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“Are you Paisley Terrell?” the chauffeur asked.

“Bobby Trumane would like you to meet him at the airport.”

My brows twitched up in disbelief. I wasn’t going anywhere with Bobby, of all people.

“I thought you’d say that.”

I leaned in toward the limo and almost died when Bobby stepped out. He looked so damn good, it was unbelievable, like he had just stepped off the pages of GQ magazine. It had been only a few months, but this was not the same man I had busted on national TV.

“Let’s talk,” he said before I could even say hello.

“About what?” I crossed my arms. “And how did you find me?”

“I wanted to surprise you with a trip. You won’t have to spend a dime.”

“Where did you get the money for all of this?” I motioned toward the limo.

“I know you always thought I was dreaming big, baby. But I signed not one but two NBA clients.”

Damn, I thought. Why couldn’t he have hit a lick like that when we were together?

“Come on, Paisley.” Bobby stepped closer to me. “You stood by me when I was flat broke. Let me repay you.” A huge smile crossed his face.

I couldn’t believe I was standing outside my boyfriend’s condo contemplating whether I should take a free weekend getaway with my ex.


Dedication

Standing on the front porch, hearing the birds chirp and watching a beautiful breeze sweep across everyone’s brow, I see her. My grandmother . . . the strangest smile dancing across her face.

I ask, “Are you ready for your walk?” 

“I guess so,” she replies. “I need to get some exercise in this old body. Seems like it just doesn’t want to act right.”

Immediately I go to her and grab her hand, a hand that has seventy-two years’ worth of strength in it. 

“I hope we are not going to walk too far. I can’t go as long as I used to or walk as far as you,” she says. 

“Don’t worry, we’ll just make the block,” I tell her.

Down the street we walk, around the corner on the same paved road that I played on as a child. I couldn’t help but reminisce about the many times this wonderful woman stood on the porch where we now began our daily walks and yelled out my name when the streetlights came on. A sign that playtime was over.

Now here we are . . . standing in the parking lot of a high school that four generations of my family attended. She looks at it, taking it all in, then dispenses some uncanny wisdom: “The world doesn’t slow down, you know; only people.”

We sit on a bench, and I lean over to her and kiss her on her cheek, saying, “I love you, Grandma.” 

“I love you too, honey,” she replies. 

Another few minutes go by as we just sit and relax. A pigeon walks up to us and sits on the other end of the bench, next to Grandma. And it’s just the three of us. She, me, and a bird—an oddly strange yet remarkably beautiful bird that has the freedom to fly to places we can only imagine. The bird jumps into her lap, startling me, but Grandma sits there with the strength of a marble statue. I watch in awe as this bird lays its head on her, as if it too was longing for a piece of her wisdom. We get a great laugh out of it. 

“You ready?” I finally ask. 

“Yeah,” she smiles. “I’m ready to go home.”

We stand up, and the courageous bird flies away, toward the direction of home, as if it were some kind of guide. We follow. When we get to the house, I stop, but Grandma keeps going. She goes farther than I ever could, to places where the courageous birds go. 

You go, Grandma; you fly away . . . lift your wings and soar through Heaven. I’m walking for you down here, strutting your stroll and continuing your legacy. We are okay. You just fly on, Grandma, side by side with God. Save a spot for me, though, for one day, we will all sit together again. 

This book is dedicated to you, 

Lois Loretta Young Guidry Johnson, my grandma.
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Prologue

Caleb

This heifer has lost her mind. 

My grandmother would turn over in her grave if she heard me talking about a woman like that, but there simply was no other way to describe the woman standing in the middle of the living room, all puffy-eyed, honey blonde curls cascading down her back, wearing a see-through, four-hundred-dollar Dolce & Gabbana nightgown that my dumb behind was stupid enough to buy. 

“Caleb, let me explain,” she cried.

I looked at her, back at him. “So this can be explained?” I glared at her as if she were crazy. How the hell could she explain this?

“Look, man, my beef ain’t with you,” he said.

I stared at him, taking in all six feet two inches of him, wondering if I hauled off and knocked him in his chiseled jaw right now, would he think showing up here had been a bad idea.

“Let me get this straight,” I said, trying my best to stay calm. “You show up at my girl’s crib in the middle of the night, pissed off at my girl ’cause she’s here with me?”

I paced back and forth, trying to remember the speech my grandmother used to always give me about controlling my anger. Count to ten, baby. I heard her voice in my head as if she were right there in the room with me.

I counted to twenty. It wasn’t working. 

Kendra walked over and tried to rub my arm. I instinctively jerked away. “Baby, please. It’s not like it seems,” she said.

“Son, are you okay?” 

I turned toward my father. I had forgotten he was even in the room. The commotion had brought him out of the guest room. Out of all the nights for this stuff to go down, it had to happen while my dad was visiting from Atlanta. 

“Naw, Pops, I’m straight,” I said. “I got this.”

“Dad, I’m so sorry you had to witness this. It’s been over for a while with me and Tony,” Kendra said, tears filling her eyes. 

“Dad?” Tony snapped. “I know you didn’t! Two weeks ago, you were all up in my parents’ face, talking about Mama and Daddy.”

I swear, I didn’t think a black woman’s face could turn white, but all the color seemed to instantly drain from Kendra’s caramel-colored face. 

“Tony, why are you doing this?” she whined.

“What did you think?” he yelled. “You got this dude lying up in a bed my money bought, and I’m supposed to be okay with that?”

“Hold on.” I looked back and forth between Kendra and Tony. At one time, I thought she was supermodel beautiful, with her exotic looks and perfect figure. But right about now, she was one of the ugliest women I’d ever seen. “I’m confused,” I continued, trying to process everything. Kendra and I have been together for six months and she’d just moved into this condo a month ago. She hadn’t bought anything new, with the exception of her king-size sleigh bed and bedroom set, which she’d just bought with her tax refund check. Or so she said. 

I turned to Kendra as reality set in. “Tell me he did not buy this bed.”

She lowered her head in shame. 

“I bought the whole bedroom set!” Tony yelled. 

At that point, I couldn’t help but laugh. I know they thought I was crazy, but I guess at that moment, I had to laugh to keep from crying. Kendra was a piece of work. I couldn’t believe I was caught up in some madness like this. In addition to making well over six figures, I wasn’t lacking in the looks department. People are always telling me I look like a slightly darker version of the actor Shemar Moore, with a swagger like Denzel Washington, so I never had a problem getting women. It just seemed that I kept getting the wrong women.   

“Why are you laughing, Caleb?” she said, obviously not knowing what to make of my sudden outburst of laughter. 

“Dang, girl, you good.” I turned to Tony. “You bought the bedroom set, huh?” 

He nodded. 

“Well, ain’t that something. I bought the living room and dining room set.” I shook my head, still not believing this. Kendra and I hadn’t been together real long, but we definitely were serious about each other. Or so I thought.  

Tony, the bonehead standing in my living room right now, was supposed to be a thing of the past. Supposed to be.

“Caleb, please. I’m begging you, let me explain.” She reached out to try to grab my arm. I had to reach back and catch myself because I was about to knock the mess outta her.  

“It’s over between me and Tony,” she cried. “I don’t want him. I want you.” 

Tony walked over and grabbed her. “Why are you doing this?” he demanded. 

She snatched her arm away and came toward me again. “Please, Caleb.” Suddenly she dropped to her knees as tears streamed down her face. 

Any other time, that would’ve been all it took. Kendra had my heart on lockdown. Being with her had been pure heaven. She didn’t work. I took care of all the bills, and she took care of me. I loved coming home to her. I looked at the dining room table. We had made love on it Saturday. I looked at the rug in front of the fireplace. Our bodies had become one on that rug. Every inch of this condo had been christened by our love. 

My eyes made their way toward the bedroom—a bedroom bought by another man. The sex toys I bought were in the nightstand he bought. I had clothes in the dresser he bought.

Tears formed behind my eyelids as I realized my heaven had turned to hell.

“Baby, we’re good together,” Kendra whimpered, wiping her face. “I love you.”  

Tony, obviously disgusted by the sight of Kendra on her knees begging me to give her another chance, said, “Man, you can have this tramp.”

“Naw, bruh. You need to take her with you,” I said. 

Kendra pulled herself up. “What?!”

“I said, get out.”

She stared at me for a minute. “You can’t put me out of my own house.”

I looked around the room and saw my dad sitting over against the bar, obviously still in shock himself. He loved Kendra as if she were his own daughter. Shoot, she’d been the driving force that had brought us back together. I didn’t have a relationship with him growing up, but she’d found him and got us to sit down and talk. 

“Pops, hand me my bag. The one with my pistol in it. I’m about to blow somebody’s brains out.” I knew at that point I was probably just mouthing off, but if someone was to actually put a pistol in my hand, there was no telling what I would do. 

“Fine,” Kendra retorted as she pulled the belt of her robe tightly around her waist. “I’ll leave tonight and give you some time to calm down. We’ll talk tomorrow.” 

With that, she scurried off to the bedroom. But she was out of her mind if she thought we would be doing any talking at all.

Tony left, mumbling something about leaving before he “caught a case.” 

My dad must’ve known to give me my space because he retreated to the guest room, I guess to give me time to deal with my grief. 

It took Kendra less than five minutes to change. She came out wearing a designer sweat suit, an overnight bag tossed across her shoulder. 

She stopped right in front of me. “I’m sorry, baby.” Lowering her eyes, she added, “But, um, look, I need your American Express to get a room.”

I didn’t know how to respond to that. So all I said was, “You need to get out of my face.”

With that, she huffed and walked out the door. And for the first time since Tony came interrupting my tranquillity, destroying my perfectly constructed world, I sat down and let it all sink in. This time last year, I was going through the same thing with Vanessa after she used my American Express card to get her mother a breast job. Before that, it was Liza, who was still rolling around in the Mercedes I bought. I leaned my head back against the sofa, asking myself how the hell, once again, I had been gotten by a gold digger. How many times would I let some woman use me like this? I sighed in frustration. Just once I’d like to find a woman who loved me and not my money.  
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Paisley

There it was in black-and-white. My man, ass in the air, humping some ho in the back of my car. 

I stared at the seven-inch video screen. The way the moonlight was shining down on the car and the way the lake glistened in the background made the whole scene look like something out of a romantic movie. But as the camera zoomed in on my fiancé all over some red-haired bimbo, I knew there was nothing romantic about what was going on. 

Joe Gretzy’s voice was calm, reassuring, like he was giving me the latest stock numbers. “Now, as you can see, he didn’t waste any time taking her to the lakefront park, where he proceeded to—”

I cut him off. “I can see what he proceeded to do.”

Joe nodded sympathetically as he fast-forwarded the tape. “This is the next day. Here’s where we saw him pick the young lady up, then take her back to your apartment.”

I bit my bottom lip and tried not to cry. “He took her to my apartment?”

“At least twice.” Joe paused. “Are you okay?” he asked. 

Like he really cared. The cameras were focused in on me, I’m sure, amplifying my tears, relishing my pain for the sake of ratings. But I’d come this far. I’d laid the foundation. I was so desperate to know if Bobby, who I’d been with for a year and a half, was cheating that I’d called the popular Houston-based reality show Busted. Right about now, I was both regretting that decision and glad I finally knew for sure. I’d suspected it, but Bobby always denied it. He would’ve kept denying it.

But there was no denying the videotape. 

Joe picked up his cell phone, made a quick call, mumbled a few words, then snapped the phone shut.

“Right now, Bobby is at dinner with the girl in question. Are you ready to confront him?” 

I thought about calling it off. Joe had made it clear that I could stop at any time, although I knew he didn’t want me to. Besides, the cameras were positioned around me, poised for action. 

Screw it. If they wanted action, I was about to give them action. I probably would’ve backed out if I hadn’t known this whole being busted on TV thing would embarrass the hell out of Bobby. He was always trying to act hard in front of his boys. Let them see his ass get busted on national TV. Besides, after the day I’d had—I’d been fired from yet another job—I was ready to go off on somebody, and my cheating, no-good, dirty-dog boyfriend was the perfect target. 

“Let’s do this,” I said, trying to keep my voice from cracking. 

Joe gave the driver a hand signal and the white van took off. Luckily, we were less than five minutes from the restaurant where Bobby had taken his mistress-for-the-moment. I think the show planned it that way so I wouldn’t have time to change my mind.

I tried to figure out how my life had come to this: breaking up on a stupid reality show.

“There he is. Let’s go,” Joe said as he jumped out of the van. I quickly followed suit. 

I know I was supposed to wait for Joe to approach Bobby, but seeing him lean up against the railing with that fiery redheaded skank set me off. She was a smooth yellow tone color, looked like she’d been dipped in butter, with a small waist and legs that seemed like they stretched for miles. But it was the Dolly Parton breasts that made her stand out. That’s probably what got Bobby’s attention. He always was a breast man. 

I took off running, throwing out my promise not to be one of those psycho women scorned I was always laughing at whenever I watched the show. Couldn’t laugh at them anymore, because I was about to go straight Norman Bates.

I swung before I said a word. Bobby jumped and turned to face me, shock all over his face. “What the—?”

“You sorry piece of sh—.” I swung again, this time connecting with the side of his face. 

“Paisley!” He looked around at the three cameras and the soundman, all pointing their equipment at him. “What the hell is going on?”

“You tell me!” This Negro had the nerve to be wearing the linen shirt I bought for him. 

Joe walked over and tried to talk to Bobby. “You wanna tell us why you’re here, cheating on your fiancée?” 

“Who the hell are you?” He turned toward the camera and pushed the lens. “Get that camera out of my face!” 

Redhead covered her face. 

“Don’t hide. You wanna be out here creepin’ with somebody else’s man, be a woman about it!” I screamed.

“Paisley, what are you doing?” Bobby tried to grab my arm. I know he was trippin’ over the whole scenario. This was totally out of character for me. But being crazy in love can make you crazy.

Joe stepped toward Bobby again. “We’re with the TV show Busted, and you’ve been busted.”

“Cold busted, you no-good, trifling—” I swung again.

Bobby shot Joe an evil look. He started to say something, but then I guess decided he better focus his attention on me. “Paisley, let me explain.”

“Explain what? How can you explain this?” I turned my fury to the redhead. “What—you can’t get your own man?”

She shielded her face from the camera as she tried to grab her purse and take off. As she went toward one door, the camera followed. She went to another. The cameraman followed her there as well. 

“Bobby, you’d better catch her, ’cause your ass needs a place to stay tonight. Naw, you need a place to stay permanently, for that matter.”

“Please, don’t do this. I need you.” 

I laughed in his face. “You should’ve thought about that before you decided to cheat on me.” My anger was overtaking my pain. Get it together, girl. You are above this. 

“Man, I’m not gon’ tell you again. Get the camera out of my face!” Bobby pushed the cameraman so hard, he almost knocked the camera over.

By now, patrons in the restaurant were all outside, staring. Some were on their cell phones, no doubt giving their friends play-by-plays of the drama that was unfolding. 

“I’m through! We’re through.” My voice was calm now. I was through acting the fool.

“No chance you all can work this out?” Joe asked. 

This fool was about to work my nerves also. I had done what I’d come to do. It was time to go.

“No chance. At all. Can we get out of here?”

I headed back toward the van, trying to drown out Bobby’s cries for me, while two of the Busted security guards tried to keep him away from me. 

I climbed back in the van, holding my head high. Then I looked out the window at Redhead, who was speed walking down the street, away from the madness.

I had given Bobby’s broke ass my heart. Shoot, I gave him my soul. Supported his dream to be a professional sports agent. Supported him every damn time things “just didn’t work out.” Worked two jobs so he could follow his dream. Worked two jobs so he could hobnob with athletes, hang out with the big dogs in hopes of making the “right connections.” I did all that in the name of love. Tried to be everything to him, and it wasn’t enough. I had even done a ménage à trois for him—and I don’t even get down like that. But I wanted to please him. 

My girlfriend Trina had tried to tell me this love stuff was for the birds. Trina is a what-have-you-done-for-me-lately type of girl. She used her Mary J. Blige good looks to get what she wanted from men. I used to think that was jacked up, but now I totally understood. If you didn’t give them your heart, they couldn’t break it. 

No, I’d tried the love thing. I went against everything I believed in by being with Bobby. I had promised myself growing up that I would never date a broke man. I needed someone who could take me away from my life of poverty, but I threw that promise to the wind for Bobby. All because I was in love. Screw love. That was my motto from now on. Get what I can, while I can, then move on. 

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Joe asked as he climbed in the van.

“Just take me home, please.” I closed my eyes and leaned against the seat as I thought about the next man in my life. He was going to have to bring it because if I was going to have my heart broken, I needed to at least get something out of the deal.  
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Caleb

For a year and a half, I’d been drama free. No women using me for my money. No discovering that some chick was playing me. No earth-shattering secrets. Just peace and tranquillity. And I think that’s because of the woman on my arm, the woman I was madly in love with—Asia Murray. 

Asia had come into my life and renewed my faith in love. I had kept my distance in the beginning, but she’d been patient, and now we had been together for over a year. I’d even asked her to marry me a month ago. But for some reason, I was starting to have doubts. I thought agreeing to travel sixty miles outside of Houston to Wharton, Texas, where her family was holding their annual reunion, might help ease my uneasy feelings. 

Looking around, I was now wondering if that had been a good decision. That’s because as we made our way up the sidewalk toward the pavilion, I felt like I had walked straight into the black Beverly Hillbillies’ family reunion. That’s the only way to describe the scene that was playing out before me. 

A group of men were playing dominoes and arguing so loud, I swear I thought somebody was about to start shooting. A group of older women stood off to the side, whispering like they were engaged in the best gossip in town.

My mouth fell open at a group of kids—they looked like they couldn’t be any more than ten—dancing to “Bust It Wide Open.” 

I leaned into my girlfriend, Asia. “Do you all have any idea what that song is saying?”

She was bobbing herself. “Nope, not at all,” she replied, like it was no big deal.

I stared at her in awe before saying, “He’s talking about busting a girl wide open.”

She laughed. “Boy, they’re dancing to the beat. They’re not paying attention to the words.” She shook her head as she piled some ribs on her plate. 

I looked back at the kids. Every single one of them was singing along. “Bust it wide open. B-B-Bust it wide open . . .” And the adults were standing around like that mess was cute.  

I shook my head. Memo to self: If I ever have kids with Asia, they will NOT be allowed to come to her family reunion. 

I met Asia at a happy hour at Grooves Restaurant & Lounge about a month after I broke up with Kendra. Asia was beautiful, and a lot plainer than the women I had been used to. I hadn’t really been trying to talk to her, but we just fell into a natural rhythm conversing at the bar. We’d exchanged numbers, talked that night, and had been going strong ever since. But as much as I loved her, the doubts about our relationship weren’t going away. And being here, watching her country relatives, definitely wasn’t helping. 

Following Asia, I filled my plate with all kinds of food that was sure to have my cholesterol skyrocketing. Then I took my plate and made my way to a picnic table, taking in all my surroundings. I couldn’t believe my baby had come from this. 

I sat off to myself for a while, watching Asia as she laughed with her people. She seemed oblivious to our deteriorating relationship. But truthfully, lately, she’d been doing and saying a lot of things that weren’t sitting too well with me, making me rethink whether we really were right for each other.

“Baby, Pookie is gon’ ride back with us because he’s gon’ stay with me for a few weeks.”

Like that right there. Asia knew Pookie was a crackhead. He had stolen from everybody in the family. Why she would even entertain the notion that he should live with her for any amount of time was beyond me. 

“Sorry, babe. Pookie ain’t getting nowhere near my ride, and you the fool if you let him in your apartment to rob you blind.” I was trying to be the voice of reason. 

“That’s family. He needs my help, and I’m gonna give it.”

Memo to self: Get my stuff out of her apartment.

“Whatever, Asia.” I popped the top on my grape soda and took a swig. We’d been at Asia’s family reunion for about two hours now. And that was one hour and fifty minutes too long.

“What’s up, Mr. Lawyer Man?” Asia’s uncle Sam said as he sat down across from me. 

“Actually, I’m an investment banker,” I replied. 

“Lawyer, investment banker. It’s all the same.”

“Really, it’s not.” I caught myself. Why was I arguing with a man who had a fifth-grade education? 

I was grateful when Asia intervened. “Unc, are you giving my fiancé a hard time?”

“I’m just talkin’ to the boy. Can’t I talk to the boy?” Sam was a robust man who looked like he’d seen more than his fair share of trouble. He had a large scar under his right eye. His hair was thick on the sides and bald on the top.

Asia laughed and bit into a rib. 

“So when y’all tying the knot?” Sam asked.

“In November,” she replied. 

“Umph. That’s six months away. Sho is a long engagement.”

“We’re just making sure it’s right,” I said.

“Should’ve made sure of that before you agreed to marry each other.” 

I licked my lips. Just let it go. I flashed a fake smile. 

“So, y’all gon’ get a house? I bet y’all gon’ be living all up in a mansion or something. Driving fancy cars. Shoot, Asia, you already rollin’ like you Angela Bassett or something in that there fancy Camry.”

I almost choked on my brisket. 

“Yeah, Unc. My baby is gon’ take good care of me.” She squeezed my hand. “We haven’t started house hunting yet, but I know my baby. He’s gon’ do it up big. I’m sure he’s gonna have us in some four-bedroom, twenty-five-hundred-square-foot house or something.”
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