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I dedicate my tenth solo novel to my amazing son, Quaye Jovan Coleman. Quaye, the words to describe how much I love you have not been created yet. The human tongue isn’t skilled enough to create such a language. Just know that you are my everything.




 


I


Bleu


Don’t do this, Bleu told herself as she gripped the crack pipe in her hands. Just call Iman. He’ll come get you. Sweat glistened on her forehead and her heart pounded furiously inside of her chest. Temptation called her. She could feel her gut twisting in anticipation of the incomparable feeling that awaited her. She hadn’t even hit the pipe yet, but the anticipation of getting lifted had her dopamine levels on overload. It was like the moment just before an orgasm, when you could feel your clit swelling and you could feel the pleasure building and building. It was that achy feeling right before you exploded. It felt so good that it hurt. That’s what Bleu felt as she sat there, high off the possibility of allowing herself to be sucked back into the abyss. She closed her eyes and her body shuddered as she remembered the way it felt. Her nipples hardened against the fabric of her thin shirt and she clenched her thighs together. She wanted to suck on a glass dick so badly. She was dying for it. Tears slid down her pretty face. The palms of her hands itched. She could feel the imaginary bugs crawling up her back already. She squirmed in her seat. Just one hit, she told herself. She wanted it so badly that spit pooled in the corners of her mouth. She was salivating for it. Three months, seven days, seven hours—she checked the Rolex on her wrist—forty-seven minutes, she concluded her thoughts. It was like she was starving and depriving herself of a meal, and it was becoming unbearable.


She was trying to hold on to those few months of being clean for dear life. Being clean was like time served in a penitentiary. She had earned every second of the past three months. It was the hardest battle she had ever fought. She remembered the cold sweats, the stabbing pangs in her belly, the blinding headaches, and the utter despair. Her body had been so confused as it tried to purge itself from the poison she had put into it. It had all seemed so unending as Iman had forced her to stop using. She had hated him. It had all seemed so cruel. Like he was bleeding her dry when in actuality he was breathing life back into her, freeing her of the substances that had taken control of her existence. He had helped her and oh, how she needed him now. She needed him to help her say no to this temptation, but he couldn’t always be around. There was no possible way for him to shadow her every movement. It was times like these when she was afraid. She felt cornered. Bleu was trapped with just the company of herself and that was when the urge to smoke dope became the greatest. Iman couldn’t help her in this moment. She had to find the strength to help herself. I just can’t, she thought. Her thumb rolled down over the lighter and the sound it made as the flame came to life caused her heart to skip a beat. It was as if she had heard the voice of a long-lost love. The fire danced to the slight breeze in the room, and just as she was about to succumb to her desires Noah’s name appeared on the screen of her phone.


Bleu dropped the lighter as if he had caught her red-handed and then hurriedly answered. If anyone could save her from herself, he could.


“Noah,” she cried softly into the phone, not even bothering with the formality of hello.


“Where are you?” he asked. She could hear the worry in his voice. His tone was serious. Demanding. He didn’t know exactly what was plaguing her, but he had known at first glance that something about her had changed.


“I’m at the Holiday Inn in Ventura, room 1128,” she said, sniffing loudly as she wiped her nose with the back of her hand. With shaky legs she rushed to the dresser and placed the crack pipe inside. She then went into the bathroom and closed the door, locking it as if she was trying to take every measure to keep herself inside. She sat down on the toilet, put her feet up on the side of the bathtub, and placed her hands over her ears as she squeezed her eyes closed. Bleu trembled. She wanted to smoke so badly. She could feel the yearning in her bones. She just wanted Noah to get there already, before she could do anything stupid. “Please hurry,” she whispered.


Twenty-five agonizing minutes rolled by before Noah finally knocked. She bolted from the bathroom and pulled open the hotel door, distraught. Bleu rushed into his arms. He received her, inhaling her scent as he comforted her.


“Shhh,” he whispered as he rubbed the back of her head, pulling her into him reassuringly. “It’s okay, B. I’m here.”


Her heavy sobs were uncontrollable as they stood there. She clung to him for dear life. “Talk to me,” Noah said as he eased her into the room and closed the door. She buried her head in his chest as she balled her fists, resting them against his shoulders. Despair filled her. She knew that his presence was only a temporary gift. As soon as he left she would be susceptible to ruin again. There was no doubt in her mind that she was going to smoke the dope in her possession; the question was no longer if … but when. She wanted to tell him, but she couldn’t. He was the one person who still looked at her through untainted eyes. He didn’t know she was a recovering drug addict. To Noah, she was still perfection personified. She wanted to keep it that way.


Noah gripped the sides of her face and tilted her head back so that she was forced to look up at him. She closed her eyes, afraid that if she matched his gaze he would see through her. He was the person in the world who knew her best. Hiding her sins from him would be most difficult.


“I missed the shit out of you, Bleu,” he admitted. “Did that nigga hurt you?”


She shook her head. Her throat was too constricted to form words. She was choking on a ball of emotion.


“Tell me something then, B. What’s going on out here?” he asked. “Something is off with you. I can feel it.”


All she could do was cry. She couldn’t help but wonder what would have happened if Noah wouldn’t have pushed her away. If she had stayed home in Flint while he served his time, she would have never come to L.A. She would have never gotten pulled in by the lights, the fast money, the clothes, the drugs. L.A. was a dirty city masked by glamour and lights. She was lost in a luxe world and she could feel herself losing control. “I missed you so much,” she whispered. “You never wrote me. I needed to hear from you. I needed you and you shut me out.”


“I couldn’t do shit for you in there, Bleu. I’m here now,” he said. He thought about the girl he had waiting at home for him. Naomi was everything he could have asked for in a woman. She was loyal and beautiful, but she wasn’t Bleu. He didn’t know if the feelings he had for Bleu would ruin their friendship. He was terrified of the possibility, but he couldn’t deny the way his heart swelled when he was around her. He had forgotten the hold she had over him. To think he could ignore the way his heart weakened around her was foolish. Distance had caused him to tuck the thought of her into the back of his mind, but now that he was in her presence he was overwhelmed with feelings he had suppressed.


“Yeah, well…” She paused as she ran her hand through her hair, fidgeting as her eyes darted toward the dresser eagerly. “You’re too late.” Sadness laced her tone as he used his thumbs to wipe her tears while still holding her face in his hands.


“I don’t know what’s going on with you, but I’m sorry for not being here for you,” Noah said sincerely. Wrinkles filled his brow as he frowned, observing her. “I don’t like what I’m seeing when I look at you. You’re not okay and I don’t know why you don’t want to tell me what’s up? I will body somebody over you Bleu. You know that.”


Bleu’s heart raced because she knew he was speaking nothing but truth. He had killed for her before. She didn’t doubt that he would do it again. Their bond was just that strong. She didn’t want Noah involved in her mess. He had already sacrificed a piece of his life for her before.


“Come back home with me,” he said. “I love you. Let me take care of you. I’ve got my own thing going now. It’s major and I’m eating. We’ll be straight.”


He was saying words that sounded like music to her ears and she wanted to say yes. She wanted to run away with him, but she would ruin him. The toxic life she lived would destroy him. So instead of saying yes, she opened her mouth and said, “I can’t.”


He released her.


He licked his full lips and nodded his head. His ego was slightly bruised and she could see it. She felt like she needed to explain … to add more so that he didn’t hate her. So that he would take back the feelings that he had just confessed. She wanted his love; she just didn’t know how not to taint it. “It’s not what you think … I love you too, but you just don’t understand.…”


“It’s cool, Bleu,” he responded. He went into his pocket and pulled out a knot of money. He counted out twenty-five hundred-dollar bills to her.


Bleu immediately thought of how high she could get with that much money. Her eyes lit up. Iman hadn’t allowed a single dollar to touch her hands since she began her recovery because he knew what she would do with it. It was too much temptation, so instead he bought her everything himself. Noah was handing her a loaded gun, because with that much money she would surely kill herself.


“I don’t want your fucking money!” she yelled, fighting a battle inside that he knew nothing about. She came off harsher than she intended. Her reaction caught him off guard.


“Take care, Bleu,” he said. Had he known what was at stake he would have forced her to come with him, but he was clueless as to what really ailed her. He walked out, leaving her alone.


Bleu wanted to race after him, but she wanted to smoke the dope she had waiting even more, so instead she let him walk out of her life. She rushed to the drawer and pulled out the pipe.


I can keep it under control this time. I won’t do too much. Just a little bit, she thought as she licked her lips. I can handle this.


She wrapped her lips around the pipe and sparked the flame, but before she could apply it and melt the rock down—


Knock! Knock! Knock!


She didn’t even hide the pipe this time. Noah was blowing her private party. She put the top latch on the door and opened it only slightly. “I told you, I’m not—”


She stopped midsentence when she saw Iman standing on the other side.


“Open this door before I knock it down,” he said sternly. He had never spoken to her with such anger in his voice. Does he know what I did to Cinco? she thought, fear seizing her heart.


“Bleu,” he said. She looked at him with teary eyes. He didn’t need to say anything more. The authority in his voice let her know that he was coming inside the room one way or another. She unhooked the latch and he came inside. Bleu looked back at the bed ashamed.


“No, ma, no,” he whispered as he swiped his hands over his face, overwhelmed. He grabbed her roughly by the arm and pulled her over to the pipe. “This is what you want?” he asked harshly, shaking her. “I give you everything, I love you, I protect you, and you go back to this? You want this shit that bad?” He was shouting and squeezing her upper arm harder than he meant to, but he was livid. He could tell that she hadn’t smoked yet, but had he shown up even a minute later he knew that she would have.


“I wasn’t going to—”


“You lying to me now?” he asked, not even trying to hear her lies. Iman didn’t even know why he was so invested in Bleu. She was young, strung out, and more trouble than she was worth, but he loved her. He loved the shit out of her and it was breaking his heart to see that she was so weak.


She cried.


He grabbed the crack pipe and the lighter, setting up a blast for her. “Go ahead. Smoke it. You want it so bad. Smoke the shit,” he said. “Let me know right now what it’s going to be like, ma, because I’m not beat for this shit. You can have this shit or you can have me, but you can’t have both. So what’s it going to be?” he asked as he held out the pipe. “Smoke it!” he shouted.


Bleu wanted to inhale the smoke so badly that her lips tingled. Her eyes glazed over as if she were hypnotized. Iman could see the demon of addiction riding her, urging her. He could see the devil dancing in the reflection of the flame in her eyes and his stomach was in knots. This beautiful girl with so much potential was lost. She was gone. Addicted to the type of orgasm that he couldn’t provide. He was all but crying as his heart clenched inside of his chest and his eyes misted. Damn. What had Bleu done to him to make him even care so much? Her detriment would be agonizing to him. He was about to give up hope when Bleu knocked the pipe out of his hands. She sobbed as relief flooded him.


“Come here,” he whispered as she fell into his arms. She crumpled in his embrace, her knees buckling as he slowly lowered himself to the floor.


“It’s okay, ma,” he whispered as he kissed the top of her head while rocking her back and forth. “It’s okay. I’m going to help you. I promise. Everything will be okay.”


Iman didn’t even know if he believed his own words. A part of him wanted to let this young, wild girl fly free. He had been in the game long enough to know that he couldn’t trust a girl like Bleu. She would be loyal to her addiction before all else, but he loved her and he couldn’t just let her self-destruct.
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Naomi sat curbside in the midnight Range Rover eyeing the door in anticipation. She didn’t know when or how it had happened, but she loved the hit out of Noah. Their relationship started out as a partnership … a hustle … a means to an end, but what started out as friendly had quickly transformed into something more. Like a flame their bond had ignited at a rapid pace and now he had her feeling things she had never experienced before. She hated how butterflies danced in her stomach whenever he was around and how her brain seemed to freeze whenever he asked her a question. He was the first man to hold her attention beyond the bedroom. She knew men were dogs. They strayed from one female to the next so easily that she had vowed never to trust them, but with Noah it was different. He had her head gone off the idea of what they could become together and, although she knew that he was still a man, she wanted him to be different from all the rest. When she saw him emerge from the airport she smiled. Hopping out of the car, she ran up to him in excitement and pounced on him, wrapping her legs around his waist as he greeted her warmly.


“You missed a nigga, huh?” he asked as he carried her effortlessly while nuzzling his face in the groove of her neck. He inhaled her scent as he gave her a quick kiss. The feel of his lips on her anywhere always set her on fire.


“You know I did,” she replied. He placed her on her feet and gave her backside a light squeeze as he pulled her into him, kissing her as he pressed her against the truck.


“I don’t even know what you do to me,” she whispered. “I feel like a fucking schoolgirl around you.”


“That’s a bad thing?” he asked as he pulled back and looked down at her, staring at her.


“It could be. When niggas get ahold of my heart they tend to break it,” she said as she crossed her arms and stared off to the side to avoid eye contact with him.


“Good thing I ain’t that type of nigga then. I’m a man, Naomi, and I’m not into playing games. If I’m ever not into this anymore I’ll let you know, but you don’t ever have to worry about another lady stepping to you over what’s yours. I’m not embarrassing you out here,” he said.


“So you’re saying you’re mine?” she asked, lips pursed sexily as a faint smile graced her face. They had never defined what it was they were doing.


“I’m just saying you don’t have to worry,” Noah replied.


She didn’t miss how he didn’t want to put a label on things, but she dismissed it. “Hmm-hmm,” she replied. “That’s what they all say.”


She slid out of his reach and walked around to the driver’s side. They drove away without breaching the subject, each of them consumed by their own thoughts.


“So business was a’ight in L.A.?” she asked, changing the subject to erase the awkward vibe that had fallen between them.


Noah cleared his throat. “Yeah, it was good,” he replied vaguely. Naomi was oblivious to the real reason he had abruptly hopped a flight to the West Coast.


“Just good?” she asked with a bent brow. It wasn’t like him to keep her out of the loop where business was concerned. “That’s all?”


“Nothing to talk about yet. Just a quick trip. I was in and out. If something comes of it, I’ll put you up on game,” he replied. He didn’t know why he didn’t tell Naomi about Bleu. A part of him knew that Naomi was just a consolation prize. Sure, he was feeling her. But she was meant to be queen to another man, one who would appreciate her more. Noah could never put Naomi first because Bleu would always trump her. Even halfway across the country, Noah felt loyal to Bleu. Whenever she needed him he would come, and he didn’t want to worry Naomi by explaining the complexity of his bond with another woman.


Naomi pulled up to her apartment and cut the ignition before replying, “Okay.” She could sniff out a lie like a bloodhound could prey and an uneasiness filled her gut. It wasn’t worth pressing the issue, however. She was a firm believer that what was done in the dark always came to light, so instead of nagging she opened the door and hopped out of the car. He didn’t miss the slamming of her door, however.


“Naomi!” he called after her as he climbed out. She turned, but before she could respond the red, white, and blue lights pulling up distracted her.


“Against the car!” an officer shouted as he immediately came off his hip with a 9mm handgun.


“What the fuck is all this?” Noah asked. His tone was calm as he raised his hands, palms out, revealing that he was unarmed.


“What are you doing?!” Naomi asked, concern and fear lacing her tone as she stalked over to the officer.


A second officer emerged from the car, stopping her. “Ma’am, have a seat on the curb and put your hands behind your head where I can see them,” he said.


“I’m not doing shit! Why are you arresting him?” she screamed. “He didn’t do shit!”


“You want me to arrest you, too?” the officer asked. “Huh? Sit down and put your hands behind your head.”


Naomi pulled out her cell phone and began recording. “Fuck you. I haven’t done anything. I don’t have to do shit. I’m recording every second of this.”


“Naomi, chill. It’s all right. Just come bond me out,” Noah said as he bit his inner cheek to stop his temper from flaring.


“Put the phone down!” the second officer ordered, this time much harsher as he snatched the device from her hand and manhandled her to the ground. “I gave you an opportunity to sit down and stay out of it. Now you’re going downtown too!”


“Ow! You’re hurting me!” Naomi shouted as he forced her onto the ground and put a hard knee in her back as he cuffed her.


Naomi’s cheek was pressed against the concrete and her heart almost pumped out of her chest as she half-expected to be shot in the back. She watched as the police forced Noah’s tall frame into the back of a police car. The officer who had taken him turned to the one apprehending her and said, “Cut her loose. We don’t need her.”


“Bitch has a chip on her shoulder,” the second officer stated as if he was ready to fulfill a personal vendetta against her.


“Cu-u-ut her loose. Less paperwork.”


Naomi rubbed her wrists as soon as the handcuffs were removed. The way the officer had handled her had Naomi seeing red.


“Run along before you get yourself locked up.” They spoke to her as if she were filth beneath their shoes, only intensifying her temper. She had always been a hothead, and before she could listen to the voice of reason screaming for her to stop she picked up a large rock that decorated the apartment-building landscape and threw it at the back of the squad car.


The sound of glass shattering shocked Naomi as she put her hands over her mouth. She backpedaled as the officers quickly rushed her.


“Now I can collar you for assaulting a police officer.”


The cop bent her wrist so far back she thought it would snap as she was thrown in the back of the squad car next to Noah. Tears stung her eyes, but she refused to let them fall. “You fuck boys don’t have anything better to do than to harass us. Hate you fucking pigs,” she said.


“Chill out,” Noah said calmly as he stared out the window. His tone of voice caused her to silence herself immediately. He was brooding, plotting, strategizing in his mind and she could see that her antics had only made things worse.


*   *   *


“I want a lawyer,” Noah said as he found himself on the other side of an interrogation table, staring at who he thought was a plainclothes detective. The last time Noah had been inside this very room he had never walked out.


“You don’t need a lawyer, Mr. Langston. This is just two people, talking. My beef isn’t with you. I’m looking for Bleu Montclair. My name is Assistant District Attorney Tori Nixon—”


“I want a lawyer,” Noah interrupted, uninterested in the introduction. He wasn’t buying her act. He knew that if he was even sitting in front of her he was in trouble. There was no need to play the game of cat and mouse. He wanted a lawyer. He would be mum until he received one. He folded his hands over the table and squared his shoulders as he looked at the black woman sitting across from him.


“Noah, this can be easy or this can be quite difficult. You see, I know that you broke the stipulations of your probation by taking a trip to Los Angeles. I can have you arrested and have you thrown right back in prison. All I’m seeking is information to help bring Bleu back to Flint to testify in an investigation of the murder and armed robbery that she was involved in last year.”


Noah was unmoved. His poker face was strong, but his heart was racing. Behind the cell of a prison wall was the last place he wanted to be. He had known that this was a possible consequence to chasing after Bleu, but when she had called him he felt inclined to check on her. There had been desperation in her voice. He had heard fear in her tone, so he hopped on the first flight smoking to L.A. to find her. Now the D.A. was trying to jam him up, but he couldn’t give her what she was asking for. If Bleu stepped foot back into Flint, her life would be in danger. There was a bounty on her head, and as soon as word got out that she had returned every goon in the city would be chasing that payday.


“Lawyer,” was all Noah said as he stared straight ahead, making eye contact with the D.A. to show that there would be no further discussion without his representation in the room.


District Attorney Nixon nodded. “Okay, Mr. Langston. Play hardball,” she said as she stood and walked out of the room.


Noah swiped his hand over his face and let out a sigh of exasperation as he sat waiting impatiently. He didn’t know why he took penitentiary risks for Bleu, but whenever it came down to him or her he always sacrificed himself. This time might just be the final nail in his coffin.


*   *   *


“Hello?” Naomi yelled as she sat at the metal table tapping her foot rapidly against the concrete floor. Her nerves were on 10. “I know you fucking hear me! You stupid fucking pig mu’fuckas!” she shouted. She hated this waiting game. She knew that the police were purposefully antagonizing her. She stood, determined, and stalked over to the mirror that she was sure had officers standing on the other side. Her balled fists beat against it as her rant only intensified: “Let me out of here!”


Naomi had been sitting there for hours. From the moment she had stepped foot into the police precinct they had separated her from Noah. Her mind ran wild as she thought of the possibilities. She wondered had she and Noah slipped up somewhere along the way? Had the cops found out about the heroin that Noah had flooded through the prison? Had someone talked? Had she and Noah neglected to cover their tracks? She spun on her heels in frustration as she picked up the chair she had been sitting on. “You want to watch me? Well, I want to watch you too,” she said as she swung the chair against the glass mirror with all her might. The glass splintered, like a windshield in the wintertime, and she picked up the chair again, this time swinging harder. The mirror shattered, revealing the next room as two uniformed officers rushed into her room.


They quickly handcuffed her and grabbed the chair before forcing her into her seat. “You can’t just hold me in here! Where is my lawyer!” she shouted.


“Well, well. You are on a roll with breaking things tonight, aren’t you?”


Naomi rolled her eyes. “Who are you?” Naomi shot, her face turned up in distrust.


“I’m the District Attorney.”


Naomi sucked her teeth. “You think you’re important with your fancy two-piece suit and them cheap-ass shoes. Girl, you’re just another ass-kissing Uncle Tom. No matter how many of your own people you put away, you still won’t be one of them. How many niggas you lock up today?”


D.A. Nixon smirked as she took a seat and pulled a manila folder out of her leather briefcase. She opened it and began flipping through the pages. “You’re tough,” she said. “Grew up in Baltimore, Maryland. Father in federal prison. You’re related to the infamous Porter clan. Picked up for grand larceny, felonious assault. In fact, you have an active warrant for your arrest there.…”


Naomi’s stomach went hollow as she listened to her past being thrown in her face. She had come to Michigan for a new start, but as she sat here she felt it in her soul that everything she had run away from was about to catch up to her.


“What do you want?” Naomi asked frankly. She knew that if the D.A. really wanted to turn her over to Baltimore P.D. she wouldn’t even be wasting her time with threats. This wasn’t about Naomi. The D.A. was interested in something else.


“Noah Langston is your boyfriend?” D.A. Nixon posed the question.


Naomi hesitated. What is this about? she thought.


“It’s okay. You don’t have to answer. I’ll assume that he is,” the D.A. said. “I’ll also assume that as his girlfriend you aren’t too pleased with the fact that Bleu Montclair is the reason he continues to have trouble with the law. He caught a five-year bid for killing her stepfather; now he is at risk of being sent back for violating his parole to go see her in California.…”


Naomi’s disposition changed at that revelation. He told me he went to Cali to handle business. Not to chase after some bitch, she thought, slightly irritated.


The D.A. noticed her anger. “Oh. I see you are not familiar with Mr. Langston’s relationship with Ms. Montclair,” she said.


Naomi cut her eyes at the D.A. as a million things ran through her mind. She didn’t know about the complexity of Noah’s friendship with Bleu, but the fact that he hadn’t told her about it bothered her deeply.


“You see, all I want is Bleu Montclair’s location. She is a witness in an armed murder and robbery of a local business owner in the city. I think Mr. Langston knows where I can find her. He broke parole to go see her. For some reason, he would rather be shipped back to prison than let me know where Ms. Montclair is—”


“He went to Calabasas,” Naomi said. She was pissed. The fact that Noah was willing to risk all that they were building to protect another woman had her vexed. Naomi was a territorial woman and she had already marked Noah. His loyalty to another made her sick to her stomach. In any other circumstance she would have given the D.A. her ass to kiss, but Naomi wasn’t about to protect a girl she didn’t even know. “I don’t know exactly where ol’ girl is, but he mentioned something about the Holiday Inn in Ventura when he was there.”


The D.A. smirked and stood as she gathered the case file. As she headed for the door Naomi lifted her cuffed hand.


“Hey!” she shouted, expecting to be freed for her cooperation.


The D.A. looked at the officer standing in the corner of the room and said, “Let her cool off for a few hours and then cut her and Langston loose. And put an arrest warrant out for Bleu Montclair. She hasn’t done anything, but I’ll take her any way I can get her. If she so much as gets a traffic ticket in L.A. I want LAPD to detain her. I need her testimony to close this murder case against the two liquor store shooters. I want her back in Flint, Michigan, as soon as possible.”


*   *   *


“Who is Bleu?” Naomi asked.


It was the first words that had been spoken since she and Noah had been released from holding nearly twenty-four hours ago. A thick tension filled the air between them. It was an uncharacteristic vibe for their relationship. Every interaction with them had been smooth, easy, and effortless. Now an awkwardness existed. Both were consumed with thoughts they didn’t care to share, but the silence was deafening. Naomi awaited his response with bated breath. Her gut knotted because she had a feeling she wasn’t going to like his answer. She saw the wheels turning in his head. He was choosing his words carefully. Perhaps overthinking his explanation, which only worried Naomi more. “It’s a simple question,” she added.


“With a complicated answer,” he responded. He didn’t look at her. Instead he stood in the window of Naomi’s top-floor loft, overlooking the lights of the city.


Naomi knew better than to push. If she forced him to talk he wouldn’t disclose the full truth to her, and she didn’t tolerate dishonesty. The first time he ever lied to her would be the last. She would be in the wind before he even realized she was gone. Naomi wouldn’t make herself susceptible to pain. She couldn’t. Noah had a strong hold over her. Loving him could leave her broken, and she didn’t like the vulnerability of it all.


“Just tell me if this girl is somebody I need to worry about,” she whispered.


Noah turned toward her. The concern in her tone was surprising. He crossed the room and stood directly in front of her. Noah lifted her chin with his fingertip so that he could look into her tear-filled eyes.


“You don’t have to worry,” Noah assured her.


“You promise?” she asked as she placed her hands on the sides of his face and pulled him near.


“I promise,” he answered.


Noah saw his words soothe her angst as the tension left her shoulders. Guilt filled him because even as he stood in front of Naomi Bleu occupied his mind. He couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that she was in trouble. He couldn’t place his finger on what exactly had changed about her, but Bleu was different. He told himself that his concern came from a friendly place, but deep down he knew. Being around her made him feel hollow inside and leaving L.A. without her had killed him. Bleu out there with that Hollywood-ass nigga, riding her high horse. She’s too good for you now, he told himself. He had a woman right here in front of him who would do anything for him. Naomi was loyal. She was solid. Naomi wanted to be his, and that was more than he could say for Bleu. A part of him wanted to keep his heart on reserve. He felt disloyal for allowing Naomi to occupy such an intimate place in his life, but Bleu had made her choice. She was doing her thing, living in a life that he didn’t quite fit into out in L.A. Time and distance had made them grow apart. They had walked down two different paths, and although his soul would always crave her, Noah couldn’t wait around forever. Bleu was his past. Naomi had held him down during his bid and helped him break free. Naomi had proved herself time and time again. He owed her his loyalty. Naomi was exactly the type of queen he needed as he built his street kingdom. He knew this, but still his affections for Bleu resided deep within him. He pulled away from Naomi, conflicted. He wanted a young woman he couldn’t have, but still their bond had been cemented in years of friendship. He couldn’t help but love her. Bleu knew him better than anyone else in the world. Trying to let go of that bond was proving futile, but he had to try. He wasn’t used to playing a sucker. He didn’t like how much power Bleu had over his emotions. Maybe it’s a good thing she’s so far away. I can’t have her weighing on me this heavy and chase this money. She’s a distraction, Noah thought.


“What’s wrong?” Naomi asked, sensing the inner turmoil that was conflicting him.


She snapped him out of his reverie. “I’m good,” he replied distractedly.


Naomi closed the space between them and wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him in for a kiss. “You’re not good, but you will be by the time I’m done with you.” Her kisses dulled his concerns as she dipped low, going south, then a little farther, planting her perfectly pouted lips against his skin to build the anticipation. Noah sighed and let his head fall back in pleasure as she helped him release all of his tension. As he fisted her hair he realized that she might not be exactly whom he wanted, but she knew exactly what he needed to take his mind off of the one woman he couldn’t have.
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Bleu could hear her heart beating in her ears as she stared out of the window of Iman’s car. She was too embarrassed to look him in the eyes. What could she say? She felt like a child riding with a disappointed parent. The only difference was, Iman wasn’t obligated to save her. He wasn’t naturally designed to love her. His affections for Bleu had limits and she feared that she had tested them one too many times. A mixture of fear and wanting filled her. Had Cinco told Iman about her involvement in robbing him? Was Iman driving her back just to be punished? She had a feeling that there was a side of him that she had yet to witness. He was in deep with the Mexican Cartel. He ran an entire West Coast operation. Bleu wasn’t naïve to the fact that there was a darkness inside of him. Good guys didn’t make it to the position of power that Iman was in. His love for her had allowed her to witness a rare side of vulnerability, but as she stole a quick glance she no longer saw that in him. His frustration was written all over his face. The worry lines written on his forehead revealed the anger that he was trying hard to hide. His temple throbbed. He was like a kettle threatening to boil over. Bleu waited for him to chastise her. She would rather he yell and berate her, but he kept his composure, giving her nothing but silence as he drove her home. She didn’t even feel like it was her place to speak. It was like she needed his permission to open her mouth and provide an explanation. He didn’t give it, so she didn’t make one peep. It was the first time she had ever felt intimidated.


When Iman pulled up to his Calabasas mansion Bleu didn’t move.


“Iman…”


“Just go inside, Bleu,” Iman said. “I need to go clear my mind, ma. Can I trust you to stay put until I get back?”


She could tell that he was trying his hardest to be patient with her. He was fed up and she couldn’t blame him. He wasn’t her daddy. He shouldn’t have to put up with her stunts. Her bad-girl antics were tiresome and she could tell by his temperament toward her that he viewed her differently now. The first time he had snatched her off the streets she was a good girl who had lost her way. This time she wasn’t so innocent. She was just some cracked-out fiend desperate for the chance to wrap her lips around a glass dick. Why would he want to be with me now? she thought.


“Bleu,” he said, frustration lacing his every word. “Go in the house.”


She nodded as tears accumulated in her eyes. Even now, under his judgmental gaze, Bleu still felt the urge to get high. She hated herself for loving something more than she loved Iman. She was too weak to resist it and she was afraid of what she would do if left alone.


“I don’t want to disappoint you,” she whispered. “Can you just stay with me, please?” She swiped a tear that had escaped down her cheek.


Iman’s face fell in devastation as he looked at her sadly. It was the first time he ever thought about the role he played in this disease. He just happened to love Bleu, a girl addicted to the very drug he flooded the streets with. It made him sick to his stomach because, although he knew how addictive crack cocaine was, seeing it affect someone so close to him was torture. He was trying to impose a strength on her that she just did not possess. He had to sniff back his emotions as he nodded.


“Yeah, ma, I got you,” he said. The anger dissipated, giving way to sympathy and remorse. He was too fast-paced for this young girl. He was the bad to her good and before he thought that gave him balance, but now he saw that he had contributed to her corruption. He exited the car and walked around to open her door.


“Is anyone else here?” she asked, her voice shaking as she thought of the possibility of running into Cinco again.


“No, everyone’s gone,” Iman replied, frowning as he recognized the look of fear in her eyes. She averted her eyes from his intense stare.


“Why can’t you look me in my eyes, ma?” he asked.


Bleu couldn’t find the words to answer him. She was emotionally drained.


Bleu wanted to tell him what burdened her. She wanted to spill the secrets of her heart, her afflictions, and her worries, but she knew once she did things would never be the same between them. She knew that Iman loved her. The way he handled her told her that. His actions spoke louder than any words ever could, but to know that she had robbed Cinco and that Cinco had been inside of her … Even if Iman forgave her for the role she had played that night, he would never get over the fact that Cinco had been between her legs. That was supposed to be Iman’s alone to explore. It was unspoken that he owned that pussy, and she had allowed someone he knew to occupy it. Bleu knew it decreased her value. No man wanted what everybody could get. He probably won’t even believe that Cinco raped me. It’ll be my word against his. Cinco will never admit that. He’s not going to say anything to Iman. If Cinco was going to say anything he would have done that already. I just have to keep my mouth shut. It’s the only time I’ll ever lie to him, she thought. Her drug addiction robbed her of all credibility. Her mind went back to the elaborate stories her mother used to tell. They had all just sounded like excuses. I don’t want to be just another fiend telling crackhead tales, she thought. I can’t tell him the truth.


“I just want you to look at me the way you used to,” she said honestly as she shifted her stance while hugging herself.


“Then you’ve got to be the girl you used to be,” he said. His finger under her chin, his thumb rubbing her lips, his eyes penetrating hers so deeply that she felt like he could see through her. It was in moments like these that she realized how deeply she was invested in him. She loved everything about Iman. He melted her with one glance. The things he made her feel were intense. Loving him felt like looking directly into the sun. It was beautiful but bad for you all at the same time. Iman’s love was scorching and blinding. It was blistering to a girl who had never truly felt loved, and she wanted to do everything she could to keep him. Bleu just wanted to hold on to this overwhelming feeling. The truth would only interfere with that.


He walked into the house and they stood awkwardly in the foyer. “Get some rest. I’ll be down here if you need anything. I’m not going anywhere,” he reassured her. He planted the simplest kiss on her forehead, but the emotion connected to it was the most complex she’d ever felt. He stood at the bottom of the stairs as she ascended. When she was behind the closed doors to the master suite she placed her back against the door and felt her legs giving out as tears fell from her eyes. She wished that she could fight this urge that she felt, but it was so strong. It was like a black hole sucking her in. Iman had said and done all of the right things to keep her clean. His love made her feel good, but she knew something that felt better. As much as she wanted to deny it, in the bottom of her gut, in her darkest place, she still wanted to get high. She cried her heart out because she knew it was only a matter of time before she gave in and, once she did, she would lose Iman for good.


*   *   *


Iman stood on the back terrace to his opulent home, staring out over his property. It was beautiful, expansive. He was the shining example of a man at the pinnacle of his success. Stone statues lined the rectangular oversized pool. Waterfalls trickled into the glowing Jacuzzi. Iman had every luxury at the tip of his fingers, but it meant nothing to him without someone to share it with. Once upon a time he had thought Tan would be his heart’s joy; now it was Bleu and he didn’t want there to be any other after her. Her age made it almost impossible for her and Iman to be soul mates. She was too young. She hadn’t truly lived yet. Bleu didn’t even really know herself yet. She was discovering who she was and what her impact on this world would be and Iman didn’t want to stop that. He wouldn’t mind being the audience to her life’s show, but what he was witnessing was horrific. He could see Bleu disappearing right before his eyes. The intelligent, driven, focused young woman she once was had become a mere memory. He hardly recognized the desperate, thirsty version that the drugs had transformed her into. He could see her resolve wavering. Her struggle was evident. Sometimes her nerves were so bad that her body shook involuntarily. It ailed him greatly to see her deterioration, and as much as he wanted her, he knew that he was no good for her. His lifestyle didn’t allow for her recovery. He made his riches off of the very drug that was destroying the woman he loved. Her quest to look good on his arm and to fit into a world where everything moved at warp speed had caused her to crash. It was all too much for her to handle.


I don’t know how to fix this one, Iman thought. Iman was a man who calculated each move before he made it, so the fact that he didn’t know what to do about Bleu troubled him. He felt helpless and he realized that this might be his karma. He had periled the next man’s woman, mother, daughter, sister, with the crack cocaine that he put onto the streets. Seeing how much damage it caused up close to someone he cherished was agonizing.

OEBPS/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Title Page


		Dedication


		Chapter 1


		Chapter 2


		Chapter 3


		Chapter 4


		Chapter 5


		Chapter 6


		Chapter 7


		Chapter 8


		Chapter 9


		Chapter 10


		Chapter 11


		Chapter 12


		Chapter 13


		Chapter 14


		Chapter 15


		Chapter 16


		Chapter 17


		Chapter 18


		Chapter 19


		Chapter 20


		Chapter 21


		Chapter 22


		Chapter 23


		Final Chapter


		Also by Ashley Antoinette


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Table of Contents








OEBPS/images/9781466874893.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
ASHLEY
TTTTTTTTTT





