going to a jazz concert at the Foxy.”  

“The Fox, you mean. Sounds like fun,” Kenya said, trying to mask her disappointment.  

“Want to come with? I’m sure Roland wouldn’t mind.”  

“And be a third wheel? I don’t think so.”  

In the background, she could hear Imani’s husband, Roland, ask, “Didn’t you go to school with Mo Goings?”  

Kenya cringed inwardly at the sound of Maurice’s name. “I’d better let you go,” she said.  

“Kenya,” Imani said, “you saw SportsCenter, didn’t you?”  

“Girl, please. So, what if I did? That was over years ago. I’m just surprised Maurice didn’t trade her in.”  

“You still have feelings for him, don’t you? Don’t say you don’t, because I can hear it in your voice.” 

 “You and your husband had better get going if you want to find parking downtown,” Kenya said. “Maybe we can have lunch tomorrow. Oh shoot, I’m in mediation in the morning.”  

“I can’t believe you, Kenya Taylor. You’re still in love with Maurice, and you know that he is a lying, dirty, trifling dog.” 

 “I know who and what he is. Just hearing that those two are still together . . . and they called her his high-school sweetheart. It got to me a little bit.”  

“Babe, ticktock,” Kenya heard Roland say.  

“I have to go,” Imani said. “But I’ll call you when I get back.”  

“Have fun with your man, and don’t worry about me,” Kenya replied. “I’ll be fine.”  

After ending the call, Kenya picked up the book she’d tossed across the room and started reading. Maybe there was something hidden in the chapters that  could help her get Maurice out of her heart. 

 

 Monday morning, Maurice should have been sleeping in, or if he had to be up, he should’ve been soaking his sore muscles in a whirlpool. Instead, he was sitting in a television studio, with Lauryn on his arm, pretending that he knew what was going on with his wedding plans.  “And Maurice and I knew we’d get married,” Lauryn said as she hammed it up for the camera. “It was magic at Johnson C. Smith.”  

Maurice nodded like a good lapdog.  

“Mo, is the wedding going to be a distraction during the playoffs?” the reporter asked.  

“No. I love Lauryn, and she understands that right now I have to concentrate on making it to the Super Bowl,” replied Maurice. “I’m going to leave the wedding planning in her capable hands.”  “

Yes,” Lauryn said. “I don’t want the fans mad at me. Besides, I want my man to be victorious in February.”  

“When’s the wedding going to be?” the reporter asked.  

“When else? Valentine’s Day,” Lauryn said.  

Thanks for telling me, Maurice thought as he smiled for the cameras.  

When the interview was over, he turned to Lauryn and shook his head.  

“What?” she asked.  

“Why are we doing this?”  

“Doing what? Getting married?”  

“Turning it into a media spectacle? A wedding is supposed to be between a man and woman, not a man, a woman, and the media.” 

 Lauryn stroked his cheek. “But you’re famous, and I want all of those women to know that you’re mine.”  

Maurice headed out the door, with Lauryn on his heels. 

“Baby,” she asked. “Are you mad?”  

He turned around and looked at her. She had a look of innocence on her face, and it melted his heart. “Just tired. This is my day off, remember.” 

 She wrapped her arms around his waist. “I know. I’ll make it up to you when we get home. I love you.”  

“Love you, too,” he replied, kissing her on the cheek.  As they drove home, Maurice had to question his sanity. Everyone had told him that Lauryn was a gold digger. He’d heard those sorts of things about her since they were in college.  College. Kenya. How was Kenya? He hadn’t talked to her in nine years, and when he went home to Atlanta for Thanksgiving, he’d driven by her parents’ house, hoping to catch a glimpse of her. And if he had seen her, what would he have said to her? She wouldn’t accept his apology nine years ago. Would she now? 

 “Maurice! The light is red!” Lauryn shouted, interrupting his thoughts.  

“Sorry.” He slowed the car so that he wouldn’t blow through the light.  

“Maybe I need to run you a bath and let you relax while I hang out with Mya for a while.”  

“If you want to. I’ll probably study some film and sleep. Oh, Homer and his girl want us to have dinner with them tonight at Morton’s. Cool?”  

“All right,” she said flatly. “What’s this girl’s name?”  

“I don’t know. Just try to be nice.”  

“That’s all I can do. Try,” she said as he pulled into driveway of their home.  

Moments after entering the house, Maurice headed for the marble spa tub in his master bathroom.

Once she was alone, Lauryn pulled out her cell phone.

 “Mya,” she said. “We need to talk. Why don’t I come over and we have lunch?” 

 “Don’t you have another news show to do?” asked Mya. 

 “You can’t blame me for what I’m doing. Do you know how long Mo and I have been together?”  

“But does he know what you’re hiding?” 

 “I’m not hiding anything.” 

 “There’s no need for us to meet for lunch, because I’ll see you at dinner,” Mya revealed.  

“Dinner?”  

“Yes, I’ve decided to go after some NFL money, too. It just so happens that he’s Mo’s best friend.” 

 “Don’t do this, Mya.”  

“I’m just following your lead. You can’t have it both ways, do as I say and not as I do.”  

“Mya. Mya?” She pulled the phone from her ear and saw that Mya had ended the call. What was she trying to prove by dating Mo’s best friend?  

“Lauryn,” Maurice called from the bathroom, “you want to join me?” 

 “I have to run to Mya’s, but I’ll rub your back when I get back,” she said as she opened the door to leave.  

Moments later, Lauryn found herself sitting in front of a moss-covered apartment complex in the historic Southpark community. 

Thinking back, she realized that the day she and Mya had met in college, everything had changed for her. Mya had opened her eyes to a new world of pleasure, a world of loving a woman. For the last eight years, they’d kept their affair a secret.  One night, while Mya and Lauryn were in their dorm room, Mya had popped in a videotape of two women kissing and making love. Lauryn had never seen sex depicted so tender and so erotica. It turned her on, and she wasn’t sure what to make of her feelings. 

Turning to Mya, she had said, “What is this?”  

Mya had smiled as she muted the volume. “Ever wonder what it would be like to be touched that way?”  

“By a woman?”  

Mya closed the space between them. “By me.” 

 Before Lauryn could react, Mya had had her in her arms and kissed her with an intensity that she’d never felt before.  

Shaking her head, Lauryn emerged from the car. She had to do something. She couldn’t deny that she was in love with Mya, but was that enough to give up what she’d built with Maurice? Could she give up the money and everything that came along with being an NFL wife?  It wasn’t as if Mya didn’t reap rewards from Lauryn’s relationship with Maurice. As she walked up the steps leading to Mya’s place, she resolved to end this relationship. It had gone on too long. What did love have to do with being rich?  

No, this is over. I’m ending this, and she can do what she wants to with whomever she pleases, Lauryn thought as she pressed the door chime.  Mya opened the door, dressed in a short silk bathrobe. Lauryn was speechless when she saw her. Emerald was definitely her color.  

“We-we need to talk,” Lauryn said when she found her voice. 

 Mya raised her sculpted eyebrow. “I knew you were the one at my door,” she said as she stood aside.  

Lauryn walked into the living room and ran her hand across the mantel above the fireplace. “I can’t do this anymore, and if you want to date Homer, then go right ahead and do it.” 

 “I don’t want him, L. I want you. How do you think I feel watching you with Maurice and knowing that in a few months you’ll have this lavish wedding? You can’t go through with it.”  

“You’re insane.”  

“And you love me. Admit it.” 

 “I-I . . .”  

Mya dropped her robe, revealing her toned and naked body. “You love me, you need me, and you don’t want to marry Maurice.”  

“I’m not gay.”  

“That’s not what this is about. It’s about you and me. You know I make you come more than Maurice ever could. I give you more than money and you said you need that. Money comes and goes. One injury and your fiancé is just another washed up nigga who used to be great. You can’t ride this wave forever. What we have is real. You said that yourself.” 

  “I know what I said. I didn’t mean it.”  

“Then why are you here?” Mya inched closer to her. “You could’ve sent a text.”  Their lips were inches apart. Mya wrapped her arms around Lauryn’s waist, pulling her closer until she could easily devour her lips.  Though Lauryn should’ve pushed away, she gave into the kiss, allowing Mya to strip her down and kiss every inch of her body until she felt as if she was going to explode.  “Don’t marry him,” Mya breathed against Lauryn’s ear. “We can be together, make a life together.” 

 “No,” Lauryn whispered, holding Mya tightly. “I’m going to marry him.” 

 Mya pushed Lauryn away. “You’re never going to be happy with him, and I’m not going to be your little secret anymore.”

  “What are you saying?”  

“It’s over. You can live this lie if you want to, but I won’t do it anymore.”  

“Mya, I-I . . .”  Stepping back, Mya pointed toward the door. “Eight years, Lauryn, and that’s too long for me to play the background like this. You won’t let me move on with my life, and you don’t want to be a real part of my life. We’re not just friends. That line was crossed a long time ago.”  

Lauryn dropped her head in her hands. “Please don’t do this. Don’t ask me to choose when I want you both.”  

“No! You can’t have both. Go on. Walk out the door, if you can.” 

 Lauryn turned to the door and tried not to look back. But once she grasped the doorknob, she turned around and saw Mya in tears. There was no way she could leave.  

 


Chapter 3

 

“That’s it, that’s it. The Carolina Panthers win the Super Bowl on a last-second catch by wide receiver Maurice Goings! For the first time in franchise history, the Panthers are world champions,” the announcer yelled.

Kenya walked away from the bar and back to the table with her coworkers. The firm had rented a ballroom in a downtown hotel for a Super Bowl party. Because she was playing office politics, Kenya was pretending to be enjoying herself. But every time she heard Maurice’s name or saw a flash of his fiancée on the screen, she wanted to vomit.  Wallace Norman, one of the lawyers in Kenya’s department, took a seat beside her.  

“Having fun?” he said as he sucked down a beer.  

“Oh yeah,” she said and lifted her glass of chardonnay to him.

“Didn’t you go to school with Mo Goings?” 

 “So, what if I did? Obviously, we didn’t keep in touch,” she snapped.  

“Hey,” he replied, throwing his hands up. “Don’t bite my head off.” 

He pushed his beer bottle aside and smiled at her.  Kenya rose to her feet. She’d had enough of this crap. If she had a dollar for every time she’d been asked about Maurice tonight, she could comfortably retire and buy an island. “I’ll see you Monday.”  

Wallace stood, cornering her so that she couldn’t get away. “You know what you need, Kenya? A good, long—”  

“Can you say ‘sexual harassment’?”  

“Let me finish. A good massage,” he said, with a randy grin. “You walk around the office, looking tense and mad all the time. Do you have a man in your life?” 

 “Get away from me.” 

 “One date? Dinner, movie, and maybe a nightcap.”  

Kenya looked at Wallace. He was attractive, about six feet tall, muscular, and the color of milk chocolate. But he was ultra-arrogant. The last thing she needed was to get involved with another man with an ego.  

She wasn’t about to let another man come into her life and break her heart ever again. Wallace looks like a heart-breaker, she thought as she slipped on her coat.  “I’m going to be straight with you, Wallace. Relationships aren’t my thing, and dating doesn’t rank on my list of priorities. I have way too much work on my plate, and I don’t need distractions.”  

Nodding, Wallace took a step back. “So, you’re one of those women, Miss Super Career Chick, who doesn’t need a man? All right, Miss Kenya. But money can’t give you babies, kiss you at night, or hold you when it’s cold.”  

She shook her head and placed her purse on her shoulder. “I can adopt, kiss a dog, and invest in an electric blanket. Good night.”  

“You’re serious, aren’t you?”  

“Do you find it so hard to believe that I don’t want to go on a date with you? You’re not Mr. Irresistible. I can live without you. I’ve gotten along just fine this long. I think I’ll make it through the night.”  

“Whatever,” Wallace snapped as Kenya turned her back and headed out the door.  As she stepped into the crisp night air, Kenya thought about what Wallace had said about her career. Yes, she’d replaced her longing for love with a drive to succeed. Kenya didn’t mind working eighty hours a week, coming in on the weekend, or working through the holidays.  

To the firm’s partners, she was a shining star. But to her friends and family, Kenya was a train wreck waiting to happen. No one had the guts to tell her, though.  Aside from the occasional business dinner, Kenya didn’t go out. Imani was married, so they didn’t cruise the bars. And online dating wasn’t an option. She’d seen enough true crime stories about women dying for love and she wasn’t going to be one of them. 

The one guy she’d dated briefly couldn’t keep her interested. He was handsome, stable, and looking for a relationship. But to Kenya, he was a bottle of Ambien with legs.  Even now she couldn’t remember his name or anything they’d done in the month they hung out. She’d broken up with him, using work as her excuse. But the truth was, he wasn’t Maurice and she hated that he still had a hold on her.

 

 

  Jubilant. Euphoric. These were the feelings that Maurice should’ve been experiencing. Instead, he was filled with dread and gloom. Now that the season was over, he was going to have to go through with this wedding. It wasn’t the thought of marriage that got to him, because he loved Lauryn. It was the spectacle that she’d turned it into. There were going to be camera crews, a write-up in Carolina Bride magazine, and a feature on News 6’s The Carolina Traveler.  As soon as he walked into the locker room, a spray of champagne hit him in the face. 

“MVP, MVP,” his teammates chanted.  

Wiping his face, Maurice joined in the celebration, snatching a bottle of champagne from Homer and taking a big swig.  

“Man, we are the motherfucking champions. We’re on top,” Homer said.  

“Yeah,” Maurice said flatly.  

“Wedding bell blues?” asked Homer. 

 “I wish there was one more game, man. This wedding is a hassle. We could have gotten married on an island somewhere, without all this fanfare.”  

“You know how women are. They want that Cinderella crap, those Disney weddings, and they think happily ever after, as long as the money doesn’t run out.”  

“Lauryn isn’t like that.” 

 Homer popped Maurice with a towel. “Don’t be fooled. They’re all like that,” he said before heading for the shower.  

Maurice knew Homer was wrong. He knew one woman who didn’t care about money and what he had to offer.  Kenya.  He found it funny that he always thought of Kenya at the strangest times. Was his subconscious telling him that she was the one that he was supposed to be sharing his success with? After all, she’d helped him lay the foundation, and how had he repaid her? By letting her find out on her own that he was with another woman, without any warning. Nine years ago, he’d allowed her to walk out of his life, and he felt so guilty about the way things had ended that he had never tried to contact her and apologize.  

His mother, Maryann, had loved Kenya and had not been happy the day Maurice brought Lauryn home for Thanksgiving.  “Maurice, come in the kitchen and help me,” Maryann had said when she’d walked in on Lauryn and Maurice kissing again.  

“Mrs. Goings, I’ll help you,” Lauryn had volunteered.

 “That’s quite all right, Mo, let’s go,” Maryann had replied.  

He’d followed his mother into the kitchen, knowing full well that he was going to be the one needing help.  

“I don’t like her. What happened to Kenya? She was smart, respectful, and wore clothes that covered her body.”  

“She had a lot more body to cover,” Maurice had mumbled. 

 Maryann had popped Maurice on the hand with a wooden spoon. “What happened between you two?” 

 “People just grow apart.”  

“Or did that one just part her legs?”  

“Ma.” He wasn’t going to talk about his sex life with his mother. 

 “All I’m saying is you have a future, and she’s riding your coattails. What does she really know about you?”  

“We’re getting to know each other. I really care about Lauryn.”  

“Don’t get her pregnant, and don’t make Kenya hate you. Kenya was a good girl, and she really cared about you, not your potential earnings, as if she’s a bank about to offer you a loan. I see it in that girl’s eyes, Maurice. She out for money.” 

Why did I take your love for granted? he thought as he stood underneath the hot shower spray.  

“Hey, man, you got a crowd of reporters out there waiting on you,” one of his teammates called out. 

 “I’ll be out in a minute,” Maurice said as he shut the water off.  After toweling off and covering his body with a dry towel, Maurice headed into the locker room to answer the questions from the reporters. It didn’t take long for someone to ask him about his pending nuptials. 

 Forcing a smile, Maurice said, “I can’t wait. Not only will I have a Super Bowl ring, but I get a wedding ring, too.”  

“Which one means the most?” a reporter asked.  

“I’m not touching that one,” Maurice replied, making everyone laugh. “Guys, I have got to go and meet up with my fiancée. Are there any more questions?” 
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