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Praise for

Kiss the Ring

“Kiss the Ring is a fast, hard-boiled urban tale. The elements are all there: explicitly detailed sexual acts, drug use, mystery, and murder. You’ll find the prose strong, the premise compelling, and a cast of dynamic, well-developed characters. Enjoy the ride. This is a surefire winner, as is Mink’s Real Wifey series.”

—Ebony

“This crisply written urban thriller from Mink (Real Wifeys: Hustle Hard) introduces a street-savvy protagonist, Naeema Cole, who is both a villain and a heroine . . . Fast-paced action, sizzling erotic sex, and a heartwarming kick-ass heroine will have newcomers and urban fiction fans alike eagerly awaiting Naeema’s next escapade.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Mink writes with street flair while sliding in a few erotic sex scenes, yet her tale is one of hard-boiled noir. Naeema plays the noble soul seeking the truth, determined to right all wrongs, and she’s willing to off anyone who blocks her path. Sex, bloody violence, betrayal, and a crackling mystery come together in a resounding crescendo of a finish. Take a bow, Meesha Mink, this one’s a winner.”

—Library Journal (Top Pick of the Month)

Praise for

Real Wifeys: Hustle Hard

“A well-laid-out plot spiced with wild sex moves Mink’s story right along. Readers will keep turning pages to see if Suga succeeds as she moves toward redemption. Mink’s books are the real deal.”

—Library Journal

“Mink’s energy and grit make it a fun read.”

—Juicy Magazine

Praise for

Real Wifeys: Get Money

“Mink’s brisk combination of insult, profanity, and pop culture is what street lit is all about . . . Another powerful story of women orbiting the hip-hop world . . . Luscious is both a villain and a heroine whom readers will embrace. Order in anticipation of high demand.”

—Library Journal

“Unexpected story lines . . . very realistic . . . a quick read with an engaging main character.”

—Huffington Post

Praise for

Real Wifeys: On the Grind

“Marking her solo debut with this new series launch, Mink (coauthor of The Hood Life, Shameless Hoodwives, Desperate Hoodwives) gives Kaeyla a snappy and profane voice laced with sarcasm. She’s a charismatic woman, both vulnerable and tough. Female readers will love her, but men may want to check their own woman’s purse for Taser wires. Load your shelves with multiple copies.”

—Library Journal

“A gritty new urban series with a down-and-dirty intensity that’s heartbreaking.”

—Publishers Weekly

“The Real Wifeys series tells the tales of strong female characters who overcome obstacles while standing by or getting over the men that they love.”

—AllHipHop.com
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For those people with big dreams and the inner hustle to make it happen . . .


Prologue

Murder was nothing new to her.

Naeema “Queen” Cole had given birth to one life but had taken many more than that in the name of revenge. Still, the first loud echo of a gun being shot into the night caused life’s motion to slow down.

POW!

“Tank!” she cried out from her spot in the crowd in front of the movie theater as the bullet entered the shoulder of the man she loved.

His body jerked as he fell forward, closing the double-parked SUV’s passenger door from the bullet’s force.

POW! POW! POW!

She gasped as each bullet pierced his flesh. His thigh. His stomach. His chest.

The crowd lining the streets outside the theater screamed, ran, or ducked for cover. Naeema climbed over the red velvet ropes that corralled the movie premiere’s onlookers. Her heart pounded as she rushed across the short distance, not caring if more bullets flew as she reached Tank. She caught his bloodied body just as it slid down the side of the car. Her knees gave out under the weight of his tall, solid frame but she did not—would not—let him go.

“Help! Somebody help,” Naeema screamed, looking around at those people still boldly standing around staring down at them.

“Na,” Tank moaned, turning his face against her body as he winced in pain.

Love for him filled her and she felt breathless with emotion. Naeema pressed her lips to his sweating brow. “I’m here. I got you. I’m here,” she assured him in a fervent whisper against the backdrop of the sirens growing louder in the air.

She clasped the side of his face as she looked down into the pain flooding his dark eyes. She bit back a gasp at the sight of the handprint she made against his cheek. The blood on her hands from his soaked shirt was sticky, wet, and warm. Tank’s blood signaled his imminent death.

“Please God, no,” Naeema begged in a whisper, nearly choking at the thought of losing him. Tears filled her eyes blurring her vision.

She reached up with one hand to pound on the passenger door as she fought to remain rational and not let panic diminish her senses. She needed help. Tank needed help.

The driver’s seat of the double-parked SUV Tank exited was still empty but the local rap artist, Fevah, he was hired to protect and her entourage of three friends were still all inside. “Open this fucking door,” Naeema roared, pounding hard enough for darts of pain to shoot across her entire hand.

Anger was an added layer to the myriad of emotions engulfing her as the door remained closed to them but she was flooded with relief as an ambulance screeched to a halt behind the Tahoe. She pressed kisses to his face. “Hold on, Tank. Don’t you dare leave me now,” she whispered in his ear in the moments before they took him from her.

As she sat in the street surrounded by the blood of the man she loved, her soul wavered between feeling as empty as her arms at the thought of losing him forever and a fiery anger that would only be quenched at finding out who shot Tank and why.

Whoever the guilty party was just invited hell into their lives.
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Two months earlier

“Ain’t you gonna call the police?”

Naeema shifted her eyes from the items—her items—scattered about her living room and over to the blood still lightly oozing from the busted lip of the gruff man in his late sixties. Just minutes ago she had returned home to find her home had been broken into and Sarge on the floor, struck down by the thief during his escape.

“I’ll get you some ice,” she said.

“No,” he said abruptly, dabbing at his swelling bottom lip with a wrinkled handkerchief from the pocket of his military fatigues.

The man hadn’t seen a war in over thirty years but he stayed dressed for combat.

With one full-circle turn Naeema was confident nothing of value had been swiped. Although the house had five bedrooms and three full bathrooms with both a semi-finished attic and basement, her entire life was contained to the living room, with clear paths to the first-floor bathroom to the left and the kitchen to the right. It would take more money than she could save cutting hair to do anything beyond the elbow grease she put into cleaning the rooms of every disgusting remnant of the squatters who had lived in it all those years after her grandfather died. All those years she neglected it.

“No, Sarge,” she said, finally answering him as she tapped the gun she held against her thigh and released a heavy breath. “Looks like you stopped them before they could take anything.”

“But—”

“You know I don’t fuck with the police,” she said, her voice hard and unrelenting.

He grunted.

It was funny how that one sound from the grumpy army vet was brimming with judgment and recriminations that she didn’t miss. Naeema had come to know him very well since they’d become unconventional roommates almost two years ago. After leaving her husband, Tank, and the home they shared she returned to the two-story brick colonial where her grandfather had taken her in after the death of her single mother. It was abandoned and closed up by the city but Sarge had taken refuge in it from living on the streets. She allowed him to remain, not able to bring herself to evict the wild-looking man in the filthy army uniform. She had known firsthand during her wild teenage years what it felt like to not know where her next meal would come from or if she would have a roof to sleep under that night.

Sarge was slow to speak but when he did spare her a few words they were either funny or bizarrely insightful—and sometimes both. She had come to love the ornery old man—and she suspected that he cared for her, too—although she wouldn’t dare tell him so.

Naeema put her gun back in its hiding place in the ash trap of the fireplace on the far wall of the living room before wiping her hands over her shaven head as she continued to take in the chaos the thief left behind. “I guess I better clean all this up,” she said, her voice showing the lack of enthusiasm she felt about dealing with the mess.

“You got it.”

That was a statement and not a question. Of that Naeema was sure and she was able to smile even in the midst of her anger. When she first moved in with Sarge she had to convince the man to take advantage of the bathroom in the basement and that had taken some serious cajoling and then flat-out demanding. She wasn’t shocked in the least that he wanted no part of helping her clean.

Naeema picked up her mattress from where it leaned against her dresser and plopped it back down atop the box spring on the full-sized metal frame in the center of the room. She quickly snatched the brightly striped comforter set and the floral sheets off and left them in a ball in the center of the bed. There was no way she was going to sleep on them knowing a stranger had manhandled her bed.

Next, she bent down to pick up one of the frames holding a photo of her son, Brandon. Her anger returned in a rush at a piece of the shattered glass that tore the paper of the photo, making a white fleck on his cheek. Brandon was dead. Killed at just fourteen years old. She found vengeance—and some relief of her guilt for giving him away as a baby—when she sought and killed his murderer eight months ago.

She hadn’t laid eyes on her son in nearly all his fourteen years. The pictures were a connection to the young man she grew to know during her weeks living under the alias of Queen as she moved among the band of thieves he called friends. One of whom had proven to be more foe than friend.

And she had proven to be the killer’s judge, jury, and executioner.

Fuck it and fuck him.

After she picked up the broken frames and removed each of the nine pictures depicting Brandon from kindergarten to eighth grade, she scooped up all her panties from the floor before tossing them back inside the large plastic container where she had kept them. “I don’t even feel right putting these on ever again,” she said with a twist of her mouth, rising to set the container back upright.

Naeema bent again to stand her nineteen-inch flat-screen television back up. “No good son of a thieving bitch,” she snapped, eyeing the jagged crack across the screen.

She dropped to a knee to reach over and plug the set back in.

“I love you, Steebie—”

Naeema rolled her eyes at the rerun of Love & Hip Hop Atlanta playing but Joseline’s image was fractured by the crack in the screen. She cut the set off before lifting it to where she always sat it atop the container—a makeshift TV stand.

She looked around the room at the rest of her things scattered about and her eyes fell on the stairs leading to the second floor, wondering if the intruder had violated her privacy up there as well. She rarely ventured up there. Her wedge sneakers pressed a shard of glass and snapped it in two against the faded wood floor as she moved across the room to stand at the foot of the stairs. She flipped the switch, brightening the dusty glass-covered light fixture on the slanted wall covered in faded blue-and-white-striped wallpaper.

Ain’t shit up there to steal.

She was halfway up when she stroked her palm with her fingertips, wishing she held her gun. She couldn’t explain the fear that caused the soft, short hairs on her head to stand on end. The drawn-out creak of one of the steps didn’t help at all.

“Aight, Naeema, get your shit together,” she reprimanded herself, dashing up the rest of the stairs.

As quick as a booster trying to make it out the door of a store without getting stopped, Naeema stuck her head inside four of the five bedrooms and quickly lifted the light switch to fight the darkness caused by the boards on the windows. In each there was more of the same. Empty room. Faded and peeling wallpaper. Dull wood floors. Memories of better days.

At the bedroom just off the top of the stairs, Naeema leaned in the doorway as she flipped the switch. If these walls could talk.

There were many a night she had starting smelling her own ass and thinking she was grown enough to either sneak out or sneak boys in during those late hours when her grandfather slept. He wrongly assumed that the room closest to his master bedroom would help him shelter and protect the preteen who came to live with him after her mother’s death, but he overlooked the closeness to the stairs that had become her escape route to freedom. Wildness. Boys. Sex. Drugs.

Naeema couldn’t do shit but shake her head. She once rejected everything her grandfather offered that she needed like love and stability. Back then the room with the pink and white walls with teddy bear stencils was worse than any jail cell on Orange Is the New Black.

“Just young and dumb,” she said with a heavy release of breath before turning off the light and walking across the open hall to the closed door leading to her grandfather’s room.

She reached for the clear-glass door handle but her hand paused just above it, her long stiletto-shaped nails causing a claw-like shadow against the wood. In all the years she lived with her grandfather he had always taught her that his bedroom was off-limits.

“A man deserve some privacy in his own house,” he said.

Naeema had pushed the limits on many things but she never fucked with crossing the threshold into “his” space. Not once. Even when she returned to take over her claim on the house after his death she had pressed Sarge to clean out any sign of the vagrants that had squatted.

Naeema forced herself to grip the knob, turn it, and then push the door open wide. “Shit!” she swore as a mouse jumped from the windowsill, raced along the wall, and disappeared under the closet door.

She made a note for Sarge to lay out more traps and poison. The fight against mice and roaches in the hood was an everyday struggle. That was one war Naeema was determined to win.

With her focus off the rodent, it sunk in that her grandfather’s room with its dark green walls was the only one with the windows uncovered and the glass free from the harm of rocks thrown by bored children. She knew it had to be because the room was on the side of the house where there was only a small backyard cushioning it from her next-door neighbor’s.

There was dust and some minor clutter in the corners but as with the other rooms it was empty as well. Naeema closed her eyes thinking she could almost smell her grandfather’s aftershave above the stench of uncirculated air and mouse droppings. Almost.

She turned, closing the door behind her.

Naeema didn’t bother with the bathroom or the trapdoor leading to the attic. She quickly descended the stairs and cut off the lights. The upstairs was even more of a reminder that she had to find the time and the money to finish renovating the house. It was barely a step above the shitty dump the squatters wallowed in.

At the sound of tires squealing loudly on the asphalt outside she moved to open the front door, turning the knob and lifting the door to unjam it from a botched job by a bootleg handyman she hired to hang it. You get what the fuck you pay for.

Standing on the top step she looked up and down the length of the slanted street. The sun had faded and there was just barely a breeze in the June air. Nearly every porch was occupied by residents thinking they could escape the heat of their homes. Maybe someone saw something.

People in the hood barely missed a damn thing but it was a toss-up whether they gave enough of a shit to “snitch.” Hood politics were legendary. Naeema came down the stairs feeling ready to risk it. There had been at least a dozen or more break-ins on the street for the last couple of weeks, and that had to be enough to make someone speak up about seeing someone running from her house.

She reached the bottom of the steps and took a moment to smile in pride at the gate to the fence now reattached and hanging properly. One lost wrestling match too many with the gate that used to swing with the same abandon of a sweated-out track of a weave from a woman’s head. Just no structure. No control. Plain disrespectful.

Now just a thousand other things to do on my list.

Closing the gate behind her and hooking the new bright aluminum latch to the pole, she glanced over at the small brick house to her right. She hadn’t seen her neighbor Coko in more weeks than she could count. Maybe even months. The lights were on in the house so someone was paying the bill but Coko had not appeared recently. The young woman had long since succumbed to a heroin addiction that left Naeema having to help her last year after finding her passed out on her porch from an overdose.

Turning away from the house, she went walking up the street with long strides meant to defeat the steady incline and make sure it didn’t defeat her. She moved past the few porches that were empty and stopped at a powder blue two-story colonial with white shutters.

A tall, slender light-skinned woman with a wild, curly, bright red Afro glanced up from the head of the preschool-age child sitting between her freckled knees on the step. The little girl offered her a welcoming smile. The woman did not.

She bristled at the coolness. Fuck I do to her?

When Naeema moved back into the house and set about making it livable she knew she didn’t bake brownies and visit her neighbors for introductions. Hell, she doubted she could point any of them faux, suburban living asses out in a lineup but instant hostility? Taking a deep breath to keep from getting to the woman’s level, she forced a smile.

“How you doin’?” Naeema began, placing her hands on her hips. “Someone just broke in my house and I wondered if you saw somebody running away? I live in—”

“Nah. I ain’t seen shit,” Freckles said, with one last hard look and an eye roll.

At the sound of a chuckle, Naeema looked up and spotted a man sitting on the porch in a kitchen chair leaning against the siding. One of the white pillars nearly shielded his presence. His eyes shifted down to take in her thick thighs in the black high-waisted leggings she wore with wedge sneakers and a tank top tied beneath her full breasts. He twisted the toothpick in his mouth from side to side, enjoying the view, and Naeema knew he was the reason for the woman’s instant animosity. His disrespect. His past—or current—cheating. His shit done to her. That was their bullshit. Not hers. Fuck ’em.

Naeema kept it moving.

“He ran around dah corner.”

Naeema stopped and looked down at the little girl who was still pointing down the street. The opposite direction Naeema was moving.

“Shut your ass the fuck up,” Freckles snapped at her, tugging roughly on the girl’s hair and popping her cheek with the back of her hand causing tears to fill the whites of her eyes.

Queen’s anger sparked and she balled her right hand into a fist as she raised it from her side.

“What the fuck wrong wit’ you, yo?” the man on the porch roared, jumping to his feet to rush down the stairs and grip the woman’s red Afro in his hand to tug at just as roughly.

Queen uncurled her fingers and lowered the hand she was just about to swing against the woman’s freckle-covered neck. Instead, she turned and crossed the street needing to be out of their space for her anger to ebb. On any other given day Queen would straight snap on a man abusing a woman—especially in front of a child—but in that moment she didn’t give a shit. He could straight deliver a Mortal Kombat punch to her ass and she wouldn’t blink.

Ignoring them, she turned and looked down toward Eastern Parkway. The traffic on the one-way boulevard flowed steadily and she knew the thief was long gone. All she wanted was a clue as to how he looked. Any little clue to help her hunt him down and then beat his ass down.

No need to keep going that way. His back would be to them.

Heading back down the street she locked her eyes on an eight-unit apartment building. The porch was crowded with a dozen teenage boys all posted up without a care in the world. She walked up to them and her eyes narrowed as she watched a young girl in booty shorts and a tank walk out onto the porch and take a blunt from the mouth of one dude, hit it, and then turn to blow a stream of thick smoke into the mouth of another just before she kissed him.

Naeema frowned a bit as she got closer and saw that although the girl’s thick body said eighteen her face revealed she was no more than thirteen. A baby trapped in a grown woman’s frame. That didn’t bode well for a young girl without much sense to know better. Naeema knew that shit firsthand.

Her steps faltered as the girl turned and walked inside the apartment building. Every boy watched her movements with their eyes before their bodies followed as well. One by one each disappeared from the porch into the building. One by one.

Naeema shook her head. It would take a fool—and she was far from that—to know their plans included entering her. Violating her while she took their sex like a compliment. One by one. “Shit,” she swore.

She continued down the street and then took the steps by two before she pushed the front door open and paused before entering the hallway. It was unlit and the darkness offered some coolness from the heat and sheltered the bodies now gathered in the corner with their backs to her.

“Damn that bitch can take a dick, yo,” one of the voices said.

“Hurry up, yo. I got next in the pussy,” said another voice.

Naeema pressed her eyes closed as she felt taken back to a time and place where she was the young, dumb girl in a small room with one bed and a line of boys waiting to fuck. One by one.

She pushed the door open wider and the band of sunlight streaming in widened. The boys at the rear of the semicircle, who were of various heights and weights, glanced over their shoulders. Their faces were a mix of guilt and annoyance. Naeema didn’t give a fuck.

As the boys’ urgent whispers began to rise in the air she jammed a thin and less than welcoming rug under the door to keep it open. “Get out. All of you,” Naeema said, her voice showing her aggravation that she even cared to stop the train.

“Who dat?”

“I don’t know that bitch.”

With an eye roll and a heavy breath Naeema came striding toward them, pushing the sweaty and musty bodies out of the way. She turned up her nose at the smell of the girl in the air. It wasn’t pleasant and in the heat of the hallway it was even worse.

A thin boy was between the girl’s open thighs as she lay on the floor. He hadn’t stopped his awkward rutting in the commotion. The girl looked up and their eyes met in that quick second just before Naeema bent down to grab the teenager by his neck and the rim of his pants, which were down just below his flat ass.

With one solid grunt she yanked him out of her pussy and onto his feet as he hollered out, “What the fuck!”

“Get up,” she said to the girl still lying on the floor with her legs spread wide like the arms of a cult leader preaching to his followers.

BAP.

“Ow,” Naeema yelled as a hit landed across the side of her face sending sharp darts of pain behind her eyes and her mouth.

“Damn!” someone hollered out.

The footsteps of some of the boys flying out of the hall echoed.

Naeema felt herself sway on her feet but she fought to stay up on them. Oh shit, I got hit.

“Why you hit her, Tee-Tee?” the girl asked.

Naeema stiffened her back, wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, and then looked over at the teenager still standing there. Five others stood with him. She didn’t know if they were enjoying the show or were ready to pounce. She got her mind-set focused on the latter.

I ain’t no killa but don’t try me. Well, I sorta am a killa. Anyway . . .

She fired off a round of punches to Tee-Tee’s smug face like it was a speed bag in a boxing gym. When she caught the sudden movement of someone in her peripheral vision she instinctively turned and delivered a solid gut punch that sent the short, squat-looking boy to his knees as he fought to reclaim the breath she knocked from him. Just as quickly as she turned back and grabbed Tee by the throat he tried to deliver another blow.

Silly rabbit . . .

She grabbed his arm and whipped his young buck ass around to slam against the wall as she twisted his arm behind his back.

He released a high-pitched scream that would put a soprano to shame.

“Anybody else wanna try me?” she said, locking eyes with each one to let them know she was ready for them. She even leveled a hard look at the girl, who stood there with her booty shorts and underwear down around one ankle.

No one said a damn thing. Good decision.

With a grimace she jerked Tee-Tee from the wall and pushed him across the distance into the opposite one. She waited to see if he was ready for some more.

He shifted his eyes away from her. He wasn’t.

Naeema turned and the remaining boys stepped back, making a path straight for the ajar front door. She headed right for it, ready to feel the sun and get some fresh air. Just before she stepped out onto the porch she turned and pointed her finger at Little Miss Hot Ass. “Let me holla at you for a minute,” she said to the young girl, pausing just long enough on the porch to take a deep inhale.

For the moment all thoughts of the man who broke into her home were set aside . . . but just for the moment.
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“Now,” Naeema said with emphasis over her shoulder before jogging down the stairs and crossing the street to make her way to her house.

She didn’t come to a stop until she was in the house and standing with her dick pipe in her hand after searching through her clothes strewn all over the floor. There was a small chip in the tip of the lifelike dick that gave the smooth black finish a white spot. It was slightly imperfect but at least it was still in her possession . . . unlike the half-ounce of weed that had been in the shoebox with it. Good shit too.

“Thieving ass,” Naeema muttered darkly, wanting nothing more than to pack the hollowed out balls of the pipe with a good chunk of top-grade medicinal Blueberry Yum Yum weed and then suck the fruity-tasting smoke through the hole in the tip.

She didn’t have a health problem and her doctor knew nothing about that particular medicinal healing. She just preferred the medicinal strains to the bullshit sold on the street that was more stems and nasty-ass mold than anything. Medicinal weed had elevated the game and Mook had the best connection to a dispensary out of Los Angeles.

She walked out onto the porch with her dick still in her hand just as Little Miss Hot Ass made her way across the street with clear attitude on her face and in the back-and-forth motion of her hips as she strutted. Fast self.

Naeema sat down on the top step on the porch, sitting her pipe behind the column as she pulled her cell phone from her bra. She dialed. It rang just once.

“Yo, whaddup sexy,” said the voice coming through her cell phone.

“You. You know that. Twenty-four seven, love,” Naeema said in a soft, sexy voice. “When can you get here?”

“On the way.”

Yes. Yes. Yesssss.

“I need—” she stressed.

“I know what you need.”

Yeah my motherfucking weed.

Every bit of that convo had been as fake as a five-dollar pack of weave and filled with enough codes for her weed connect, Mook, to know how much weed she wanted to buy. Just in case the feds were ear hustling.

“Aight,” Naeema said, ending the call.

Beep.

The girl stepped up onto the sidewalk and Naeema motioned with her fingers for her to come closer. “What’s your name?” she asked her, sitting the phone down on the step beside her.

“Mya,” she said as she opened the gate and then closed it behind herself.

“Where’s your mom?” Naeema asked.

“She works at night.”

Humph. I ain’t judging . . . but I’m judging.

“What were you planning on getting out of that . . . besides a wet ass?”

The girl remained silent.

Naeema patted a spot on the step.

Mya glanced back over her shoulder.

Naeema followed her line of vision. The same remainder of boys was sitting on the porch of the apartment building waiting for her. To them Naeema had just hit a PAUSE button and not STOP.

They raggedy-ass train was all the way off the tracks and they ain’t even know it.

“You remind me of myself a long time ago,” Naeema began, looking away from the teenage boys. “I had to learn that little boys think with their dicks and not their heads and for damn sure not their hearts. No matter how many of them you let run up in you—run a train on you—they will never respect you or love you for that.”

Mya was a pretty light-skinned girl with bright eyes and jet-black hair she wore pulled up in a short tail more suited for a pig than a pony. Her edges were thick and dry and the ends of her hair just as thirsty. Her pink tank was so old and worn that the edges were torn and dark from constant wear. Her cutoff shorts were two sizes too small.

Naeema knew the girl was doing the best she could with what she knew to do. She hated to judge her mother right off the bat but it was hard not to.

“They just my friends,” Mya said with a one-shoulder shrug.

Naeema fought not to grimace at the plaque lining her teeth at the gum line.

“Don’t think you so smart that you do dumb shit and don’t even know it,” Naeema said. “Your friends don’t fuck you in groups on a dirty floor in a hot-ass hallway . . . or anywhere else for that matter.”

“But—”

Naeema held up her hands and locked eyes with her. “But nothing. My grandfather used to tell me that little boys would use me for sex like I wasn’t nothing but a walking piece of pussy. I never forgot the words but I never listened. Trust me more than I trusted him when I tell you the same damn thing.”

She leaned over and gripped the teenager’s round chin in her hand. “They’ll run right through a pretty girl like you.”

Mya leaned her head back just enough to break Naeema’s hold but her eyes were filled with the direction of her thoughts as she shifted them over to her “friends” across the street.

“Besides . . . if you’re too young to know how to wash your ass you are definitely too young to be giving up that ass.”

Mya pressed her knees together and tucked her hands under her arms after she crossed them over her chest. Her eyes filled with tears.

Naeema smiled at her trying to soften the harshness of her words. The world was harsh and the road she was traveling offered no softness. She was saying to Mya how she wished someone had laid shit out for her. Even her grandfather hadn’t kept it one hundred with her. Hard and to the point. It was difficult to miss something smacking you dead in the face. Plus with all the attitude she was toting on her shoulders a little humbling was just what she needed for an attitude adjustment.

She’s a young girl already smelling like an old whore and that shit needs to be handled.

“A woman has to wash and apply deodorant once a day, Mya. Sometimes two,” Naeema said, cushioning her tone. “If you need soap or deodorant and stuff . . . or you just want to talk, my door is open.”

Mya nodded and offered her a hesitant smile.

Naeema spotted Mook’s nondescript dark burgundy Honda Civic. It was at least ten years old and looked like it was held together with wire hangers and prayers. Just like the phone call, the car was a front to keep him below the radar as he operated his hustle. “You go on home, Mya,” Naeema said. Deuces.

“What’s your name?” Mya asked as she rose to her feet.

“Naeema.”

“That’s your boyfriend?”

Naeema shifted her eyes from Mook climbing from his car. “No,” she said with emphasis.

“Yeah, he don’t never stay long when he come to your house,” Mya said, glancing back over her shoulder.

“Oh so you nosy too?” Naeema asked.

Mya just shrugged one shoulder.

“Bye-bye.”

“Bye, Miss Naeema,” she said, before jogging down the steps.

Naeema rose to her feet as Mook walked through the opening in the side of the fence next to the asphalt drive. He looked exactly like his name. Odd. His face was long and thin but his eyes, nose, and lips were big. He was well over six feet but walked with his shoulders slumped like he didn’t have a bit of motivation. Another front.

Mook climbed the stairs and sat down on the step beside her pulling his hand from his pocket to settle behind her. It lightly brushed her ass. “What’s good, Naeema?” he asked with a lick of his perpetually dry lips.

“Don’t get fucked up, Mook,” she warned, side-eyeing his J. J. from Good Times remix-looking ass.

He laughed. “I would love to get fucked, Naeema,” he said, knocking his knee against hers.

She locked eyes with him. “I said fucked up. Big difference,” she told him, rising to her feet to adjust her leggings, fully aware that her ass and thighs were in his line of vision.

“Damn, Naeema. Don’t do it like that,” he said, as she wiggled her bottom and pulled the leggings up higher. “You been teasing me for the longest.”

And tease is all it will ever be.

Naeema was more than willing to leave Mook’s odd-looking ass horny and hot if it got her a discount on her weed.

She focused on Mya walking up onto the porch of the apartment building where she lived and easing past the teenage boys still waiting on her. Naeema smiled when Mya shook her head at something one of them said before she walked into the building and solidly closed the door behind her. Moments later the boys threw their hands up in disgust—and probably disappointment—as they came down the porch and went walking down the street and eventually around the corner.

Not one dared to glance over in her direction.

“Sheee-it, I’ll double you up if you just let me smell that fat motherfucker,” Mook pleaded.

She looked down at him as he continued to stare at her ass as he licked his bulbous lips. “Double?” she asked with an arch of one of her well-shaped brows.

I just dropped a hundred last week and that stash is deep in the lungs of the fucker who robbed me. Now I can get a fucking BOGO deal . . . for a sniff?

Mook jumped to his feet and towered over her as he claimed every inch of his full height. His face was excited that she even considered that shit. “Damn right. Whassup?” he asked, cocking his head to the side and holding up his large hands.

“Just a sniff, Mook,” she agreed, bending to pick up her pipe and the bag of bluish-colored weed he dropped from his hand when he first sat down beside her. “I got robbed and my weed got lifted. That’s the only thing giving you life right now.”

“Well, God bless that thieving motherfucker then,” Mook said, comically bugging his eyes out even more.

Naeema turned to walk to her front door and he followed close behind like her shadow. “Weed first,” she said over her shoulder before pushing the door she left slightly ajar.

“A businesswoman. No problem,” he said, turning to rush back down the stairs.

Naeema turned and leaned in the doorway with her arms crossed over her chest. She shook her head as he pumped the air with his fist and did a little dance at the bottom of her porch like his ass won the lottery or some shit.

She looked up and down the street and then over at the apartment building near the corner. She did a double take to see Mya sitting in a second-floor window with it pushed wide open, her chin in her hand as she openly watched Naeema. The teen waved and smiled at her. Naeema forced an uncomfortable smile and waved back.

Turning and walking into the house, she tossed the pipe and the weed on the bed and then headed to the left of the living room, past the stairs, and a little ways down the hall to the first-floor bathroom. Naeema had no worries about her pussy smelling offensive but she was always serious about her hygiene and after a long day of work barbering she figured the very least she could offer Mook for his hundred-dollar sniff was sweet-smelling pussy. She lowered her leggings and thong bikini to her knees. As she ran the water and added a good dollop of pear-scented Bath & Body Works beneath the stream, she ran her fingers across her cleanly shaven mound and then held them to her nose.

Nothing but the faint aroma of the fruity-scented wash she bathed in that morning. Completely fuckable.
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