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​Chapter One

​Party Crashers
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JEROME

Stepping out of his car and looking around, Jerome made sure all the doors were locked before heading inside the gentlemen’s club. Seeing the name Bottoms Up in vivid lights, Jerome knew he was in the right place. It was almost eleven, and all he wanted to do was go home and go to bed, but if this is where his friend wanted to celebrate his bachelor party, who was he to judge? 

Walking through the double black doors, Jerome checked his pockets for his ID and cash to pay the entrance fee. He tried his best to look the women sashaying around him in the eye, but with the fog and flashing lights, he found it hard to focus. The guard that patted him down for any contraband before letting him through the next set of doors laughed. “Don’t have too much fun in there, virgin blood.” 

He could see the shock on all his friends’ faces as he walked up to them at their VIP table. No one said anything at first until the man of the hour walked over and gave Jerome a side hug.

“Jerome! Fancy seeing you here,” Wyatt shouted over the music.

“No doubt! I thought the least I could do was come through.” 

Jerome saw a woman take the stage, and he blinked several times at the speed and agility she displayed as she climbed up and spun around on the silver pole. When he turned back to face his friend again, all the guys at the table were leaning against one another, laughing hysterically.

“Tonight is going to be a good night, fellas! We got the golden preacher boy to join us at BU. Let’s drink!” Patrick, Wyatt’s best man, held up his drink as the others brought their glasses together for the toast.

Guess I better order something, Jerome thought to himself.

Cutting through the guys and walking toward the nearest bar, he waited until the bartender noticed him before leaning in to be heard over the music.

“What can I get for you, suga?” the short woman asked.

He scanned the bar station. “I’ll just have a grape soda pop.”

The woman looked him over slowly before she went to get his drink.  “It’s five dollars, baby.”

Jerome handed her a ten-dollar bill. “Keep the change.”

That earned him a wicked grin from the bartender. “I was gonna anyway!” 

Turning around and sipping from his bottled drink, Jerome counted four women now in their section. As he parted his way through the VIP crowd, the girls acknowledged him with a few winks and alluring smiles. One of them, a chick with golden brown skin and braids that went to her bottom, swayed over to him and sat close enough to Jerome that one of her thighs overlapped onto one of his knees.

“You new to the Bottom?” she asked sweetly.

Jerome answered honestly, “Yeah. How did you know?”

She looked at the others from his crew and then back at him. “I ain’t seen you before, and those goons are here every payday.”

He nodded and extended his hand to the woman. “My name’s Jerome. It’s nice to meet you.”

The woman fluttered her eyelashes at him, making Jerome expose all his teeth. “Nice to meet you, Jerome. I’m Velvet.” She took his hand in hers and shook it gingerly. “If you want a special dance later, don’t see the rest. Come straight to the best, ya hear?” she told him.

“O-okay then. I will remember that, Velvet.” 

Jerome had no intentions of asking or receiving a dance later, but he didn’t want to be rude. To thank her for her time, Jerome then reached into his pocket and pulled out a five-dollar bill and handed it to her. She held the bill up to the light to inspect it as she stood up to leave. Brushing her braids across Jerome’s knees, Velvet turned to face him again and blew him a kiss. The other girls in their VIP section were watching the exchange between them, and Jerome wasn’t sure if that was a good or bad thing. As she strolled away, Velvet shouted over to the guys in his section, “Finally! A fucking real man showed up to this bitch!” 

All the guys looked at Jerome as Mitch, his friend from high school, yelled at him while smoking a cigarette, “Yo man! You suppose to give them money after the lap dance, not before!”

The others laughed as Jerome sipped his drink. 

Almost an hour had passed, and everyone was still in good spirits. Jerome had finished his drink a while ago but didn’t want to get up again, as he noticed that when men were up and about, the women not on stage latched on to them, enticing them into buying a dance. To make use of that time, Jerome instead talked to the fellas about the upcoming church jamboree. 

Some of the guys must have gotten sick of him bringing it up, as they eventually agreed to volunteer to help set up and man a few stations during the event. Jerome typed their phone numbers into his phone and started to enjoy the atmosphere like everyone else. He nodded in time to the music playing in the club and opened the text app to his phone.

Hey, I get it - no one wants to look lame not getting it.

But think about it, is it really worth it?

When you finally find your wife and she asks, “What’s your body count?”

He had found a decent flow when Jerome felt a soft tap on his shoulder.

“Thought you could use another drink.” The bartender from earlier had another bottled soda in her hand, and she reached over the small rail to hand it to Jerome.

“Thanks. You ain’t have to do that,” he told her earnestly as he took the drink from her. 

While he was digging in his pockets for money to pay her, she asked him, “What ya doing with your phone out? You know the bouncers here will kick your ass if you take pics of the girls,” she warned him.

Jerome shook his head. “Nah sister, nothing like that. I just got an idea for a verse and wanted to get it down before it was gone, I swear.” 

She tilted her head before tapping on the screen of his phone. “Can I see what you came up with?”

Jerome’s eyes widened. “You ain’t gonna clown me if it’s whack, are you?”

The bartender chuckled, “We’ll just have to wait and see, uh?”

Looking around to make sure his crew was busy with the dancers, Jerome entered his PIN code and turned his phone toward her to show what he had jotted down a moment ago. To keep himself busy from possibly being laughed at, Jerome started to lightly tap his heel against the back of the couch that he was sitting on and waited for her to say something.

“I wasn’t expecting that,” she told him.

Jerome looked her in the eye and asked hopefully, “Is that a good thing or a bad thing?”

The bartender held his stare. “Just what kind of rapper you trying to be in these streets?”

“I want to be a Christian rapper. You know, inspire and help someone find their light,” Jerome answered nervously.  He waited for her to laugh, but when she slowly nodded and walked away, Jerome called out to her, “Wait! I didn’t pay for my drink.”

The bartender turned around and smiled. “You gave me something tonight worth more than money in this joint. We even.”

He was left to just stare as she went back behind the bar to make drinks for a few of the girls that were in between dances. I guess she liked it? 

* * *
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TASHA

Tasha was working at the The Fast Fix food truck while in between jobs, thanks to one of her oldest friends, Alexa. She really didn’t mind the work. For one, it was mostly quiet, and she got to work alone. Also, her homegirl always sent that direct deposit on time.

It’s a lot better than working retail, she thought dryly.

The main reason she liked this new gig was that she hardly ran into anyone that she had gone to school with. It wasn’t like Tasha was voted ‘Most Likely to Succeed’ or anything, but after high school she was supposed to have been up and gone from this backwards town. She did everything she could to make that happen, but it still wasn’t enough. When Tasha got accepted to her dream college during her senior year, she was on cloud nine for days. Then, with one visit from financial aid weeks later, all her hopes and dreams came crashing down. Tasha wandered around town feeling like a complete failure for a year before finally getting herself together.

Instead of leaving town, Tasha found herself struggling to pay tuition at her local community college. With two part-time jobs and a work study on campus, she couldn’t keep money in her account for nothing! But she was making it work, even if it meant she only slept on the weekends.

Then, in the middle of her senior year at Grover Community College, she was blindsided by the news of her family being in financial trouble and about to lose the home that Tasha grew up in. Her sisters apparently had been out of work for months and didn’t tell her. But they came to her a month before the bank was due to foreclose on their childhood home.

Tasha then spent her last night in her tiny studio apartment, eating ice cream and quietly crying until she fell asleep. Selling what she could from her apartment, she ended her lease and went to withdraw from GCC. She moved back home and worked double shifts when she could at whatever job would hire her so she could make the new payments with the bank. Two weeks after Tasha moved back home, her older sister, Tina, finally got a job, and that helped them get caught up. All of this happened years ago, but whenever someone she went to school with saw Tasha, her still being in town was the first and only thing they would want to talk about. And it still made her angry as hell.

To deal with her pain, Tasha started taking photos. Nothing fancy really, just another way for her to express herself. Until one day at a local park, she took a photo of a woman about the same age as her mama. The woman, Joanna, asked to see the photo, and when Tasha showed it to her, Joanna asked her how soon could she could have it printed and framed. Tasha had no idea what she meant at first, but she found out real quick that same day and made her first sale.

It was enough to pay the mortgage that month! Tasha remembered fondly. 

Three months later, she had created a website, quit one of her temp jobs, and slowly started to take on clients. She had loved studying English in school, but learning about photography felt more like her true calling.

Plus, I get to choose who I work with and my prices per session! 

Tasha grinned as she scrolled through her phone, looking for new photography equipment to add to her gear bag. Most of the items that Tasha drooled over these days she couldn’t afford to pay for in full, so she added them to her wish list. Once she did that, Tasha made a mental note to check and see if the local photoshop in the mall near her place had any of the things she wanted that could be put on a leasing plan. Hearing the closing song from inside the club, Tasha sat up to turn the fryer back on.

Time to feed the horny herd, Tasha thought to herself as she watched the dudes stumble outside.

Only a few folks were interested in something greasy tonight, so she quickly worked to serve them their food and watched as the last group of customers hopped into their cars to leave. With the club officially closed, the girls exited from the back with the main bouncers. Tasha still looked at them in awe as she saw their transformations from ‘club girl’ to normal. She took in their much more comfortable attire of track suits, flat shoes, and hoodies before wondering again just how they managed to make that kind of change each night.

Some guys from a bachelor party group were lingering around as the girls were waiting to be picked up by their loved ones. Two of the guys separated from their pack and started coming on hard to the girls, and Tasha’s stank face settled in before she could stop herself. Thinking quickly, she remembered the wings that Alexa said she could take home. She got the girls’ attention by playing one of their favorite hype songs and waving the freshly fried goods from her window. 

“Thought y’all might wanna try the new mango madness batch before your rides get here,” she called out through her order window. Seeing the newest girl in the group inhale and then frown, Tasha added, “No worries, Rookie. I got a vegan batch with your name on it.”

Satisfied with the distance between the girls and the guys, Tasha started to clean up for the night. But as she turned around to make sure the fryer was turned off, she heard one girl scream. Quickly making her way back to the service window, Tasha saw the same two guys from before grabbing Rookie’s wrists as the other girls tried calling the after-hours bouncer for help. Flipping on the security lights on top of the truck and grabbing her portable siren, Tasha pressed the red button and waited for all the commotion to die down before she spoke. “I don’t know who raised y’all, but manhandling women ain’t a good look. Find somewhere else to be ‘fore I throw on my Karen voice and have the city dogs out here!”

A third guy made his way next to the two dudes still near the newer girl. Tasha briefly wondered just how he fit into their little entourage, as he didn’t seem to be bothered with wearing his worth out loud as the others did. He met her eye and spoke calmly, “Sister, that won’t be necessary. We were just leaving, right fellas?”

The other two nodded quickly.

He seemed to be a standup guy, but if life had taught Tasha anything at twenty-six, it was that it only took one time for a dude to fuck around and ruin a chick’s world if you let him. Her face hardened as she upped the watts on the security lights while directing them at the three men.

“You say y’all leaving but I don’t see y’all walking away.”

Rookie rushed toward the truck with the remaining girls and watched the two guys finally get into their limo.

“We was just asking what her prices were!” The music then blared as their limo took off into the night. 

“Again, I’m sorry about my friends. Take care, sister,” Jerome said before he got into his car and left.

With all the commotion over, the girls remained near The Fast Fix truck and started their nightly ritual of telling their worst-customer-of-the-night stories. One by one, each girl disappeared as someone showed up in a different vehicle to take them home. Rookie’s ride was the last to get there. Before she hopped into her sister’s jeep, she leaned over into the window of the service truck.

“Hey! Tash!” she shouted into the truck, getting Tasha to turn around.

“Yeah?”

“Thank you. Those guys were bugging me all night. Almost left early ‘cause of them, but tuition just went up again this semester, so I had to stick it out.”

“I hear that! Don’t let no dude get in the way of your education. Or ya money!” Tasha reminded Rookie.

“You right, sis. Anyway, thanks again. Goodnight!”

“Night!”

* * *
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JEROME

Getting ready for work took more out of him than usual. How do they always stay out so late? Never again, Lord! He thought to himself as he finished his breakfast.

A few guys did give him their contact information for the church jamboree

event, so he was happy about that. And things weren’t all that bad, at least not until closing time when two of the guys got out of line with one of the girls.

Jerome thought Jesus himself was coming to round them all up for their heathen behavior when those truck lights hit his face. Laughing at the memory, he shook his head.

I gotta get out more, if a few flashing lights was all it took to spook me.

If he was honest with himself, Jerome would admit that it was more than the flashing lights. He’d grown up with those guys and gone to the same schools, but he felt like a stranger whenever he spent time with them away from the church. Being the son of a pastor was hard, especially since the only person that he ever felt he could talk to about anything left town over ten years ago. When he would go out to any event away from Christ’s Corner, Jerome noticed early on how folks would change the conversation or avoid looking his way. It became painfully obvious his freshman year of college, when he thought about pledging to the fraternity on campus. He remembered standing alone at his first mixer, as some of the same guys who attended his church walked by with their girlfriends and friends. He could still hear their laughter as they strolled past him that night. That was seven years ago, and it still made his chest tighten to even think about it.

For the last few years, he enjoyed having his own place, but lately found a new kind of loneliness setting in. At least when he lived with his folks, there was his mama to talk to at the end of the day. Since college, all Senior ever did was tell him that his dreams of being a rapper were foolish and a waste of time.

But Jerome knew what he wanted, and this year was the year that he would make it happen.

* * *
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TASHA

She had only agreed to this meeting because her boss promised it would be worth her while. So far, Tasha was not on board with the meeting’s true agenda. Her close friends, Alexa and Rachel, stared at Tasha while holding hands as she looked over the rental contract in front of her. 

“No. No way,” she said as she finally pushed the documents away.

Rachel sighed as Alexa tried to soften the situation. “You’d be in a nicer part of town. Weren’t you just saying how you wanted to move out of your family’s house?”

“I wouldn’t call that a house...” Rachel mumbled.

Alexa elbowed Rachel, but Tasha just laughed. “You’re right, it’s not really much of a house. But it’s what I can afford.”

Standing up, Tasha smiled at her friends and handed back their rental agreement. “I would love to come on as a roommate with y’all, but there’s no way I can pay that amount each month. Sorry.”

Before she could walk away, Rachel grabbed her wrist. “Please consider it Tash. We’ve been looking for another roommate for weeks, and Alexa’s picky ass has rejected everyone I’ve considered except you.”

Alexa and Rachel had been together for years now, ever since Alexa came back home after studying law in college. Tasha had never seen her girl so happy as she was with Rachel by her side. She should have known that they would be looking for a new roommate after hearing that Leela, Rachel’s soror, decided to take a new job on the west coast. And as far back as their sophomore year of high school, Tasha and Alexa have been friends. So she knew exactly what Rachel was going through. Tasha thought back to their junior year, remembering when Alexa stopped eating at the school cafeteria after seeing one of the lunch ladies refilling the roll basket without a sneeze guard mask covering her nose. She almost laughed out loud from thinking back to those days, but she managed to keep a straight face. Seeing the silent eye battle between the two lovers, Tasha smiled again once the two looked back at her.

“I’m flattered, for real. But I just started leasing new gear, and without a steady job right now it wouldn’t be smart for me to move in with y’all now.”

“What if we could help you find more work?”

Tasha lowered her head. Why won’t they just let me grovel away already! 

“Really, the extra hours at the food truck have been hella helpful, but I don’t want to inconvenience you anymore.”

Alexa’s eyes widened as she let go of Rachel’s hand and grabbed her scheduler.

Oh Lawd! I know that look! She’s already got something in mind. Dang overachiever!

“Wait! Here... got it! You can tutor at the church near our complex!”

Rachel nodded gleefully and kissed Alexa on the cheek. “That’s right! I forgot about that offer.”

“The pastor reached out to our office to help them find someone qualified for a tutoring position that they were opening up soon. You’d be great for this!”

Tasha looked down at the two hopeful faces and sighed. “Give me the contract again.”

Hearing their squeals, Tasha shushed them as she reviewed the deposit and monthly rent amounts one last time. “I will call them, and if we can work something out, I’ll let y'all know by the end of the week, cool?”

“Yea!” they said in unison.

“Okay then... potential roomies.”

The two laughed as Tasha got up and left the restaurant.

* * *
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SEEING THE MAIN DOOR to her childhood home open in the middle of the day always filled Tasha with dread.

Nothing good ever came from the sight.

Her dark feelings were getting stronger and stronger as she smelled a group of older women, scantily clad in club wear, who were staring at her as she walked through the front door.

It’s mid-afternoon! Why are they coming down from their highs here?!

“Oh...you must be one of Kitty’s girls!” one of them said as they pointed at her.

“Yes ma’am.”

They laughed, but to Tasha the sound felt like razor blades churning and cutting up the inside of her stomach.

“So polite and PROPER! How’d Kitty get such a baby girl in her life?”

The one closest to Tasha squinted before reaching out and grabbing at her stomach. “Baby girl?! She look like she ‘bout to have a baby herself in a few months!”

Their laughs continued as Tasha’s eyes landed on her room door. Barely above a whisper, she spoke again. “Where is my mama?”

“Oh, you know, she went with her new friend . . . what was his name?” one woman answered casually. Tasha’s blood vessels pulsed heavily. She could have sworn she felt them swirling and becoming red around the corners of her eyes, but she kept her voice even. “Did her and her new friend go into that room?” Tasha asked, bringing her hand up and pointing at the last room on the right. All the women were now silent.

Tasha marched down the hall, pushed wide open the door that was locked this morning, and released a feral scream.

* * *
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“WHERE ARE YOU GOING?!” Tina asked Tasha.

“Anywhere but here.”

Not bothering to stop stuffing clothes into her duffel bag to look at her older sister, Tasha looked around the room one last time before calling a ride share to meet her at the assigned block in their neighborhood. They both heard the kids come in with their younger sister, Trisha. Seeing her nephews after they finished school used to be the highlight of her day, but Tasha couldn’t bring herself to look at them now.

“Mama! Mama! Why Titi mad?”

Trisha scooped up her little one and stared into the room. “It happened again?”

Tina answered, “Yeah. But this time she say she leaving.”

Tasha whipped her head at the two of them before either could speak again. “I am done with this shit! I put two locks on my door and a new deadbolt, but it still ain’t enough to keep out a crackhead!”

Tina rushed to her side and slapped Tasha across her face. “Watch your mouth! That’s yo mama you talking about, little girl!”

Feeling the harsh sting from her sister’s hand was nothing compared to the truth of what she just said. Rubbing her cheek, Tasha nodded her head quickly before going back to packing. “Yeah, you right. But as far as I know now, that person is also the bitch that sold all the photography gear that I scrapped and saved up for over the last three years. And she can kiss my ass!”

Slinging her duffel bags over her shoulder and pulling her headphones over her head, Tasha shouted again as she walked past Trisha and her now crying nephew, “Tell her when I see her again, it’s on site! I mean that this time, Trish.”

Before Tasha could press play on her phone, she heard her little sister suck in her teeth. “Now who’s gonna watch the boys for me this weekend?”

Whirling around on her heel, almost falling and dropping her duffle bags, Tasha locked eyes with her little sister. “That’s all you’re worried about right now?!” she yelled in disbelief.

“Stop all that yelling in this house before someone call the po pos!”

Tasha looked at her older sister and cackled, “You know damn well no city dog is coming out here at night! Miss me with that bullshit!” Turning her attention back to Trisha, Tasha sneered. “If it’s a babysitter you need, try calling one of the dudes that helped you make those babies! They oughta be good for something besides skeeting in and sliding out of ya!”

She didn’t hear what either of them were saying as she finally pressed play and turned up the volume on her headphones while going outside to wait on the ride share.

​

​

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter Two

​The Last Last Time
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JEROME

“Okay, that wasn’t half bad. Let’s clean it up and take it from the top.” Jerome waited for the track to begin again as he looked over his lyrics in his notebook.

Just cause we all sinners, don’t mean we gotta keep sinning. 

Doing anything for the gram—anything for the bag—ain’t how you win.

Give it up to the OG and let him see you through!

His boy Mitch had come through with finding him a studio, and Jerome did not want to waste a minute of the time that he had paid in full for the next two days. Finding his zone and finally being able to speak his purpose into existence was the greatest feeling. The time passed, and before he knew it, it was nearing midnight.

“Alright man, I know you ain’t got no one at home waiting on you, but I do. And she fo sho the jealous type.”

The sound crew chuckled as Jerome sheepishly took off his headphones. “I’m sorry for keeping y’all so late. It’s just I only have this weekend to get this LP done.” Before Senior comes back from his workshop . . .

“It’s cool, just don’t make it a habit. Anyway, four tracks in one day? That’s gotta be a new record up in here! Let’s listen to these in the morning before we work on getting them to the sound masters tomorrow.”

“Same time?” Jerome confirmed.

“Fo sho man!”

Jerome looked around at the sound booth one last time before letting himself out. As he walked to his car, Jerome thought he saw one of the female volunteers from church leaving the twenty-four-hour diner. Just as he was about to jog forward, the woman turned around and he stopped. It was one of the chicks from the other night at the gentlemen’s club. Even from where he stood, Jerome could see that she was in a bad way. She pulled a napkin out of her take away bag and wiped her face before sitting on a bench. Throwing the tissue back into the bag, she then took out her drink and sipped it slowly with her eyes closed.

He wanted to go to her, just to see if she was alright. A sister shouldn’t be out in these streets alone. It ain’t safe. His phone beeped, taking his attention away from her. He looked down and grabbed his phone from his jean pocket. Then Jerome looked back toward the bench, but the woman that had been there was gone.

* * *
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TASHA

This is what you get for trying to talk big with ya friends. Tasha finished her drink while walking back to the hotel. She had paid for three days and almost said a prayer of gratitude when the card went through with no issues.

First thing Monday, I’mma call Alexa and Rachel to sign the lease.

There was no way she was going back to that house. Feeling her already-puffy eyes swell again from another familiar family betrayal, Tasha swore it would be the last. 

No matter what. I’m never going back to live with them again. I’ll work the truck day and night if I have to!

Being alone in the hotel and not having to worry about hearing kids playing or having someone knock on her door late at night felt strange.

It’s strange, but it ain’t like I can’t get used to it.

She called The Photo Shop to make sure her new gear would be available for pickup tomorrow, and after getting confirmation that she could pick up her equipment first thing in the morning, Tasha eased into the lavender scented bed and drifted off to sleep.

* * *
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PATRICK AND HIS BOYS were hanging outside next to the food court at the mall, and he squinted when he saw a chick go into The Photo Shop at the far end of the mall.

She kinda cute, I guess. If you like ‘em fluffy, he thought.

Then he thought back to the night the crew got together to celebrate Wyatt’s bachelor party at Bottom’s Up. He stood up from the food court benches and started fuming. That bitch! She threatened to call the cops on me?! Just who is she, anyway?

“Y’all remember those chicks from BU?” he asked.

His boys laughed before Mitch spoke. “Yeah, I remember you and Chuck almost going to jail that night too,” he joked, making Patrick deepen his frown.

“Whatever man, that bitch wasn’t gonna call nobody,” Patrick said, waving his hand in the air.

This time their boy Chuck joined in the chat. “I don’t know man. After you left, some of the fellas filled me in about the girl that runs the truck out there. Apparently, she got some bite to her bark. Good thing choir boy was there to smooth things over.”

“What you mean?” Patrick asked.

Chuck looked at him as he sipped his lemonade. “A few weeks after the truck got there, someone tried to jack her equipment. They say that homegirl flipped and smashed all his windows before calling the cops to report it.” 

“She did WHAT? Why she ain’t locked up?! Mitch asked.

“By the time the cops showed up, all her equipment was brought back, and she code-switched on the po pos, said she didn’t see who did it, that it must’ve been an ‘isolated incident.’ Apparently, she found out from a few dancers that the dude had priors and used that to get her stuff back.”

“Damn!” Hearing this news only pissed Patrick off more. “Does anyone know her? Is she from ‘round here?” he questioned.

Mitch answered for him, “That’s the real tricky part. She a Daye girl. The quiet one that wanted to go to college and shit.”

Chuck nodded. “Yeah, I remember them. My boys ran train on one of them girls back in the day. We ain’t even know about her until we saw her walk the stage at y’all’s high school graduation. She must have lived on school grounds or some shit to stay hidden like that.”

Patrick sneered as he saw the girl in question walk out of The Photo Shop with two black bags, beaming like she won the lottery. 

“Whatever. She must not be shit if she gotta work a food truck to pay rent.”

* * *
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TASHA

“Is this seriously all you have, Tash?” Rachel asked for the second time that day.

Throwing the last duffel bag in the corner of her new room and trying not to think of what went down at her family’s place last week, Tasha forced out a laugh. “What can I say? I travel light.”

Alexa walked in and smiled. “I’m just glad that you agreed to move in with us! Did you call the church already?” she questioned eagerly.

“Of course I did! And we were able to work out a schedule for me to tutor the kids in the afternoons.”

Alexa and Rachel both clapped excitedly. “I’m so happy! Now you’ll be able to save so you can finally travel like you are always talking about,” Rachel reminded her.

Tasha’s forced smile was going to give her a headache just thinking of how wrong her well-intentioned friend was about her future plans. My ass will be eating food truck leftovers for weeks to cover just the deposit to this joint.

Though the more she took in her new surroundings, Tasha couldn’t even be mad. She now lived in a gated community! Her room even had its own private bathroom, which was something she could only dream about having back home. With a nice ceiling fan and an enormous window that overlooked a man-made lake, Tasha had a place that she was happy to call home. Looking at her two friends, Tasha felt her heart get lighter and heavier at the same time.

“Thank you. Seriously, I really needed to move out. Maybe in a few months, I can even start looking into going back to college.” Especially now that I’m not paying a mortgage to support folks who don’t give a shit about me . . .

Rachel and Alexa looked at one another before bringing Tasha in for a hug. “You know you’re our A-1 since day one, sis!” Alexa shouted.

“Yeah, yeah. Let me up for air y’all! Dang!” Tasha joked as the two girls squeezed her in their three-way hug. Their giggles filled the room along with Tasha’s heart.

* * *
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JEROME

“Jerome, did you clean out that old nursery? The new tutor will start working there today,” Senior, Jerome’s daddy, reminded him for the third time that day.

“Yes, sir.”

“Are you sure? How did you find the time? What, with all your staying out late these days?”

I knew he would find out about me going to the club.

Jerome stopped, looking over his notes from the jamboree as he stared up at his father. “I cleaned it before going out, sir,” he told him matter-of-factly.

“Are you not even ashamed of being out at that hour? Only folks out at that time of night are the devil’s children and his playthings! You know that, don’t ya boy?!”

I should’ve waited for him to leave first before coming in today. “Sir, I went out with friends to celebrate a marital union. That’s all.”

“Are you sure that’s all you did?”

Not this again! Is he ever gonna let up on—

“Now that you have been living on your own for some time, you may be thinking of giving into the pleasures that the flesh provides . . .”

Jerome could go the rest of his life without hearing more talks like this from Senior. Lucky for him, the creaking of the church doors opening, as well as footsteps echoing from down the halls, put an end to what was sure to be another uncomfortable lecture.

“We’ll continue this conversation later,” Senior told him sternly.

Jerome prayed they would not see each other for the rest of the day.
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