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This

is for those

who still believe

that feeding the mind

is the most powerful tool

of survival





I was born into this world

with the mind and spirit

of a revolutionary

unfortunately

in the time of my short existence

there was no longer

a revolution

so I walked the earth

for 40 days

and 40 nights

angry

apparently

at nothing.

WASTED

BY SHAREEF CRAWFORD






Harlem, 2006



THE SMOKE FROM THE CIGARETTE rose to the unblemished young face of a Harlem street general. He took another toke, holding the slim white cancer stick to his dark brown lips in between the fingers of his left hand. On his wrist dangled the overpriced timepiece of a pink gold Rolex, face all broken out with diamonds. His eyes squinted from the smoke while he stared forward. And when he spoke he possessed the full confidence of authority.

“I heard you had a whole lot to say about me. What you got to say about me now? You still got a mouthful you wanna spit out?”

He was real easy with his movements, relaxed like a pool shark who knew he’d win. He was twenty-five, but his baby face and wiry frame made him look closer to twenty. He wore a beige tennis shirt and top-grade denim jeans, held up by a leather belt with a chrome belt buckle with the capital letter G.

When he walked forward, a black semiautomatic pistol, elongated by a silencer attachment, tapped against his right leg. The pistol and silencer were firmly secured in his black leather–gloved shooting hand. Several of his trusted soldiers surrounded him in a lineup to his left and right, leading to their prisoner, who sat in the middle. And a dim light slashed in from the top of the blacked-out windows, good enough for them all to see, while no one could see them.

Their prisoner—a too-late-to-pray victim of disrespectful swagger—was strapped to a wooden chair with duct tape wrapped around his mouth to muffle his screams. The duct tape also served to stop him from ratting out any more information. That was why the man was in trouble in the first place; he knew too much, and he wasn’t afraid to say what he knew.

The young general reached him at the chair and smacked the man upside the head with the hard handle of the gun.

Clack!

The man dropped his head and whimpered in pain.

One of the soldiers looked on and grinned. “I bet he ain’t gon’ talk that shit no more.”

They were inside a run-down storefront property off Adam Clayton Powell Boulevard, north of 125th Street, and away from the foot traffic that flooded their popular neighborhood. They were all in their reckless late teens and young twenties, well groomed, all except for the tattered prisoner. He was in his early thirties and nappy-headed, with his last haircut performed by the barber over a month ago.

“Oh, that’s no doubt,” the young general stated. He backed away from the prisoner, far enough to aim the extra long barrel at his face.

He then took another puff of his cigarette. He said to no one in particular, “You know what I always wondered about these silencers? I mean, if you can’t really hear the bullet when it comes out, then how you know if it hurt or not?”

“A knife don’t make no sound, but you know that shit hurt. Especially a military knife that got them jagged edges on them,” another one of his soldiers said.

“But that’s the wrong answer. The right answer is: you gotta read their eyes. Like it said in Scarface, ‘The eyes, they never lie.’ So watch this motherfucka eyes when I shoot ’im.”

He aimed the gun at the man’s forehead and paused for the reaction, but there was none.

“You see that? He try’na play brave now. He don’t even wanna blink. But watch his eyes after I shoot ’im in his toes.”

He flicked his nearly finished cigarette away and aimed down at the prisoner’s shoes, firing without hesitation.

The silent bullet zipped through the front end of the man’s left shoe and sent him into a chair-rocking frenzy.

“Grrrrrr!” he growled through the duct tape that was secured around his mouth.

The man’s eyes tightened in a flash as if someone had squirted them with lemon juice.

The young general got excited, proving his point. “You see what the fuck I’m talking ’bout? He ain’t playing it cool now. Let me see what his eyes look like when I shoot ’im in his arm.”

Another silent bullet ripped through the flesh of the prisoner’s left arm, which was strapped to the back of the chair. The man shook his matted head and squeezed his eyes shut in excruciating pain.

“This probably how they doin’ ma-fuckas in Iraq right now. I’d be a good torturer,” the young general joked. “You gotta keep it entertainin’ when you do it. Ain’t so sense in being mad about it. We got the ma-fucka now. So I could fuck around and shoot ’im in his ear and let him feel his blood dripping down his eardrum.”

A few of his soldiers winced.

“You sick, son,” a brave one commented, with a shake of his head.

Fortunately, the young general didn’t pay him any mind. For the time being, it was kill one mockingbird at a time.

“So what you want it in your head or in your chest, man? You make your choice. I don’t mind,” he teased the prisoner, who was bleeding from his left foot and left arm.

The unfortunate older man continued to keep his head down, not willing to volunteer anything to the game. That decision forced him to take another bullet, this time to his left earlobe.

“Grrrrrrrr!” he growled and shook his head hysterically.

The young general became angry, like a psychopath. “Nigga, you listen to me when I’m talking to you! You hear me? Or you ain’t gon’ hear shit else in here.”

Nobody laughed or said a word at that point. Their leader was in psycho mode.

“Shit. Now I gotta talk to you in your good ear.”

His wry comment broke the tension in the empty room, compelling his soldiers to laugh out loud again.

The young general walked over to the prisoner’s right ear and stopped to address his set. “Ay, ain’t nuntin’ fuckin’ funny in here. I’m about tired of this shit now. And you look at me when I’m talking to you, Eugene.”

He called the prisoner by his first name and aimed the gun to his forehead again.

Eugene slowly lifted his head and forced himself not to beg for mercy. He realized that his begging would be useless—it would only add more fuel to an ugly fire.

“Now you got something else to say out your mouth about me on the streets? Hunh? About how I don’t know shit. About how I ain’t got shit on lock. About who supposed to be pulling my fuckin’ strings? You got something else to say now?”

Eugene shook his head and sniffed. Fresh snot ran out of his nose, mixed with tears that ran down his face in a combined slop of terror, while blood painted the side of his neck from the bullet that shot off his earlobe.

The young general snapped, “I thought not.” Then he made his whole point of the evening. “Nigga, I’m not no fucking game. So when you hear somebody say Baby G don’t take that ‘Baby’ shit seriously, ’cause I’m a grown-ass man now. And I don’t make fuckin’ music, but I will make a motherfucka dance. You hear me?”

He was speaking more to his set of soldiers than to Eugene. Eugene was a dead man. He was no more than a human blackboard on which Baby G was writing his message. But instead of chalk, he was using bullets.

“Aw’ight, son, so where you want it—in your head or in your chest—’cause I got shit to do?”

Eugene stretched his eyes in disbelief. Baby G read it and frowned at him.

“Aw now, I know you don’t think you was gon’ live in here. What you think, I’ma let you walk around deformed and crippled? What if somebody ask you what happened? What you gon’ say, you got caught up in a drive-by? We can’t have no drive-bys in Harlem. That shit is way too sloppy. Somebody fuck around and hit Bill Clinton by accident, and these beat walkers’ll fuck up the whole neighborhood looking for niggas. They’ll turn us into Jews for a new Holocaust.”

He said, “’Cause Harlem is changing now, B. These adventurous-ass white folks is moving in and running up the property value with these new condos and shit. So now we gotta do our shit underground; silencers, leather gloves, and shit like that.”

He looked over to his soldiers and said, “Ay, they even shutting down the liquor store game and puttin’ up coffee and cake shops on every corner now; fuckin’ bagel and Philadelphia Cream Cheese shops and shit.”

His set started laughing again.

“Word up, son. That shit is real. Got me drinkin’ coffee and shit now,” one of his soldiers agreed, while the rest of them nodded in unison.

Baby G looked back at their prisoner of war and said, “I bet you ain’t think I knew shit like that, did you, Eugene? You just thought I was another young, dumb-ass criminal, hunh?”

He stopped and eyed Eugene in his face, stooping down to get his point across with the silencer. “Nah, B. I know shit. So I figured I’d educate ya’ ass before I kill you.”

His soldiers stopped laughing after that. Play time was over. It was killing season.

“So where you want it: in your head or in your chest?” Baby G backed up and repeated. “Come on, son, let’s make it happen. Let’s get it over with.”

When Eugene failed to answer, the young general wiped his hands of the whole scene.

“Fuck it, it’s your head then.”

He squeezed off two more shots. The silent bullets splattered through the back of the man’s skull and left him limp in the chair. Baby G then tossed the gun to one of his soldiers.

“Do something smart with that and burn the glove…or I’ma have to burn you.”

“I got it,” his soldier assured him calmly.

Baby G nodded. “That’s good.” He turned and headed toward the back door to make his exit the way they had all entered.

“Yo, somebody give me another cigarette.”

When they walked back out into the tranquil night air, bright stars and a half-moon were out. Everything was good. Harlem was an every-night holiday in the summertime. The streets were always flooded with the celebration of life. And there was no other place in the world they would rather have lived.

Baby G continued to nod. A fresh cigarette rose to his lips in between the fingers of his right hand.

“Yo, let’s ride in that Mercedes with the top down. I feel like meeting me some new girls tonight. What’s going on at Zip Code?”

Somebody answered, “They got that comedy hour goin’ on there tonight.”

Baby G thought it over. Comedy was good.

“Aw’ight, that’s good money. Girls love to laugh. But let’s smoke some of that sour diesel first. The laughs come easier with the weed.”

“That’s what’s up,” another one of his soldiers agreed. “I’ma go get that.”

“And hurry up wit’ it, too.”

They eased their way down Adam Clayton Powell Boulevard toward the black Mercedes CLK convertible and a Chrysler 300 that were parked a few blocks away.








Times Square



AT SIX O’CLOCK in the morning, throughout the streets of Manhattan, New York, yellow taxis zoom through light traffic, carrying early-bird employees and managers along the empty sidewalks of a thousand high-rise buildings that cluttered the “Big Apple.” And on nearly every midtown street corner, newsstands and food and refreshment joints set up shop for another busy day feeding the local patrons and tourists who buzzed in and around the city.

At the corner of 7th Avenue and 47th Street stood the towering Sheraton Hotel, close by Times Square. A simple walk south on 7th Avenue would deliver you right smack into 42nd and Broadway, with all the bright lights, billboards, and attractions, including where the stars hung out—actors, writers, directors, producers, comedians, musicians, athletes, dancers, fashion designers, and your popular business moguls.

The Sheraton Hotel was a centrally located New York hot spot, a place for those who wanted to be close to the action. And Shareef Crawford was one of them, a bestselling author of romantic fiction who was still young and athletic enough to run with the wild horses. As the first light of dawn cracked through the curtains of his luxurious suite, his circadian rhythm began to kick in and awaken him. No alarm clock was needed. The hustle was the hustle, and his body had gotten used to his early rises a long time ago. So he opened his eyes and stretched his dark brown arms over several extra fluffy white pillows in his room up on the twenty-second floor of the west wing.

“Aaaahhhh,” he grumbled. “Another day another dollar…another fine girl another holler,” he rhymed to himself in singsong.

He rolled over on his back in the comfortable king-sized bed and looked up at the ceiling. He was wrapped snugly inside the expensive white quilts of The Author’s Suite, and sinking into the bed like a fly in sticky buttermilk. A large, cherrywood bookshelf stood against the wall to the right of the bed beside a tall reading chair and matching footstool. Various first editions, hardback novels by national bestselling authors, filled the shelves, including John Grisham, Stephen King, E. Lynn Harris, Michael Crichton, Terry McMillan, Anne Rice, Nora Roberts, Amy Tan, Dan Brown, and Danielle Steel. Before he checked out of the hotel, Shareef wanted to add one of his own books to the collection. He figured he had earned it.

It was the first day of his seventh book tour, which always kicked off in his hometown of New York, the city that never sleeps. And he was being pampered as requested.

He peeped over at the clock on the nightstand. It read 6:17 AM. His limousine and driver would arrive at the hotel for pickup at 6:45. His first interview that morning was at 7:30. The producers of the morning news at New York Cable Network (NYCN) wanted him at their Manhattan-based television studio by 7:15. And although the interview would last no longer than five minutes, it was well worth it.

African-American writers could rarely count on television time in New York City, but Shareef could. He was special that way. And the ladies loved him. So he used what he had to use, his sex appeal and uninhibited imagination, to make himself into a millionaire.

“Damn, it’s fuckin’ time to go already,” he mumbled as he continued to watch the clock. He was still feeling a slight hangover from too many drinks at the bar, entertaining old friends at TGI Friday’s the night before. He gave himself another five minutes, another three, and another two before he finally forced himself out of bed at 6:27 and jumped into the shower.



AT 6:49 THE LIMOUSINE DRIVER, a light brown black man in his early thirties, wearing a dark suit, white shirt, and bright tie, looked down at his watch and began to wonder if he should call up to his client’s room. He stood outside a shiny black Lincoln Town Car, parked at curbside on 7th Avenue. In his right hand he held the itinerary for the day, with Shareef Crawford’s name, cell phone number, and the date printed at the top of the first page of three. In his left hand he held a hardback copy of Shareef Crawford’s latest novel, The Full Moon. On the cover jacket, an attractive couple embraced passionately on a moonlit beach.

The limo driver smiled and thumbed through a couple of the pages. His wife was an avid reader and fan of Shareef Crawford’s novels, so he was a little excited to meet the author. The man’s books had served to spice up his sex life at home.

“This gon’ make Carletta’s day,” he told himself, grinning while he waited.

After another minute of wavering, he decided to call Mr. Crawford to make sure he was up on time that morning. He pulled out his cell phone and dialed Shareef’s number.



SHAREEF SPRAYED Sean John’s Unforgivable cologne into his hands and rubbed the scent on his neck, chest, shoulders, and lower torso before he slid his wife-beater tank top over his shoulders.

He stared into the large mirror over the cherrywood dresser and boasted, “It looks like another good day. Damn it looks good!” He took a strong whiff of himself and added, “Smells good, too.”

He slid on a white button-down cotton shirt with no tie before his cell phone rang. He pulled his phone from the holder that was attached to the dark blue dress pants he wore and read the 917 area code before he answered the call.

“Hello.”

“Yeah, my name is Daryl Mooreland, and I’m your limo driver for the day. I just wanted to make sure that you were ready. We’re not running late yet, but…”

Shareef cut him off and said, “Perfect timing, Daryl. I’m coming down right now.”

“Oh, okay. Good. We got about twenty minutes to make it over to the station.”

“Aw’ight. I’ll be right down.”

Shareef closed the cell phone, slid it back into its holder, and took a seat on the edge of the bed. He reached forward and grabbed his dark blue alligator shoes and slipped them on. He tied “the gators” up, grabbed his camel-colored sports jacket, and stood back up to slide his arms and shoulders in. He looked into the dresser mirror one last time while grabbing his brown, saddle leather briefcase.

“Let’s go get it,” he told himself in the mirror. He checked his pants pocket to make sure he had his hotel key card. Once he confirmed that he did, he was out the door.



SHAREEF ARRIVED at the lobby floor of the Sheraton Hotel and walked out of the elevator with swagger to burn.

The security guard at the elevators nodded and greeted him.

“Good morning, brother.”

Shareef looked like a man of importance. He walked like a VIP, dressed like one, and smelled like one. And he didn’t take his good fortune for granted, either. The privileges of wealth were definitely a good thing.

“Hey, you have a good day, man,” he told the security guard.

“You, too.”

“Oh, you know that. I feel good this morning. It’s time to do what I do.”

An attractive young white woman looked him over curiously as she walked out behind him. Who is he?

Shareef caught her stare and responded accordingly. “Yeah, you look good this morning, too,” he flattered her.

She grinned sheepishly. “Oh, thank you.”

“Have a good day,” he told her.

“Oh, yeah, you, too.”

Sometimes recognition was all a person needed to start off their day with a bang.

Shareef strolled out the front doors of the Sheraton in his immaculate attire, with briefcase in hand, and spotted his limo driver at the curb. It looked like a day for bright sunshine in July. And that’s what it was, a bright and sunny day in New York City, forecast for a high of eighty-nine degrees.

“Hey, brother, you ready to make this trip to the station?”

The limo driver nodded to him and smiled.

“I’ve been ready, but I can’t leave without you.”

Shareef walked down to the curb where the black Lincoln Town Car was parked and said, “Well, let’s do it then. We got people who wanna see me on TV this morning.”

The limo driver perked up and opened the back door of the car. There was a certain pride in chauffeuring another young black man. Even if he didn’t get tipped well, it felt good to see another brown man move up the ladder of American class, and for something positive and intellectual at that. The book business was historically an aristocratic white folks business, and as high class as golf, tennis, and traditional country clubs before Tiger Woods and the Williams sisters broke in.

So as soon as Shareef was comfortably seated in the black leather seats inside the limo, Daryl Mooreland told him, “Now I want to get this out of the way bright and early so I won’t have to bother you anymore today, brother…”

He stopped and held out the new book in his hand.

“Could you please autograph this book for my wife. Her name is Carletta, she loves your work, buys everything you put out, and after that, I won’t bother you no more today. I’m just your driver.”

Shareef took the book and laughed. “Naw, man, you’re more than just a driver. You got a wife, you probably got kids, you got a job, you doing what a man is supposed to do, and I respect the fact that you respect me and what I’m doing. So it’s all good.”

Daryl said, “Well, I haven’t read any of your books myself. I don’t really read these kind of books, but as long as my wife is happy with it, that’s all that really matters.”

Shareef paused and decided to let the comment slide. Just keep the peace and move on in silence.

“Yeah, you gotta keep the ladies happy these days,” he responded. “Somebody’s gotta do it. That’s who I write for.” He then took out a Cartier pen from inside his sports jacket and asked, “How you spell Carletta?”

“C-a-r-l-e-t-t-a,” the driver spelled out for him.

Shareef nodded and autographed his latest novel with his favorite pen, a gift from his editor. He was awarded the platinum pen after reaching his first one hundred thousand mark in hardback sales in 2000, for I Want More, the sequel to Chocolate Lovers, published in 1996. I Want More was also the book that landed Shareef his first seven-figure contract. The exact numbers were undisclosed. He didn’t like people knowing too much about his income. His grandparents had told him never to reveal that information to the public. “People start thinking they know you better than what they do when they know how much you’re worth,” his grandfather had told him.

Shareef looked back to his driver and said, “I figured that’s how you spell it, but I had to make sure. You never know with our people’s creativity. I had a girl get mad at me one time in Detroit for spelling her name J-a-n-e. You know how she spelled it? J-a-i-n, like pain, and she expected me to know that.”

They shared a laugh before he handed the signed book back.

“Naw, we don’t allow no crazy spellings in my house,” Daryl told him. “I got two little girls named Jennifer and Jessica, and their names are spelled correctly.”

“Are they twins?”

“Nope. Two years apart.”

Shareef’s wife of eleven years was named Jennifer, but he decided a long time ago to keep his private family life out of his public affairs as well. So he didn’t bring it up.

Daryl said, “Well, let’s get going, Mr. Crawford. And thanks a lot for signing this book for me. My wife is gon’ flip for this.” He climbed behind the wheel and added, “You gon’ get me some good love tonight, brother. Thanks!”

They laughed again before pulling out into traffic on 7th Avenue.



A YOUNG ASSISTANT met up with Shareef while he sat comfortably inside the green room at the NYCN television studio.

“You want any coffee or anything?” she asked him.

“Naw, I don’t drink coffee. I got a natural high,” he told her.

The assistant chuckled. “I guess that’s a good thing to have. You’re always up and going. I have a few friends like that.”

“Are they successful people?” he asked her.

She stopped and thought about it. “Well…yeah, I would pretty much say they were successful.”

He nodded. “That’s the basic rule of life. The busiest worms eat the most apples. And they don’t drink caffeine.”

She nodded back to him and grinned. She understood that she wasn’t on that busiest worm level. So she left his philosophy alone.

“Well, what about water?” she asked him.

He grabbed the white paper cup that sat on the table beside him and took a sip. “I already got it,” he told her.

“Oh. Well, you’re very low maintenance, I’ll tell you that,” she commented with a chuckle.

Shareef smiled at her with nothing left to say. He figured he would save the rest of his charm and wit for the morning news hosts and their cameramen.

“I’ll be back in a minute to get you,” the assistant informed him.

“Okay.”

The time was 7:27, and Shareef was scheduled to go on air in less than five minutes. When the assistant returned to the room, they were ready for him.

“Okay, we’re ready for you,” she told him.

Shareef walked out of the green room behind her, and as soon as they entered the recording room, with all the cable wires, three large cameras, and several colorful background sets, a makeup artist checked the radiance of his skin and touched him up with dark brown powder to take away his shine.

Shareef then looked over at Heather Cooke, the entertainment host. She was a mixed-race, cream-colored woman with long, dark hair and sharp features. Shareef’s old friends from the neighborhood had told him about her the night before at Friday’s when he told them about his interview that morning.

“That girl Heather Cooke is bad. You might want to try and slide her your number after the interview, son. Hooking up with her would be good money,” they told him. And they would all be watching, including his grandparents, who had recently moved to Harlem’s West Side in Morningside Heights near Columbia University.

Hundreds of thousands of New Yorkers loved to watch the New York Cable Network news in the morning. NYCN gave them a stronger rundown on the local news and events as opposed to the ABC, NBC, CBS, and Fox affiliates, who focused more or national and international news with only a slice of the local. So plenty of urban New Yorkers would see his interview that morning.

The pressures of fame never fazed Shareef Crawford. He was perfectly at ease in the limelight. He craved it, as much as he craved good-looking women like Heather Cooke, who wore a dark gray business suit with a purple blouse.

Yeah, she do look good. She look like a Brazilian or some shit, which means she got black blood in her, he smiled and assumed to himself.

Right before the commercial break, Heather introduced a tease of their upcoming interview.

“Next up in the world of books and publishing is a new hot summer beach read from Shareef Crawford, The Full Moon. We all know what happens to our hormones during a full moon. And we’ll be back to talk to the author about his latest hot novel after the break.”

The key words to Shareef in the introduction tease were “summer beach read.” He hated hearing that shit. It made his books sound like bubble gum, pop culture songs from suburbia. However, it was what it was, and he had made millions of dollars writing it. So he had to suck it up and accept it.

“Okay, we’re ready for you,” the assistant told him again. She led him over to the news set where a sound technician slid a mini microphone under his sports jacket. He didn’t have to say much before Shareef had taken care of the microphone and clipped it into place.

“Looks like you’ve done this a few times before,” the technician assumed.

“Yeah, about twenty-five to fifty times on different shows,” Shareef joked to him.

The news anchor, James Callahan, a tall, middle-aged and graying white man, stuck out a manicured hand from his dark suit to greet the author before Heather could.

“I’ve heard a lot about you,” he commented.

“Good things?” Shareef asked him, taking his hand.

James hesitated with his grin. “Well, let’s just say I hear you have a way of expressing yourself with the ladies.”

That meant the man knew nothing about Shareef except what he had heard from women going crazy over his books. However, misperceptions were part of the fame game. Some people heard everything but knew nothing for sure. And again, Shareef was forced to let it slide.

“Well, don’t believe everything you hear. But sometimes you can believe it,” he joked within earshot of Heather. He knew she had heard it. It was his preliminary flirtation with her.

Finally, he slid into the guest chair next to her. She looked at him, touched his knee and smiled.

“I started reading your book last night and had to stop myself to get some rest for work this morning,” she told him.

“That means I was on your mind all last night, hunh? You know we have dreams about the last things we do at night,” he told her.

She grinned, shook her head, and faced the cameras. It was the only thing she could do to avoid his advances. Shareef figured as much and backed off. He was there to do an interview and to pitch his new book to thousands of his New York fans, thousands who had heard of him but had never read his work, and thousands more who had never heard of him and never cared. Such was the life of an artist.

“As soon as you see the red lights go off on the cameras, that means we’re on,” she commented without facing him.

Shareef thought about red lights, cameras, and being on with Heather and began to smile. She felt it without looking at him and continued to grin. But now it was time for business, for both of them. Heather wouldn’t allow herself to be distracted by him. She was a professional.

A producer began the countdown, “Five, four, three, two…”

The red lights of the cameras popped on, and Heather Cooke went to work with great face, posture, and diction.

“Well, if you haven’t heard of him yet, you soon will. His new sexy summer novel is called The Full Moon, his seventh in the genre of African-American romance, and he’s back home in New York to talk about it, and to sign your personal copies.

“He’s the New York Times and Essence magazine bestselling author Shareef Crawford.”

She then faced him with the cameras turning in his direction.

“Well, we’re glad to have you this morning on New York Cable Network. Welcome to the show.”

He said, “I thank you for having me. I also want to thank you for giving such a great introduction to my new book.”

She held up her copy of the book for the cameras and smiled.

“Well, I must say, I started to read it and it’s quite engaging.”

“Like a good black man should be,” he told her.

She laughed and stumbled over her words, the color rising on her flawless cheeks.

“Well, it’s, it’s your fifth, excuse me, your seventh novel, and they just seem to keep getting better.”

He said, “Yeah, that’s my intention. We all want to keep getting better at what we do in life, don’t we? That’s how I keep my readers coming back for more.”

Heather smiled and couldn’t seem to close her mouth. Was he that frank, or was she misreading his comments? She then looked at the teleprompter for something else to say.

“Well…I guess, you heard it right here from the author himself, ladies.”



UP IN the Washington Heights section of Manhattan, above 165th Street, Polo, Shareef’s longtime friend from the old neighborhood, watched the interview on his flat-screen TV and screamed, “Aaaahhhhh, that’s my nigga! That boy is crazy, God. He got her fucking up her words. She don’t even know what to say to this nigga.”

Polo was ecstatic and enthused with energy before eight in the morning. He was standing in the middle of his living room in a purple bathrobe and slippers, with only a pair of colorful boxers on underneath. His hairy belly hung out over his boxers, while he absently scratched the side of his balls. Wrapped over his head was a black do-rag.

He hollered, “Yo, Shareef is a pimp, son. Let me call up Trap to see if he watchin’ this shit.”

A skinny, ten-year-old boy ran out into the room to ask what was going on with all of the racket.

“What is it, Daddy? What is it?”

The boy was still in his tight underwear himself, with a white T-shirt and socks on.

Polo grimaced at his son and snapped at him. “Boy, get the hell out of here and finish gettin’ dressed. Ain’t nobody call you out here. How many times I tell you ’bout ear hustlin’ when grown folks in here talkin’? I dun’ told you ’bout that, didn’t I?”

The boy nodded, “Yes.”

“Well, get your li’l ass out of here and finish gettin’ dressed then.”

Before the boy left, he looked around the room and mumbled, “I don’t see nobody out here.”

Polo started in his direction with a stomp. “Nigga, if you’on get your li’l ass out’a here…”

His son took off running back up the apartment hallway toward his room.

“Smart-ass li’l nigga. Just like his motherfuckin’ pop,” Polo grumbled. “He makin’ me miss the interview. Let me call up Trap,” he told himself with his cell phone in hand.



BACK DOWN in Spanish Harlem, below 115th Street, the slim brown man named Trap grinned at the small color television screen at the foot of his bed and laughed. Shareef was still the cocky, go-for-it cat he grew up with on the East Side, not far from where he lived now.

When Trap’s cell phone went off next to a semiautomatic handgun and a large bag of weed on the nightstand, he picked up the phone and read Polo’s number before he answered it.

“Hello.”

“Yo, B, are you watching this interview?”

“Yeah, I’m watchin’ it.”

Polo yelled, “Yo, is this nigga Shareef a pimp or what, son? Just let me know.”

Trap held the phone away from his ear a few inches and shook his head.

He said, “It’s a little too early for this screaming and yelling shit in my ear in the morning, man. I still got a hangover from last night.”

“Aw, stop girlin’ and get the fuck up. You ain’t even drink that much last night. You see Shareef up bright and early. Now don’t tell me that nigga can outdrink you and still get up and do a interview in the morning.”

Trap continued to shake his head. Polo needed some Ritalin for attention deficit disorder. The man was far too hyper, and he had been that way his entire life.



INSIDE THE LARGE FAMILY ROOM of the Morningside Heights home that Shareef had bought for his proud grandparents, Charles and Wilma Pickett watched their grandson from their twin rocking chairs that sat in front of their forty-six-inch, floor model TV, another gift from Shareef. They were both fully dressed, gray-haired, walnut brown, wearing reading glasses, and ready for their early-morning walk after the news. They had been married for forty-seven years and he had just recently retired from work at the post office. They had been together for two years before marriage when Wilma got pregnant with Shareef’s mother, Patrice, and asked Charles if he would marry her. Watching their only grandson, who had become a celebrity author, on the New York Cable Network news was an extra treat for them.

“He sure is a fresh somethin’,” Wilma commented with a giggle.

All Charles did was grin. He was fresh, too, once. That was what a vibrant man was supposed to be. After holding his tongue for a minute, he decided to speak up about it.

“If somebody else wasn’t fresh, that boy wouldn’t have been here. None of us would have been here,” he added. “So just let that boy do what he do now.”

Wilma eyed her husband through her glasses and grunted, “Mmm, hmm. Sounds like somebody still thinking about his middle age. Well, just don’t let me find out you bought no Miagra. ’Cause them wild and crazy days are over for me.”

“The word is Vi-agra,” he corrected her.

“Mi-agra, Vi-agra, whatever. You know what I’m talking about.”

Charles shook his head and grumbled, “You ain’t never been wild and crazy. Maybe in your own mind, but definitely not to me.”

She continued to stare her husband down.

“Now what you mean by that, Charles? Speak your mind.”

He said, “I already spoke my mind. Now cut it out, I’m trying to hear the rest of this boy’s interview. You know they ain’t gon’ have him on there much longer.”

“Mmm, hmm,” she grunted again. “Well, we gon’ finish our conversation as soon as his interview is over with.”

Charles decided to ignore his wife and listen to his grandson from the TV. He could fight with her anytime. And he did, every day of the week. But their fights had somehow kept his blood pumping, and his views had done the same for her.



BACK ON AIR at the NYCN station, Heather Cooke had regained her composure.

“So, you were the first recipient of the Black Hearts Book Award.”

“Yeah, I won the first three Black Hearts awards for contemporary male romance before I asked the voters to honor someone else. I wanted to give other brothers a chance to show and prove with their writing.”

Heather nodded to him. “Well, that’s pretty nice of you.”

Shareef grinned at her. “Yeah, I try to be nice sometimes, you know. People like you when you’re nice, nice and bad,” he flirted with her again, and chuckled.

Heather smiled it off and got back to business.

“Okay, so you have a lunchtime signing at the Virgin Records store in Times Square.”

“That’s right, from twelve noon to two,” he filled in.

“Then you have a reading and Q and A tonight in Harlem at the Hue-Man bookstore at seven.”

Shareef nodded. “Yeah, that one’s gonna be big fun, back to the home turf again in Harlem.”

“Well, it’s been great talking to you this morning, and we all wish you the best of luck on your new book.”

With the red light of the camera finally off them, Heather’s co-reporters introduced the next news story and the weather report.

Heather then asked Shareef, “How many cities are you touring to this year?”

“Seventeen.”

Her eyes stretched open. “Wow, that’s quite a schedule.” She expected him to say nine or so.

He said, “A lot of people want to see me. But each city is its own adventure.” He then looked her in her eyes and added, “I’ll tell you all about it if you’re free for dinner after nine.”

The man was like an arrow straight to a girl’s heart. He wasted no time with it.

Heather looked around embarrassingly to see how many of her coworkers overheard him.

In her hesitation, Shareef pulled out a business card and slid it into the palm of her right hand as he stood to leave.

“All it is is food, drink, and simple conversation on me. Then you get a free limo ride back home. So call me.”

She nodded to him quickly and didn’t say a word. The faster she acknowledged him, the faster she could get his flirtations over with. As for his business card, she didn’t quite know what to do with it. How could she slide it into her purse without it being obvious to everyone?

Shit! she cursed. Shareef Crawford had put her on the spot at her job and had slipped out of the room like Bruce Wayne running to change into Batman.

I wonder how many of his romance stories are based on his own rendezvous, Heather asked herself. However, since she was already involved, she was not interested in finding that information out.



AS SOON as Shareef exited the building to meet up with his limo driver, his cell phone went off. He looked down at the screen and read Polo’s number before he answered it.

“Yeah, what’s up, man?”

He knew damn well what his friend wanted to talk about that morning.

“Yo, son, what she say about hooking up? Give me all the details,” Polo stated immediately. He said, “I know she was feeling you. I could see it in her eyes. You had her stumbling over her words and shit. You probably got her li’l panties moist this morning.”

Shareef smiled while Polo kept going with it.

“You think she wearing a thong or no panties? I mean, did you see ’em, like a line around her ass or anything?”

Polo was a riot. Shareef shook his head and got serious with his answer.

“Look, I gave her my number, man, and pushed up on her the way you’re supposed to. She probably used to guys trying to get her on the low because she’s on TV every day, so I did mine out in the open to get her to think about it stronger. Otherwise, I’m just another player trying to holler.”

Polo disagreed. “Nah, fuck that, she know you more than the average nigga, son. You put it on her way too strong this morning for that. Save that sucker shit for the bill collectors.”

Shareef chuckled and spotted his driver parked in front of two yellow taxis that were pulling up to the curb.

He said, “A woman like her got a man already anyway. Ain’t nobody letting her roam around out here alone. So I don’t expect much from it. If she call she call. But yo, let me hit you back later. I gotta make this radio interview at WLIB, then get me some breakfast, and get ready for this first book signing at Virgin.”

He stated, “It’s time to go to work, baby. Time to go to work.”

“Oh yeah, do your thing, B. I’ll just see you up in Harlem tonight at Hue-Man. But I probably won’t get there until eight, to see what kind of fly stunts show up for you this year.”

Polo laughed loudly over the phone and said, “You know how I do. You can’t have ’em all. So I’ma scoop up your rejects tonight like I always do.”

Shareef ended the call with a smile on his face.

His driver jumped out of the car to open the back door.

“I had to move up a bit for these taxis to get in,” he explained.

“It’s all good, man, it’s New York. Nobody stands still here.”

Daryl laughed and said, “Now that’s the truth.” He closed the door behind his client and scrambled back over to the wheel to drive.



THE BLACK LINCOLN pulled up to the WLIB radio tower on Park Avenue at 8:23 AM. Shareef hopped out, made his way up to the top floor, and charmed everyone in the building. He signed copies of his new book for the staff, the hosts, and as giveaways for the lucky fans who called in during the show. It was all part of touring in the publishing world.

By the time he was off the air and back inside the limo at 9:30, the hardworking author was starving for something solid. He hadn’t had time to stop and eat that morning, and doughnuts, snacks, and coffee just weren’t going to cut it. So he had turned all of those teasers down.

He told his driver, “Hey, man, it’s time to get me something to eat at one of these breakfast spots before I fall out in here.”

Daryl looked into his rearview mirror and chuckled. “Oh, I got you. You wanna order room service back at the hotel? That way you can get some rest before your signing at Virgin.”

Shareef answered, “Nah, man, I’m back in New York. I don’t want to be cooped up in no room. I wanna see my city while I’m still here. I can rest when I get to the next city.”

The limo driver continued to laugh. He said, “Aw’ight, we’ll find you a breakfast spot then. That’s easy. What city you headed to next?”

“After New Jersey tomorrow, I hit Philadelphia. Then I hit Baltimore and D.C.”

Daryl nodded. “Where you go after that?”

“Atlanta, Jacksonville, Houston, Memphis, Birmingham—”

The driver cut him off, “Birmingham? Alabama?”

Birmingham, Alabama, didn’t sound like much of a book-reading city to him.

Shareef said, “Yeah, Birmingham gives me much love, in a whole lot of ways. Ay, don’t sleep on the old school, man. Old southern cities like Birmingham are dying for black culture.”

The driver nodded. He said, “You learn something new every day.”

“Oh yeah,” Shareef agreed. “You learn a whole lot when you travel. I’m ready to start traveling around the world. I’ve seen mostly everything now in America.”

“Must be nice to be able to travel like that,” his driver commented.

Shareef said, “Shit, man, all it takes is a bus ride. Take your family somewhere on the bus and stay a couple of nights at the Holiday Inn. From New York, you could go up to Connecticut, Boston, the Hamptons, or down to Philly, D.C., Baltimore, just to let your kids see another city.”

He said, “I mean, I’m from New York and I love New York, man, but this is just one small place in the world. And it eats up all your money. So if you can get out of here with your family, then do it, and just come back to visit when you need to.”

Daryl responded, “Yeah, that all sounds good, but for a limo driver, New York is the place to be. I could move down to Jersey for my family though. But I just never liked New Jersey. I mean, New Jersey just seem like, you got right up to the gates of New York and couldn’t get in. You know what I mean?”

Shareef smiled, planning to cut his argument short.

He answered, “Yeah, I know what you mean. New York City seduces people that way.”



BY 11:00 AM the streets of New York were in full buzz about the new Shareef Crawford novel. First printing hardback copies of The Full Moon were being sold fresh out of their boxes in the Virgin Megastore, Barnes & Noble, Borders, Waldenbooks at the malls and shopping centers, and by a hundred independent bookstores and street vendors in downtown Manhattan, Brooklyn, Queens, the Bronx, and of course, on the busy streets of Harlem.

Urban women began to clutch their new craving of romance to their chests like Bibles, reading them on the trains, buses, taxis, and inside the offices, retail stores, and restaurants where they worked. Shareef Crawford had struck gold again and life was good.

As he finished the last bites of his breakfast of pancakes, eggs, bacon, grits, home-style potatoes, wheat toast with butter and jelly, and orange juice at The Hot Spot Cafe in Midtown, he received another call on his cell phone. Shareef wiped his mouth, took another sip of his refilled orange juice, and looked down at the screen before he answered it. It was a 212 number—this time his editor at the publishing offices back up in the Times Square area.

“Hey, Bill, everything’s feeling good so far, man,” he addressed his editor of the past seven years. William Sorenski was one of the few male editors of romantic fiction at any publishing house, and he and Shareef had formed a successful relationship. They were roughly the same age, in their early thirties, both married, both attended school in the south, and they were both ambitious about their futures in the publishing industry. Bill was itching to become a publishing boss one day, and Shareef knew it. Shareef was prepared for a long career at the top of the bestsellers charts, and Bill knew that. The next frontier for both of them were packaging creative and intellectual rights from their book titles into television, feature films, and stage play deals to acquire an even larger reading audience. A guest spot on the Oprah Winfrey Show wouldn’t hurt in that capacity, either.

“I hear you were turning up the heat early this morning on the New York Cable Network,” Bill commented.

“Yeah, you know how I do. But don’t tell me you missed another one of my live interviews.”

“I had my assistant tape it for me.”

“Yeah, here we go. So now you can play it over and over again and tell me what I said wrong, right?”

“Well, you are still married aren’t you? From what I hear, you were getting hot and heavy with Heather Cooke.”

“It was that obvious, hunh?”

“Well, as long as your readers respond to it. You never talk about being married anyway. So they all believe they have a chance.”

“And that’s exactly how you have to do ’em, too. But I am separated.”

“Well, if it’ll make you feel better, I would probably get into trouble with Heather Cooke myself if I was a guest on the show. Only she would probably have me stuttering instead of it being the other way around. And that would only make my wife more incensed.”

Shareef laughed and said, “Yeah, I can imagine. ‘Why did that mulatto woman have you stuttering, William? I want to know,’” he teased.

Bill responded, “I think my wife already knows why Heather would have a guy stuttering. But I hear you had her stuttering. You think you can do that with Oprah?”

Shareef stopped laughing and paused. He had an image of Oprah Winfrey in his mind. She wasn’t exactly his kind of woman, either physically or in age.

He said, “I don’t know about no Oprah, man. I mean, my powers can only stretch so far. And I don’t really have anything to offer to her audience unless I write a couple of books about down-on-their-luck white women. I mean…Oprah just don’t deal with that many black books, or with black men in general.”

Bill said, “She had Tyler Perry on her show.”

“Yeah, because he created that grandma Madea thing. I mean, you want me to write something like that? White women look at that as comical. It crossed over. But, you know, man, I’m already separated from my brothers as it is. I start writing stuff like that and…I mean, I played football with guys. I’m a locker room kid. I’m not trying to get that far away from things. I have enough problems explaining what I write about now.”

“Shareef, I’m not telling you what to write. I’m just trying to figure out how we can cross over. Maybe you could have a show on Oprah about the disrespect of intellectual black men. You’ve always seemed to talk about that. And your novels, even though they deal with romance, have had some of the strongest black male voices in contemporary fiction.”

“Yeah, because I know how real brothers think. We used to be up at all times of night, debating everything under the sun at Morehouse. So I just know.”

“Well, it’s just something for us to think about as we attempt to, ah, make our move into television and film. We have to find new ways to engage a larger audience. But anyway, let’s save that conversation for later. We have a book tour to do. So, are you just about ready for your signing at Virgin?” Bill asked.

“Come on, man, I’m always ready. I’m about to roll up to Virgin early, right now.”

“That’s good, because the managers there have been dying to meet you. You could talk them into buying some more books before the lines get started.”

“How many books did they buy?”

“More than usual, but they could always buy more.”

Shareef grinned and said, “Yeah, that’s with every bookstore.”

“All right, well, go have fun. I have to take this call.”

“Aw’ight, I’ll tell you all about it tomorrow.”

He ended the call and relaxed in his restaurant booth while his food continued to settle. It seemed no matter how many millions of books he sold, it was never enough. But what exactly was the purpose of it all? Did he want to sell more books about romance just to make more money? Or would he rather write about something that meant more?

Yeah, and then be ignored for it, he pondered the idea. It was a catch22. Write serious content and receive awards from the literary elite while never being understood by the popular culture. Or write popular fiction that crosses over and opens up new bank accounts, while never being respected by the literary elite.

Maybe I should write new books under a pseudonym, but that shit never seems to work.

“Would you like anything else?” the waitress in a light blue apron asked. She broke Shareef out of his daydream.

“Oh, nah, I’ll just, ah, take the bill.” And he gathered himself to leave.



SHAREEF ARRIVED at the Virgin Megastore in the heart of Times Square near West 45th Street. He met with the store managers and staff and was treated like royalty. The line of book readers flooded into the store even before noon, packed with mostly black women and Latinas—young, old, short, tall, light, dark, skinny, plump, domestic, and international. Then there were men, who mostly wanted to write and publish poetry or novels themselves, or were simply buying books for the women in their lives, along with gay men, who dreamed of rendezvous with the author like some of the women did. But there were only a few crossovers in line, supporters from other races and cultures who were curious enough to enjoy the love and literature of black America. And Shareef sold them all, signed them all, worked them all, and smiled to them all, even though he still felt a sense of emptiness. He always felt as if there was more to do, and more ideas to explore in the creation of new literature.








The Proposition



AT 3:47 PM a young male reporter from the historic Amsterdam News interviewed Shareef inside the lobby of the Sheraton Hotel concerning his seventh novel and successful writing career.

“So, how does it feel to be able to sell millions of books to a growing fan base each year?” the reporter asked him. He was an eager young man out of New York’s Hunter College who dreamed of a career writing Hollywood screenplays. In the meantime, he chose to keep up with his bills and pay off his student loans by reporting and writing for the Amsterdam News. Dressed in a blue-and-white-striped button-down shirt, a noncoordinating tie, blue jeans, and brown leather shoes, the young man would win a fashion award from no one. In contrast, Shareef’s sharp style of dress, poise, and status was something the reporter could look forward to in the years to come. But at least the young reporter had a sharp haircut. During the interview, however, Shareef was distracted with boredom. He continued to watch guests coming and going from the hotel and imagining what their lives were like. Watching people was one of the many skills he utilized as a writer.

“I mean…having a fan base is one thing, but being able to move people in a certain direction is another,” he answered.

They were sitting comfortably in lounge chairs with the reporter’s tape recorder running between them. And the young man was growing a little confused by his subject’s increasingly complicated answers.

The reporter raised his brow and asked, “How exactly do you plan to move people?”

Romance was romance. Did the author actually expect people to learn more about loving one another through his books?

Instead of answering the interviewer’s question, Shareef looked into the young reporter’s eyes and asked a question of his own.

“What do you read?”

“What do I read?”

“Yeah, what do you read?”

“Ah, I mostly read historical books, nonfiction, or books on screenplay writing.”

“And you want to be a screenplay writer yourself, right?”

The reporter had discussed his future ambitions with Shareef before they began the interview.

He nodded and answered, “Yeah, I do.”

“But you don’t read any fiction?”

Shareef waited for the young man’s answer.

“Not really, no.”

He could imagine that the author was setting him up for something. But what could he do about it? Shareef was in authority. He had more years of writing and reporting experience and he wrote at a much higher level.

“Well, let me ask you a question. What do you think the best screenplays are? Nonfiction? Historical documentaries?”

Shareef waited for his answer again.

Understanding that he was trapped by a superior intellect, the young reporter began to smile.

“Okay, you’re probably right,” he admitted.

“I’m probably right? Probably right about what?”

The reporter nodded. “Most of it is…probably fiction.”

“But you don’t read fiction,” Shareef stated again for the record.

The young reporter tried to defend himself.

“Well, a lot of good screenplays are based on the truth, though.”

“And so is good fiction. You think we’re making up shit that never happened before? Have you ever even read any of my books?”

“Well, I mean, I tried to, but—”

Shareef cut him off, “You tried to? Well, have you read any novels at all?”

“Oh yeah, I’ve read Richard Wright, Ralph Ellison, James Baldwin, Donald Goines, you know, the classic stuff,” the reporter answered.

Shareef had read books by those authors himself, along with books from more than a hundred other writers.

He asked, “Do you plan to write screenplays about their kind of books? You know, the old slave days, the forties, the fifties, and the sixties?”

The young man could sense that he was falling into another trap, but he was still useless in defending himself against it.

“Well, I can see where you’re going with that—”

Shareef cut him off again and said, “Answer the question.”

All of a sudden, he was no longer distracted by the curious human traffic that flooded through the lobby of the hotel. He was giving the young man his undivided attention with the intent of turning him into a pupil.

“Ahhh…no, I wouldn’t say I plan to write screenplays about what they were writing.”

“What are your screenplays about?”

Who was being interviewed now? And there was no easy way for the younger man to regain the upper hand.

He said, “I want to write screenplays about, you know, the things that are happening now?”

“What kind of things?”

“Well, I wrote this one screenplay about these four college friends who graduate from school and then they all go in different directions.”

Shareef nodded. “It sounds like a period piece. How many years does it cover?”

“Yeah, it covers about ten years, from college to, you know, their late twenties, early thirties.”

“Have you finished it yet? I’d love to read it.”

The young man hesitated. “Well, I’m still kind of hashing it out, you know.”

“So, you haven’t finished it?”

“Yeah, I’m finished, but, you know, I’m not really ready to show it around yet.”

Shareef had him sweating bullets. It was getting hotter in that hotel lobby by the second.

The young reporter moved to shut his tape recorder off since he was no longer interviewing. He considered their conversation wasted tape, but Shareef stopped him.

“Don’t do that. You gon’ need this information,” he told him. He said, “Now let me tell you something. From what I understand about black Hollywood, we don’t have that many good screenplay writers. And you know why?”

He paused again for his pupil to answer him.

“Why?”

“Because we don’t fuckin’ read enough,” he told him. “So most of our screenplays end up being corny, simple-minded, uneven, copycat shit. Why? Because we don’t know how to tell a good story. And why don’t we know how to tell a good story? Because we don’t take the time to read good stories, or to understand what makes a story good. So without reading good fiction, brother, we end up writing weak character development, weak dialogue, weak plot points, with a weak buildup, weak chronology, uneven climaxes, and a weak resolution. And now you got all of that on your tape to study. But since you don’t read my books, you can’t really converse with me about my career, because you have no idea of my skill level. Therefore, without reading any of my shit, if you write anything positive about me, then you’re being patronizing. And if you write any negative shit about me, especially since I might be hurting your feelings right now, then you’ll end up showing your ignorance, because you didn’t read any of my shit to judge me from in the first place.”

And with all of that said, Shareef stood up to make his exit.

He said, “So I want to thank you for making your way down here to interview me, but we can’t possibly continue this interview until you’ve finished your homework. I mean, that would be like throwing a rookie into the playoffs without him even having a scrimmage or a basic practice. You feel me?

“And I’m not hating on you, young blood, I’m just showing you tough love right now to get you ready for the real world,” Shareef explained to him. “Because when you actually start reading more and studying your craft for real, then you’ll begin to set your own mark of excellence to the point where no white man or anyone else can tell you that you don’t know what the fuck you’re doing. And when you get to that point in your career, you’ll be able to pick up your rifle and go to war with me. But right now, you’re empty-handed, brother, and we can’t go to war like that. You’ll fuck around and get both of us killed.”

Shareef then forced a departing handshake before he walked away toward the elevators, leaving the reporter dazed, overwhelmed, and speechless. And once he realized that his interview was officially over, the young man looked at the still running tape recorder and shook his head in disbelief.

“Damn! What did I say?”



AT 5:49 PM, Shareef took a deep breath inside the bathroom of his hotel suite and sprayed on a second layer of cologne. His driver would be ready to take him back up to his birthplace of Harlem at six o’clock for a seven o’clock reading, Q&A, and signing at Hue-Man Bookstore. The store was located at the corner of Frederick Douglass Boulevard and 124th Street, right under the Magic Johnson/Sony Theaters.

“One more event for the night,” Shareef told himself while looking in the mirror. “But this is the big one.”

He brushed his teeth, gargled mouthwash, and before he grabbed his briefcase to head down to the limo, he remembered to call his grandparents.

“Hey, it’s me, Grandma.”

Wilma got excited over the phone. “Hey, Shareef, how’s your busy tour day gon’ so far?”

He answered, “You know, same-o same-o. If something happens differently, I’ll tell you all about it. But are you sure you guys don’t want to come out tonight?”

“No, we don’t want to be around you with all them crazy people tonight,” his grandmother responded. “We’d rather do breakfast with you in the morning, where we can enjoy our famous grandson alone.

“What time do you need to leave for New Jersey tomorrow?” she asked him.

“My first event is in Newark at noon. So I need to leave by eleven to get there on time.”

His grandmother said, “That’s perfect. We can do breakfast with you tomorrow morning at nine. And it shouldn’t take us two hours to eat.”

“Okay, so we’ll do that then,” he agreed. “Where’s Grandpop?”

“Over here stinking up the bathroom,” his grandmother answered loud enough for her husband to overhear her.

“Mine don’t smell no worse than yours,” Charles yelled out with a muffled echo from behind the closed bathroom door.

Shareef shook his head against the phone and chuckled. Real life was stranger than fiction, but it didn’t read as well.

His grandmother asked him, “You didn’t hear that, did you?”

“Nah, I didn’t hear nothing,” he lied.

“Good. So we’ll see you tomorrow morning for breakfast then. And you be safe out there tonight, Shareef. You know we love you.”

“I love y’all, too,” he told her.

“Have you spoken to Jennifer and your babies today?”

He paused. “Grandma, they’re not babies anymore. Little J turned nine this summer, and Kimberly turned seven in March. You remember? You were at the birthday party.”

“Yeah, I remember. I know how old they are. I’m not senile. But at sixty-seven years old, they’re still babies to me. Now have you made up with your wife and moved back into your house?”

That was a much longer conversation, and it was too close to six o’clock to have it. Shareef didn’t want to talk about his relationship with his estranged wife anyway.

“I’ll be calling them shortly,” he answered. Just probably not tonight, he told himself. He said, “Well look, Grandma, I gotta get going. My driver’s downstairs waiting for me.”

“Okay, well, like I said, you be safe out there tonight, Shareef. And you make sure you call your family.”



WHEN SHAREEF CLIMBED back into the limo, parked curbside at the Sheraton, all he could think about were his two kids. His grandmother had shot an arrow of guilt into his heart. But he still didn’t want to call them yet. Tour season was his time to be a man again, and even though he cherished the role of father, there were times where he needed to turn his paternal emotions off and focus on his business with grown-ups.

Yeah, I’ll call them, right after the book signing, before they go to bed, he decided.



WHILE SHAREEF was on his way to the Hue-Man Bookstore for his signing in Harlem, a rival author aggressively worked the street corner in front of the Magic Johnson/Sony Theaters with his own new book, The Streets Keep Calling Me. He was dressed military style with black boots, black pants, a green camouflage T-shirt, and a matching camouflage bucket hat with a draw string. He looked in his late thirties. He had a box of books on the ground, and four loose books in his hands. He worked every man, woman, and child who happened to walk by him.

“Get the real deal, the truth from the streets, baby, the black man is in a crisis. It’s my new book right here, The Streets Keep Calling Me, get it now,” he announced repetitively.

A couple of young women stopped to take a look on their way into the bookstore. They were both in their late teens, and not quite grown yet.

“Hey, young sisters, they call me The Spear. This is my new book right here,” he told them. He handed them each a copy. “Have you heard about it on the streets yet?”

They both looked at the urban jungle cover jacket of the two-hundred-page paperback with The Spear printed at the bottom. Both girls shook their heads in unison. They hadn’t heard of it.

“Well look, y’all need to get up on this one. Your boyfriends, brothers, uncles, fathers, nephews, they’re all in a crisis in America, and reading them romance books ain’t gon’ help them. You young sisters need to understand the struggle of a real black man,” he explained to them.

He said, “So, here’s what I’ma do. These books are thirteen dollars each, but I’ma give them to you both for ten.”

One of the girls concentrated, trying to understand his math.

“You gon’ give us both these books for ten?” she asked to make sure she heard him right.

He looked her in her eyes to make himself clear.

“Ten dollars for each book,” he told her. “That would be twenty.”

The girl frowned and said, “Oh.” She was immediately disappointed. Two books for ten dollars would have been a great deal. She would have gone for that. But twenty dollars for two books from a street author she had never heard of before was robbery. So she snatched the copy her friend was holding and handed both books back to the man.

“Naw, that’s all right.”

He said, “You gon’ pay twenty-five dollars in the store. What’s that, fifty? I mean, do the math, sisters. This book is to help you understand your brothers for real, not just what they look like in the bedroom.”

The girl grinned and said, “We want ’em in the bedroom,” and forced her girlfriend to laugh before they walked away.

He spoke to their backs as they left him. “That ain’t gon’ get you nowhere but pregnant. And a pregnant woman can’t help no man in the struggle. That’s just another burden on him. Y’all need to get y’all minds right.”

As soon as the two girls walked into the bookstore with the rest of the crowd, one of the bookstore staff hustled out to have another talk with the man.

“Please, brother, we’ve already told you, you can’t be out here.”

“Well, invite me in there then.”

She said, “All you have to do is talk to our events coordinator and we’ll work out a date that works for all of us. Now please, you have to leave.”

She was being as pleasant as she could, but the brother felt slighted anyway. He looked over at the large poster of Shareef Crawford and his latest romance novel that was posted in the bookstore’s window, and he frowned at the whole suave, chocolate image of the man.

Fake-ass Billy Dee Williams wannabe, he told himself. That seventies playboy shit is over.

The bookstore staff member was still waiting for him to leave the premises.

He looked at her and barked, “Aw’ight, aw’ight, I’m leavin’. And I’ma talk to your events coordinator tomorrow.”

“Thank you,” she told him, and walked back into the store.

The brother shook his head in disgust, and as soon as he turned to pack up his box, he nearly rammed into a woman.

“Oh, I’m sorry, sister,” he apologized. He stepped back and looked the woman over. She wore expensive black heels, a lavender business suit, a black lace top, and was astonishing from head to toe—all five feet six inches of her. She smelled like the most expensive flowers mixed with vanilla and cinnamon spice. She had flawless brown skin, and jet black Caribbean hair with the thick waves swimming through it.

The brother opened his mouth and said “God damn!” before he could catch himself. He said, “Sister, you’re not going into that book signing, are you? Don’t tell me you’re going in there.”

She didn’t even get a chance to answer him. He was all over her.

“Look, these romance books are not gonna get us out of our present crisis, sister. We really need to understand one another in the struggle.”

To his surprise, she nodded to him and said, “I agree.” Then she extended her hand for a copy of his book.

He handed one right over to her.

“How much is it?” she asked him.

He looked at her again and said, “Thirteen.”

She took out a twenty-dollar bill from her small black purse and told him, “Keep the change.”

The man was falling in love right there on the sidewalk.

He said, “You want me to sign it for you?”

She opened the pages of his book and said, “Sure.”



SHAREEF CRAWFORD pulled up to the curb of 124th Street and Frederick Douglass Boulevard in his black Lincoln at 6:45 PM, so he had a few minutes to prepare himself for the standing-room-only crowd of eager fans. The bookstore was jam-packed with customers with more still walking in.

Daryl looked out into the crowd through the store windows and said, “They’re feeling you in there tonight, brother.”

The bookstore staff had blocked off room out front for the limo driver to park.

Before they climbed out of the car, Shareef asked his driver, “Are you coming in for this one?”

Daryl hesitated a minute. He still didn’t want to get too involved. Then he said, “Sure, why not? They already got a spot out here for me.”

“Okay, well, I might need you to do me a favor,” Shareef told him.

Daryl turned and looked him in the face.

“What’s that?”

“Well, usually, after the last signings, I like to take a lucky girl out to dinner. But since they’re all up in my face inside the store, I usually can’t do it by myself. So I always pick out somebody with me to be the one to say something.”

Daryl smiled and started laughing.

He said, “You got it down to a science, hunh?”

Shareef grinned and said, “All I need for you to do is tell her that I would like to treat her to dinner if she has the time this evening. And that’s it. I’ll look at you to tell you which woman to ask.”

Daryl nodded to him. “All right. I think I can do that.”

Shareef said, “Okay, let’s do it then.”

Daryl let him out of the car and escorted him through the front doors of the bookstore like a bodyguard.

“There he go, there he go,” a single, young woman swooned.

“Hey, how are y’all doin’?” Shareef spoke to them all with humble authority.

“Waitin’ for you,” someone answered. The room broke out with a ready laugh. That was a good thing. The crowd was loose and bubbling.

The bookstore owners, Rita Ewing and Clara Villarosa, immediately greeted the author and pulled him into a side storage room for privacy.

Clara the older partner with striking gray hair and shorter stature, spoke up first.

“Shareef, we’re about to run out of your books.”

He looked at her and then at Rita, the younger, taller partner with freckles.

“How many books did you have?”

“We ordered two hundred of the new book, and the other books have been selling out all week.”

“So how many do you have left?”

Rita answered, “We have seventeen of the new book left. And I’ve lost count of the other ones. But it’s not much.”

Clara added, “It’s probably less than that now, since you’re here. You know, there are people who won’t buy the book until they see the author first.”

At that point, there was nothing Shareef could do about it but continue with the game plan. So he shrugged his shoulders.

“Well, when we sell out, we sell out. And we just tell them that we’ll have more books in stock tomorrow. Do you have any of those name plates that I can sign to stick inside the books?”

Rita said, “I wish we did.”

“Okay, but we don’t. So let’s just do what we do then,” the author concluded. At the end of the day, he would much rather sell out than to sell nothing. So he was ready to rock and roll with the punches.

“Are we ready to do this?” he asked them both.

“We’re ready when you are,” Clara told him.

“Well, let’s go do it then.”

They returned to the bookstore showroom where Shareef was led to the front of the crowd. There was a small table covered with Kente cloth, a comfortable reading chair, a bottle of lemonade, and a plastic cup all ready for him to sit, read, drink, answer questions, and sign copies of his latest novel as well as his previous novels.

Clara stood in front of the crowd to make the introduction while Shareef took a seat in the reading chair behind the table.

“Without further ado, the man you’ve all been waiting to see is here.”

“Yeeaaahhh! a few of the women in the crowd cheered before the store’s co-owner could finish her introduction. Off to the side, Rita smiled as Clara continued.

“New York Times and Essence bestselling author of Chocolate Love, I Want More, and several other hot and steaming titles of black on black romance, Harlem’s very own, Shareef Crawford!”

Thunderous applause rang out from the standing-room-only crowd of fans. They filled every section of the bookstore, nearly two hundred people, most of whom were women. Only a few men speckled the crowd, including The Spear. He looked unimpressed, but he was there mainly to observe the nonsense voodoo Shareef was able to pull on so many women, including the gorgeous sister in the lavender business suit who stood not far from him in the back of the room.

Shareef stood at the front of the room with a copy of his latest novel in hand.

“First of all, I want to thank everyone for reading and loving my work, because without your kind support, I would have no inspiration to write.”

More applause met his humble comments.

“Don’t worry about it, baby, just keep doing what you do and we’ll keep doing what we do to support you,” someone yelled.

Shareef smiled and nodded to the woman. He said, “That sounds like a fair trade to me.” Then he raised his new book to eyesight level. “This new book of mine, The Full Moon, is all about the power of yes and no. And my whole idea to write a novel about it was based on a magazine essay I wrote last summer, where I explained that ‘yes’ is the dominant answer for most happy relationships. Now, that doesn’t mean that we never say no, but if we’re saying no more than we say yes, then there’s obviously something wrong with that relationship. Because in a happy relationship, we’re eager to say yes. Am I right or am I wrong?” he asked the crowd.

Most of them nodded and mumbled in agreement with him.

He said, “In fact, there is no relationship without a yes.” He then looked at several of the women in the audience and asked each of them a specific question. “Can I have your phone number? Will you take mine? Will you call me up sometime? Are you free on the weekends? Can we go out?”

He said, “Now, if every one of these sisters tells me no, then who can I start a relationship with?”

“Who would tell you no?” an older woman sitting in the second row of chairs asked him. There were only six rows of chairs of eight across, and those forty-eight chairs had been filled long before seven. Everyone else had to stand.

Shareef responded, “Oh, you’d be surprised. Everybody gets their share of nos. But let’s think about it, without the yeses, there would be no stories for me to tell. So I want to read from one of the hottest chapters of many in this new book of mine.”

“Yeaaahhh!” the crowd responded again.

“That’s what I’m talking about!” someone else yelled.

The Spear continued to shake his head in the background, joined there by Daryl, who was impressed. From Daryl Mooreland’s perspective, any man who could hold the attention of that many women for a book was well worth watching.

As Shareef thumbed through the pages of his novel, the anticipation continued to build in the room. The crowd of women breathed deeply, swallowed hard, readjusted their stances, smiled from ear to ear, and gave the author their undivided attention.

He found his chapter, took a sip of his lemonade, and began to read from his standing position:


Carla looked down at the phone number she had scribbled onto the back of one of her business cards and thought about the man’s proposition. Why travel to Bermuda by herself to begin with if she was only there to window shop? She could window shop at home with friends in Houston. But what was the use in lusting for a man through a window? Either she would decide to wear his soft brown skin, aroma, and hard flexing muscles while she was there on the exotic island, or she would only have her moist dreams to remember him by when she left. Still, she could have had her wet dreams back home at Houston.

If she was not willing to indulge herself and become physical with the man, she could have been just as easily served watching the movies of Denzel, Morris, Kodjoe, and Shemar under slippery satin sheets. For what was life if she didn’t live it? For how long would she allow herself to continue being a spectator. Every grown woman had been hurt to some degree by love and loss; it was the victorious women who were courageous enough to move on and find new love. Then again, becoming a revolving door of sexual fantasies, a human McDonald’s, where every customer was served, and cheaply, was not an option she would allow herself to entertain.

That was Carla’s dilemma. How much would she be willing to give of herself? To whom? And at what price to her conscience? Nevertheless, she was an honest woman who craved a man’s touch, his words, his comfort, his caress, and his intimacy. Holding out would only build up her intensity and anticipation of release, and indeed, a release was needed. She was woman enough to admit it; “I need what I need.”

Suddenly, she became antsy. Normal human lust was winning over. She felt butterflies in her stomach, quivers in her legs, and twinkles in her toes, as fresh blood rushed to her bosom, producing the perfect firmness for foreplay.

Her desires were undeniable. Her cravings were strong. Her will was weakening? Or was it strengthening? For what was the equal balance between yes and no? Was no more courageous than yes? Or was yes more courageous, particularly while Carla held the phone number and her fate in her own hands. A no was as simple as no phone call, but a yes had to be initiated.

Then again, she reasoned that there was room for a series of yeses and nos. For instance: she could say yes to a walk on the beach, but no to a temptatious glass of wine too late in the evening. She could say yes to dinner in a public restaurant, but no to a private nightcap. She could say yes to an afternoon swim in her bathing suit, but no to a skinny-dip after dark. Such was the proper etiquette of a tactful lady.

Nevertheless, at the end of their courting, Carla would still have a pressing question to answer; yes or no, with only three nights left between them for seduction.

So she took a deep breath and boldly decided to pick up her hotel phone and call the number he had given her. She would start with that first yes—a phone call—after that, she would determine how far another yes would lead them.



When Shareef closed his novel and made eye contact with the crowd, they began to exhale and celebrate.

“Whuuuuww! Give us more!”

“Somebody turn on the air! It’s hot in here!”

“I know you’re not stopping on us there!”

Daryl started grinning from the back. Even The Spear cracked a smile. And the sister in the lavender business suit had been smiling since she walked into the store.

Shareef laughed out loud from the front. He said, “One thing I’ve learned in this publishing industry is only to read enough to wet your whistle, and let you read the rest. Besides, we still got books to sell and I don’t want to bore anybody.”

“You’re not boring us. Read some more,” one woman stated.

“They said your books are sold out tonight,” another woman pouted.

“They’ll have more in stock tomorrow,” Shareef responded quickly. The hustle was the hustle. He said, “And at this point, we’d like to start our Q and A’s.”

The crowd asked the usual questions about his writing process; his inspiration; how they could become writers; who he liked to read; what was his take on the state of African-American literature, sex, and relationships in the new millennium; books to feature film deals; e-books and Internet dating; science fiction and fantasy writing; how to sell poetry; how to get a publishing deal; how to market your work—the list went on before the sister in the lavender business suit asked her question.

“Have you ever thought about writing something other than romance? I mean, your writing skills are obviously above average. I just feel that you could do so much more by writing more universal subjects.”

The Spear looked at her and nodded his head in agreement. The woman continued to turn him on. Someone had to break away from the idolization and bullshit that was going on inside the store.

Shareef looked the woman over and answered, “Yeah, I’ve thought about it. But ultimately there’s no subject more universal than love. Don’t you think?” he asked her back.

She was easily one of the finest women in the room. She looked just below thirty, but her smooth, young face could pass for a fresh college grad.

“I mean, we have a million books published about black love, but how many great books do we have about the everyday struggle?” she questioned.

Shareef read her position and liked the woman. She wasn’t grandstanding at all, she was simply expressing her mind, just like he would.

Before he could answer her, The Spear spoke up and added, “Yeah, this Full Moon book, to me, sounds just like How Stella Got Her Groove Back. I mean, what’s the difference?”

Shareef backtracked. “Well, let me answer her question first, then I’ll come back to yours.”

He answered, “I would say, yeah, it is true, we don’t have many great books about everyday struggles. But who wants to read those kind of books? We want to get away from struggle when we read. So when those great books are written, how many of us are really willing to pay attention to them?”

He said, “And as far as The Full Moon being similar to Stella’s Groove, I would say that the only things in common between the two is the island romance, and the fact that a woman has to talk herself into saying yes. But this book is not about an older woman and a younger man. The Full Moon is about people in their prime years and beyond, having the courage to say yes to love in general.”

The Spear mumbled, “Yeah, all right, it’s all the same thing to me.”

Daryl overheard him and didn’t speak on it. Nor did the sister in the lavender suit.

Clara took center stage again. “Well, as everyone can see, Shareef has a gang of books to sign tonight, so we want to limit each person to two books.”

As soon as she made that announcement, some of the readers with three books or more to have signed began to grumble.

Shareef spoke up on their concern immediately. “Nah, if they bought my books, I wanna sign everything they bought. I’ll just have to sign them quickly. So please forgive my handwriting.”

The first young woman in line said, “Thank you.” She was holding five of his books to have signed.

So Shareef took a seat, pulled out his platinum pen, and started signing away while thanking the readers.

“Thanks for coming out tonight.”

“Keep reading my work.”

“Thanks for your love and support.”

“Okay, I’ll use your name in the next one. I promise.”

There were several women Shareef wanted to ask out to dinner, but there were just too many books to sign. He could barely lift his head up to signal his driver in the background to ask one of them. Nor did he spot any of his Harlem homies who had promised to make it out to the bookstore that night. He didn’t count on that anyway. Book events were not their thing, so there were single women to talk to everywhere.

When it came time for the sister in the lavender suit to have her four books signed, she made sure she got his undivided attention. Not only did he smell her, remember her look, her question, and her poise, she managed to write her name and a question mark on a piece of paper for him.

“Hey, thanks for the tough question back there,” he commented as soon as he spotted her at the front of the line.

She only smiled at him with no words exchanged. Then she slid him the piece of paper on the table in front of her books.

Shareef looked down and read the name.

“Coffee? Your name is Coffee?”

She continued to smile at him. “That’s what they call me,” she responded.

He paused for a minute, imagination running wild.

“Why?” he asked her.

“I just have a lot of energy.”

Shareef was ready to signal his driver for her for sure.

Then he read the question mark below her name.

“What does that mean?” he asked her.

She looked him in the eyes and answered, “Whatever you want it to mean? It’s up to you.”

On cue, Shareef spotted Daryl toward the back of the room. Daryl caught the look and already knew. He had peeped her out as soon as he walked into the store. She was the one he would have went after himself, just like the camouflage-wearing brother beside him had tried and failed before she stepped up into the line.

Daryl grinned and nodded. Shareef nodded back and went back to work.

He signed her books with the normal messages of “Thanks for your support,” blah, blah, blah. Then he told her on the sly, “Stick around for a minute.”

The woman called Coffee heard him and nodded. Their understanding of each other was clear. She was reading his real-life book and he was reading hers. Nothing else needed to be said until later.

When she was close enough, Daryl pulled her aside and made sure that his words were perfect.

“Mr. Crawford would like to know if you would be available to join him for dinner this evening.”

Daryl wanted the invitation to sound as professional as possible to keep himself out of any trouble. A complimentary dinner seemed innocent enough, and that’s all it had to be. If the dinner led to more, then it was none of his business, nor was he responsible for their actions once they were outside of his vehicle.

Coffee looked pleased by the invite. She answered, “Yes, I would love to.”

The driver nodded to her and looked back toward Shareef. Shareef caught the nod from his table at the front and nodded back. It was all nonverbal language.

Coffee asked Daryl, “Does he want us to wait in the car for him?”

She was taking the proposition to the next level with confidence and speed. Daryl was stunned by it.

He said, “Well, okay, I guess we could wait out in the car.” She was the only woman Shareef had given him the signal to ask, and she had already agreed to dinner, so what was there left to wait for? He led her out of the bookstore and to the waiting limo.

The Spear jealously watched the whole scene, but was powerless to alter the script. Coffee had sent the alley cat scampering away so she could snag the prized lion.

Aw, that fake-ass, wannabe Diana Ross. They deserve each other, he told himself as the woman left with the limo driver.

Let me get the hell out of here. This was a big waste of my time.

And the rival author left empty handed and spiteful.
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