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			Praise for Stand Your Ground

			“Murray has written a tension-packed novel around the hot-buzz national topic of an unarmed black youth shot by a white male, an act then subjected to the Stand Your Ground rule as a legal defense tactic . . . Murray’s writing admirably shows the often overlooked human emotions following racial violence . . . The pulled-from-the-headlines story line will captivate readers.”

			—Library Journal (starred review)

			“Murray, winner of several African American Literary Awards for fiction, powerfully captures the nuances and tragedies engendered by stand-your-ground laws. A must-read.”

			—Booklist (starred review)

			“Using a vivid, realistic premise, she takes a 360-degree view to bring all sides to the forefront for us to enjoy, learn from, judge, and celebrate. Stand Your Ground has great literary relevance for our time.”

			—USA Today

			Praise for Forever an Ex

			“Murray spices up her story line with plenty of juicy scandals . . . Readers seeking an inspirational tale with broad themes of trust, betrayal, and forgiveness will do well by choosing Murray’s latest effort.”

			—Library Journal

			Praise for Fortune & Fame

			“The scandalous characters unite again in Fortune & Fame, Murray and Billinglsey’s third and best collaboration. This time brazen Jasmine and Rachel, who has zero shame, have been cast on First Ladies, a reality TV show that builds one’s brand and threatens to break another’s marriage. Sorry, buttered popcorn is not included.”

			—Essence

			“Priceless trash talk marks this story about betrayal, greed, and stepping on anyone in your way. A great choice for folks who spend Sunday mornings in the front pew.”

			—Library Journal

			Praise for Never Say Never

			“Readers, be on the lookout for Victoria Christopher Murray’s Never Say Never. You’ll definitely need to have a buddy-reader in place for the lengthy discussion that is bound to occur.”

			—USA Today

			Praise for The Ex Files

			“The engrossing transitions the women go through make compelling reading . . . Murray’s vivid portrait of how faith can move mountains and heal relationships should inspire.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“Reminds you of things that women will do if their hearts are broken . . . Once you pick this book up, you will not put it down.”

			—UrbanReviews.com

			Praise for Destiny’s Divas

			“With Destiny’s Divas, author Victoria Christopher Murray triumphs again. The depth and storytelling mastery in her latest novel demonstrate why she is the grande dame of urban Christian fiction.”

			—FreshFiction.com

			Praise for Sinners & Saints

			“Murray and Billingsley keep things lively and fun.”

			—Juicy magazine

			“Double the fun, with a message of faith, Sinners & Saints will delight readers with two of their favorite characters from two of their favorite authors. It’s a match made in heaven!”

			—Grace Magazine

			Praise for The Deal, the Dance, and the Devil

			“Murray’s story has the kind of momentum that prompts you to elbow disbelief aside and flip the pages in horrified enjoyment.”

			—The Washington Post

			Praise for Sins of the Mother

			“Sins of the Mother shows that when the going gets tough, it’s best to make an effort and rely on God’s strength. It gives the message that there is hope no matter what, and that people must have faith.”

			—FictionAddict.com

			“Final word: Christian fiction with a powerful kick.”

			—Afro.com

			Praise for Lady Jasmine

			“She’s back! Jasmine has wreaked havoc in three VCM novels, including last year’s Too Little, Too Late. In Lady Jasmine the schemer everyone loves to loathe breaks several commandments by the third chapter.”

			—Essence

			“Jasmine is the kind of character who doesn’t sit comfortably on a page. She’s the kind who jumps inside a reader’s head, runs around, and stirs up trouble—the kind who stays with the reader long after the last page is turned.”

			—The Huntsville Times (Alabama)

			Praise for Too Little, Too Late

			“[In this book] there are so many hidden messages about love, life, faith, and forgiveness. Murray’s vividness of faith is inspirational.”

			—The Clarion-Ledger (Jackson, Mississippi)

			“An excellent entry in the Jasmine Larson Bush Christian Lit saga; perhaps the best so far . . . Fans will appreciate this fine tale . . . a well written intense drama.”

			—Midwest Book Review

			Praise for A Sin and a Shame

			“Riveting, emotionally charged and spiritually deep . . . What is admirable is the author’s ability to hold the reader in suspense until the very last paragraph of the novel! A Sin and a Shame is a must read . . . Truly a story to be enjoyed and pondered upon!”

			—RomanceInColor.com

			“A Sin and a Shame is Victoria Christopher Murray at her best . . . A page-turner that I couldn’t put down as I was too eager to see what scandalous thing Jasmine would do next. And to watch Jasmine’s spiritual growth was a testament to Victoria’s talents. An engrossing tale of how God’s grace covers us all. I absolutely loved this book!”

			—ReShonda Tate Billingsley, Essence bestselling author of I Know I’ve Been Changed
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			1

			Tiffanie Cooper

			It felt like we were in the middle of an earthquake, the way the bed trembled beneath me and Damon.

			This was the christening of our brand-new mahogany sleigh bed—the designer piece that I saw in a magazine and just had to have for our new house. Even though it cost almost ten grand, Damon, my boo, hadn’t even blinked when he saw the price.

			Last night, the bed had been delivered and assembled, and although I had wanted to wait and share this bed for the first time on our wedding night, not even an hour had passed after the delivery men were gone before Damon and I were hitting the satin sheets.

			Now, as the first rays of the new day seeped through the windows, bringing along the fragrance of the azaleas on the balcony, I was being treated to Damon’s early-morning “good good.”

			“You like that, don’t you?” Damon leaned over and whispered in my ear.

			“Yes,” I breathed with as much enthusiasm as I could push into my voice. A second later, he cried out, and a moment after that, I mimicked him.

			Damon was breathless as he fell on top of me and all I did was glance at the clock. Thank goodness that hadn’t taken too long. Damon rolled away, still trying to steady his breathing. “Thank you, bae.”

			“What are you thanking me for?” I did my best to sound as out of breath as he was.

			“For everything.”

			I twisted until I was on my back and glanced up at the ceiling, wanting to reach my hands to the heavens. Damon was thanking me? I was the one who needed to be thanking him . . . and God . . . for all that I’d been given.

			There wasn’t room, not in time or space, for me to count all my blessings. First, I’d just made love to my fiancé, a man who’d given me love when I’d never wanted this kind of love in my life, a man whose business filled his bank accounts with money but a man who made it his business to please me always. From the fifty-year-old Victorian-style home in the center of DC’s gold coast, to the Harry Winston ring that I rocked on the second finger of my left hand, I was living a life that I’d never believed would be possible.

			When I heard Damon’s soft snores, I rolled onto my side. I just wanted to watch him for a moment before I had to shake him awake.

			My Damon was such a beautiful, scrumptious dark brown man with full lips and a square and strong jawline. I often teased him about having a little Indian in his family because his closely cropped beard was a soft, smooth, jet-black layer of satin. His eyes were close to being catlike, and then there were the two, yes, two dimples that deepened in his right cheek whenever he smiled. All of that, all of him made me shake my head with pleasure every time I set my eyes on him.

			I never thought it could be like this. Never thought I’d know a love like this. I sighed as I thought about all the years that I’d let pass by with Damon, but then I shook that thought away. I was here now, we were engaged now, five days away from being husband and wife. No more time wasted.

			Slowly, his eyelids fluttered and when they opened and he looked at me, I saw nothing but lust in his eyes.

			“Oh, no.” I shook my head and giggled. “We have to get ready for church.”

			“Come on, Tiff.” He pulled me close. “One last time before you cut me off,” he said, referring to the fact that I told him I was going back to my place right after church.

			“Don’t be so dramatic.” I scooted out of the bed, then strutted across the Berber carpet. Not that I wanted to trouble the ­waters—no, I’d had enough sex with my fiancé to last me more than awhile. But I was still a girl and I wanted my guy to want me. “I’m not cutting you off,” I said, when I got halfway across the room. “I’m just trying to make our wedding night more special.”

			He propped himself up on his elbow and drank me in with his eyes. “Every night, every morning, every noon is special when I’m with you.”

			Dang! That was just another reason to love him. Because not only did he show me how much he loved me, he told me all the time.

			“Why can’t we just keep this going?” Damon said with a tinge of begging in his tone. “Why can’t I make love to you every day and every night until we say ‘I do’?”

			I stared into his bedroom eyes and almost wanted to run back. Because he’d done so much for me, I always wanted to satisfy him. But I wasn’t going to give in.

			I’d already broken the promise I’d made when I was fourteen to remain chaste until marriage, even though, at the time, it was really my pledge to remain a virgin for life. But I’d told Damon that I was going to stay at my place because I was hoping that maybe with a few days of celibacy between now and “I do,” not only would I feel like I’d done something right, but I was praying that these few days of abstention would make our wedding night special . . . for both of us.

			Eyes glazed with lust, Damon reached his hands toward me. “Please!”

			Inside this moment, all of his gangster was gone. There were no important people to meet, no celebrities to impress, no paychecks to sign, no Glock on his hip.

			He was just a man who loved a woman.

			“Tiffanie, please,” he begged again.

			My eyebrows rose just a bit hearing him call me Tiffanie. Though everyone else in the world addressed me by my full name (my grandfather demanded it, since Tiffanie meant Manifestation from God and he was the one who’d given that name to me), Damon was the only person who called me Tiff. And he only did that when my grandfather wasn’t around.

			So, using my full name right now meant that Damon was in full pleading mode, and I shouldn’t have, but I laughed.

			He tossed a pillow across the room, hitting me in the calf.

			“Ouch!” I hopped, pretending to be wounded. Turning, I rushed back to the bed and jumped on top of him. He wrestled until he was on top, pinning my hands above my head. Then, with the gentleness of a gentle man, he kissed my forehead. Then my eyelids. Then my neck. “I love you,” he said, his tone thick with a desire that I knew was only for me.

			It was an instant fever, the way his words heated my skin.

			“I need you to do me a favor,” he whispered.

			With the way he had me pressed beneath him, I could only imagine what Damon wanted me to do.

			“Can you pick up Trey at the airport tomorrow?”

			I blinked. “Trey?” I couldn’t believe that in this moment, he was talking about the man he still called his best friend. “I thought he was coming in on Thursday.”

			“Change of plans. He’s coming in early to see his grandmother. This will be the first time he’s seen her in seven years, you know what I’m sayin’, and he wants to spend some time with her.”

			I’d met Ms. Irene and visited with her a few times over the years whenever I went with Damon, so I didn’t want to begrudge that sweet woman a visit from her grandson. But still, I just couldn’t make myself happy about Trey coming to town. And now, he was coming days early?

			It was weird ’cause I’d never met Trey; but on the real, even sight unseen, I did not like this man. Yes, he was my man’s best friend, but he was part of my man’s past, an underground past that had landed Trey in federal prison with a sentence of twenty years for possession of drugs. And I just had a feeling, because of Damon’s and his history, that he could interfere with Damon’s and my future.

			But how could I fight their connection? Damon King and Trey Taylor had lots of times gone by. They were childhood friends who’d met in kindergarten in one of DC’s Southeast schools. Then two years after Damon graduated (but Trey didn’t) from high school, they’d moved to Atlanta to celebrate the new millennium and to wreak major havoc in the streets and make major money in the game.

			Damon’s kiss pulled me back to his request. “So, can you do that?” It must’ve been because I didn’t give him a quick response that he added, “I’d do it, but I have that call with Jaleesa Stone and her people; she wants to make sure I have everything in place for her red-carpet event. Remember, that’ll be just a little more than a week after we get back, so I need to set it up as much as I can before we leave on Saturday.” A pause. “So, please?”

			My first response: No! Why can’t you send one of your drivers or have him take Uber? My second response: I have so much to do for the wedding; I don’t have that kind of time. My actual response: “Sure,” because what else was I going to say to the man who would do anything for me?

			Then he asked, “Can you do something else for me?”

			Lust, once again, glazed his eyes and thickened the sound of his words. I almost wanted to do it again to see if this would be the time when Damon would finally satisfy me, but I had to shut this down.

			He still had my hands pinned above my head when I said, “No, we have to get ready for church. You know how my grandfather is.”

			Damon chuckled. “And, I don’t want to tangle with Reverend CJ Cooper.”

			“Then, you need to get your fine . . . naked . . . behind up off of me.”

			Damon leaned his face closer to mine. “What would your grandfather say if he heard you talking like that?”

			“Probably the same thing he’d say to you if he found out that I won’t be a virgin on my wedding night.”

			My words made Damon release me. “Hey, hey, hey! You can’t blame that on me alone; you were there, too.”

			I laughed. “I’m just sayin’, my grandfather would kill you if he knew about the things that you did to his innocent granddaughter!” I paused, tilted my head, and gave Damon one of what I called my not-so-innocent glances. “So, do you still wanna . . .”

			Damon didn’t even let me finish. “Nah, you ruined it; I’m good.” He pouted as he twisted completely off me, though he pulled me into his arms. “Let’s just get ready for church.”

			“Great idea,” I said.

			“But after church . . .”

			“Mr. King, you are a mess!” I shook my head as I pushed him away. “Remember . . . our wedding night. Special.”

			Damon poked his lips out even more.

			“Please don’t be mad.” I leaned over and kissed him the way he’d kissed me: On his forehead, his neck, and I finally settled my lips on his. And right beneath me, I felt this man melting.

			That’s when I started melting, too. How could I not? This man showed me that I, Tiffanie Cooper, had his heart and would have it forever. And for the rest of our lives, Damon King would have my heart, too.
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			Damon King

			You’re not there yet?” I tried my best to keep my voice calm, but I couldn’t hide my agitation. Really, I had more than a little attitude, I was pissed. I mean, I had called Tiffanie early enough to get her up, figuring if she got out of bed at seven, she could make it to DCA by nine. But she’d used my first call like I was a snooze button and when I’d called back at almost 8:30, my woman was still asleep.

			“Well, how much farther?” I asked. “His plane probably landed already.”

			“I’m pulling into the airport now,” she said, then hung up without saying good-bye, letting me know that now she had an attitude, too.

			Glancing at the clock, I was a little impressed. It was 9:27; in less than an hour, Tiffanie had dressed and made her way to the airport, even at the tail end of the morning rush hour. I’d told her Trey’s plane was landing at 8:45 ’cause I knew my girl. By the time she parked and got inside the terminal, she’d be right on time, since his plane wasn’t landing until 9:45.

			Leaning back in my seat, I sighed. Maybe I shouldn’t have been so hard on Tiffanie, but if I were being honest, her going back to sleep this morning wasn’t the issue. It was the fact that she had kept her word and gone back to her place yesterday after church, leaving me to sleep in that big ole new bed by myself. Yeah, I was in a funky mood because no matter what I did last night—and I ain’t too proud to admit that I had begged—­Tiffanie still hadn’t come home to me.

			The problem was, though, I didn’t have to look that deep to know that Tiffanie was right. I mean, there wasn’t a lot that was right about our sexual situation; Tiffanie and I had been holding it down in bed for the last couple of years, though it had been work to get to even that point. At first, I’d been all about hittin’ that, but that hit had made a quick left to love. That was my bottom line—I loved that woman and couldn’t get enough of her.

			But I guess after our long three-year engagement, what was a little more time? If having four sexless days were important to her before we stood in front of God and her grandfather, then I was going to do it. On Friday she’d be mine—all alone and all the time.

			“I promise, I won’t hassle you about this anymore.” I made that promise as if she were standing in front of me.

			But on Friday night? On our honeymoon? Forget about touring Dubai; the most I planned to see of that city were the sights I could take in from the hotel window.

			I swung my chair around, needing to get my mind right. I had to stop thinking about Tiffanie and our honeymoon or I wasn’t going to be ready for this call with Jaleesa.

			I opened the folder that my assistant, Hillary, had laid out on my desk, but now, instead of thinking about my girl, my thoughts shifted to my boy.

			Just thinking about seeing Trey in an hour or so made me lean back, take in the moment, and smile. It had been too many years. We’d hooked up a couple of times after I’d left him in Atlanta, but once he got locked down, I’d locked him out.

			It wasn’t that I wanted to leave my boy out there like that. It was just something that my father had taught me:

			Don’t associate your name with or on anything that’s connected to someone on the inside. Because what folks don’t know is that they watch those on the inside and their connections on the outside.

			It was a lesson from my father, Jerome King, who was the truth—at least when it came to matters of the street. He’d raised me, or should I say he mostly raised me. The amount of time we spent together was limited by the amount of time he spent in jail. My childhood memories were filled with him being on the inside way more than he was ever on the outside. But he was still my teacher, passing on to me a perspective that I needed. He didn’t want me in prison. Period. That was the extent of his dreams for me, but he was serious about his responsibility to make that happen.

			So even though the only opportunities I ever saw came to me from the streets, I wasn’t gonna be that cat. I had the same dream for my life as my father. That’s why I had no choice but to handle Trey the way I had when he went to prison.

			Four ounces.

			Twenty years.

			I never thought I’d see my boy again. But the thing was, I hadn’t left Trey out there alone. He just didn’t know that I had his back the entire time he was locked up.

			Slamming the folder shut, I pushed back from my desk. I needed to get my mind into my business. I hadn’t gotten to this level without strict discipline, but right now, it was hard to concentrate. Standing in front of the window that covered the whole wall, I took in this grand view of U Street. Trey and I weren’t even teenagers when we worked this block, first as runners for Smooth Luke, one of my father’s connects, then for ourselves after we started buying our own bricks. At fifteen, sixteen, and seventeen, we had more money in our pockets than most people who lived in this neighborhood then earned in five years.

			But U Street was a different place now. No longer was it the pulse of the ghetto. Now, the U Street Corridor was a bustling section of this metropolis with hardly a black face in sight. Chocolate City had turned from dark to white in the seven years that Trey had actually served.

			Seven years.

			In prison.

			The guilt I had to push away every few weeks passed over me like a shadow. And with that old guilt came that old thought: Maybe if I’d been down there in Atlanta with Trey, I could have controlled him and he wouldn’t have done that time. But like I always did, I pushed that thought aside. No matter where I was or wasn’t, no matter what I said or didn’t, this story would have had the same ending—because of Trey Taylor.

			“You know we don’t need to be getting in any beefs with those boys over in Northeast.”

			“You should have let me handle him,” Trey said as he slammed his fist against the dashboard of my first car.

			I kept the car moving because I wasn’t trying to catch any kind of Five-O attention. But if Trey put any marks on my Mustang, he and I were gonna have a situation.

			I kept my calm, kept my voice steady as I tried to school my boy. “This is business, Trey. You need to stop taking things so personally.”

			He looked at me as if fingers were growing out of my ears. “It was business that he made personal. Don’t no white boy call me boy.”

			I sighed. How many times was I going to have to check this cat? He was my boy and everything, but there was always something; we were always on the verge of some kind of blowup.

			“We’re seventeen; to most people we are still boys. Plus, what difference does it make what he calls you as long as you got his money?”

			“Yeah, well, that may be how you handle it, but I need more than his money, he better give me his respect, too. He’s lucky that I didn’t have my piece on me.”

			“And what would that have done? Suppose he had a piece?”

			“You think that matters to me? I fear no man.”

			Just like back then, my head started to throb. Over the years of our brotherhood, I’d had to check Trey too many times. I’d had to talk us out of too many beefs. My boy was wild with a spirit that listened to no one, especially not me. He’d head left just because I said go right. He hated that I was the decision maker.

			But that’s how it had to be because no one wanted to deal with Trey and his hot head; I’d tried to tell him that a cool head always claimed victory. But Trey believed that rolling up on someone defined him as a man.

			Trey’d been the reason why I’d finally quit the game. Between his mouth and his temper, I felt the tick of the clock. Someone was going to come for us—either another player or Five-O.

			So when it was time to leave, I left. But I couldn’t convince Trey to get out with me because he lived on adrenaline and the edge and he wasn’t afraid to serve time.

			That right there was his problem. He liked the fact that he’d had a few short stays; that added to his street-cred résumé. As long as a shorty came to hit him up once in a while, he had money on his books, and he had access to his Mary Jane, he was straight.

			Until.

			Four ounces.

			Twenty years.

			Moving away from the window, I hoped that by the time I got to my desk, my mind would be back to business. But when I sat down, it was still all about Trey. What I wanted to believe was that this hard time had been a good thing. Maybe in a twisted kind of way, this bid had changed him, had helped him to get some sense.

			And if he had changed, then I was ready to do all that I could to help. While he was here, I was gonna talk to him, feel him out, and if I liked what I saw, I’d set him up, have him work with me.

			The thought of that made me smile, ’cause as rough as the bad times were, it really was all about good times. Trey was my brother and I could imagine us standing shoulder to shoulder again.

			But the wild card—had Trey changed? And that question brought along a bunch of others—if Trey hadn’t changed, could I work with him again? Could I trust him? Would he (knowingly or unknowingly) ever bring me down?

			So many questions.

			The vibration from my cell phone broke my thoughts.

			Are you ready for your call with Jaleesa? She and her agent are on the line and I will connect you.

			I texted back: Y

			That was all Hillary needed, and by the time my cell phone rang, I had flipped from personal to professional.

			“What’s up, Jaleesa?” I said to the former model, former talk show host, now minister, who was the breakout star of a reality show and would, in the fall, be starring in her own series.

			Right now, my head was back into my business. I’d handle this and in about an hour, it would be all about my friend; then I’d have all the answers I’d need.

		

	
		
			3

			Tiffanie

			He was just a man. This was just an airport. But both that man and this airport had my blood pressure rising.

			I jumped from the car and sprinted across the lot, even though I didn’t feel stable running in these four-inch-heel red bottoms. Really, I shouldn’t have been running—I shouldn’t have even been walking. Trey’s behind should have met me at curbside, but Damon wanted Trey’s homecoming to be more personal.

			I slowed my steps and tried to pull back all the negativity that was rolling through my mind. The only reason I was upset was because this was Trey. I would’ve met any of my friends right at the gate if I could get past TSA.

			It was crazy that I had these feelings for a man I’d never met. It was just that I had heard too many stories about him that I just didn’t like. Now, of course, Damon had told me all about his role and the things he’d done. But a person only had to spend two seconds with my boo to know that he’d changed. It wasn’t hard to see Damon’s heart. He’d been changed from the inside.

			But Trey? He hadn’t changed. I knew that because when Damon and I first met, I would hear him on the phone trying to school his friend, but Trey didn’t want to learn. And so what happened? Prison! And he was probably harder now than before. That’s why I felt he didn’t need to be anywhere near my man.

			But on some ole program for nonviolent criminals, Trey had been released, just in time for our wedding, and Damon wanted him to be there. It didn’t make a lot of sense to me; seven years was a long time not to see someone and still call him your best friend. But Damon explained to me that just because you hadn’t seen your brother, no amount of time passing would ever take away the fact that you were brothers.

			I tried to understand that, though if I had to explain it to anyone, it felt like Damon was trying to make up for the lost time to Trey, especially since it was Trey’s idea to stand up for Damon.

			All I could do was pray that Trey would stand next to Damon on Friday night, and then be on the first thing heading back to Atlanta on Saturday morning.

			I rushed into the terminal, peeped at the screen, and released a deep breath when I saw that Trey’s plane had just hit the tarmac.

			I strolled over to the carousel where his bags would be and took a moment to calm down and focus my thoughts. There were so many things I had to do this week, and I pulled out my phone to review my personal to-do list. Today alone, I had to meet our wedding planner at the Willard to review the seating arrangements, and then run over to check on my grandmother’s dress. As I scanned the checklist, my mind kept wandering back to my favorite subject, Damon King, and right away, I smiled.

			Yeah, he had an attitude this morning, but how could I be mad at my baby? All I had to do was think about all that he’d done for me, from the fabulous gifts that he gave me—usually wrapped in one of those little blue boxes from a store that shared my name—to the credit cards I had for all the top designer stores. And then there were the gifts that really mattered—the thousands of dollars he’d given me so that I could finish my last two years at Howard, the opportunities he’d provided to help me polish my social skills in a Jack and Jill sort of way, the events he took me to: legacy banquets with Oprah, political fund-raisers where I’d even met Michelle Obama.

			His goodness rained down on me, yet one of the best gifts was still a month away—because of this man, I was about to have my own business.

			My grandparents always told me that my blessings began the day I was born; not that I ever believed them. How could I, once I became old enough to understand why I was living with them and not my mother?

			But then, one day back in 2008, I began to feel that maybe God hadn’t forgotten about me. I leaned back on the post where I stood, closed my eyes, and remembered . . .

			May 27, 2008

			HOWARD UNIVERSITY. THE Blackburn Center. Waiting to speak to my financial adviser and praying that he could help me. I shook as I waited—not out of fear, just anticipation. Two years of college and every bill had been paid. But now there were two years in front of me, and even though I had walked by the faith that my grandparents had taught me, I couldn’t figure out how faith was going to get me to graduation.

			My grandparents had already scraped together what little they had, and without their sacrifices, I wouldn’t have made it this far. Howard had done its part, too, with a partial scholarship that covered what my grandparents couldn’t.

			But now, facing my junior year, expenses were going to be higher by a third. Everything, from textbooks to housing, cost more. My grandparents told me to come back home to save money on room and board, but now that I’d tasted this morsel of freedom, there was no way I was going back to living under my grandfather’s roof and rules. The lock he kept me under didn’t even have a key. I knew it was because he loved me, I knew it was because he didn’t want me to end up like my mother. But his love didn’t let me breathe and I had come to love all the inhales and exhales of my life.

			So, if I wanted to graduate, if I wanted to stay on campus, if I wanted to continue living this life . . . I needed cash money.

			I picked up the current issue of The Hilltop and flipped through the pages, hoping one of the articles would keep my attention until Mr. York called me into his office. But then, something caught my eye, and it wasn’t anything in the school newspaper. Actually, it wasn’t just my eyes that were distracted. It was more like—all of me; like a feeling swept over, then hovered above me. I looked up to search for what had upset my equilibrium and at the front door, there stood this brother.

			Even though he was feet away, I could tell that he wasn’t a student. He was way too distinguished-looking in that tailored suit, looking like a model in an ad for life after graduation. As he strolled closer, I saw the diamond earring that glittered from his lobe and the gold diamond-laced watch that peeked from under the hem of his sleeve.

			But what really gave him away, besides all of his sophistication and apparent money, the real reason why I knew he was a full-fledged man, was because of the way he moved. He strutted like he knew all about life.

			My lips parted as I watched him, and I hoped that he didn’t think I was gawking. It was just that I couldn’t take my eyes off what looked like power personified. I was impressed with his importance.

			As he turned toward the information desk, his eyes met mine. He stopped. He stared. He pivoted. And then, without speaking to anyone else, he came straight toward me.

			He stood just a few inches outside of my personal space and said, “I can fix it.”

			I blinked and even turned to my right and left because I couldn’t figure out a couple of things: number one, was he speaking to me? And number two, if he was, what did he mean? “What?” I asked.

			“Whatever you need, whatever you want,” he said, with his catlike eyes laser-focused on mine, “I’ll give it to you.”

			Then he sat down next to me. At any other time, I might have gotten up and moved, just because I didn’t want to be pulled into a conversation, but with the man who’d introduced himself as Damon King, I wanted to stay.

			“And your name?” he asked.

			“Tiffanie Cooper.”

			He held his hand out and I shook it, remembering all the things I’d learned about being professional: keep your handshake as strong as your eye contact.

			“So, what is it that you need?” he asked. “How can I help you?”

			I hesitated, because for a second I wondered if he were some kind of pervert. But then, if he were, why would he be so dressed up and hanging out in the financial aid office of a college?

			“I don’t think you can help me; I’m here to talk to my ­adviser.”

			“So, you’re a student here?”

			I resisted the urge to say, ‘Duh,’ and just nodded. “I’m a rising junior, and it’s time for me to get a job.”

			He grinned. “See? I told you I could help you. I’m looking for an intern to expand my company and you’re the woman to help me.”

			The word pervert came back to my mind because his response was a little too convenient. “What kind of company do you have?”

			“Oh, I do a little of this and a little of that.”

			What in the world?

			“I really have several small companies all rolled into one,” he said, explaining further. “Entertainment, real estate, anything that can make money in this new millennium.”

			“So you’re looking for an intern?”

			He nodded. “And like I said, you’re the woman who can help me make this happen.”

			I tossed the magazine I’d been holding back onto the table and shook my head. “I’m not looking for an internship; I need a paying job.”

			He frowned. “What do you mean?”

			“Internships. They give you experience, but no money.”

			“Who would work for no money?”

			“Exactly!” I said.

			“Well, my internship pays.”

			Once again, this man had my attention. “How much?”

			“How much do you need?”

			I laughed out loud and he grinned. But he didn’t get it because he asked, “What’s so funny?”

			“You . . . asking me . . . how much money I want to make.”

			“What’s wrong with that?”

			When I’d first laid my eyes on this brother, I thought he was the sophisticated, intelligent type. Now, I didn’t know if he was playing me or had just gotten off some kind of boat. But if he were playing, I was gonna play him. I decided to give him a number—around the minimum wage and then increase it by two dollars. “I’m looking to earn about eight dollars an hour.”

			Not a beat passed before he said, “I’ll give you twenty.”

			I had to look stupid with the way my mouth opened as wide as my eyes. “An hour?”

			“What? That’s not enough?” he asked, though I could tell he was amused. “Do you want twenty-five?”

			“No, no . . . I mean, yes, yes. I mean, I’ll take twenty or twenty-five. Either one. That’s more than enough!” But then I pushed pause and rewound my excitement.

			I leaned back a little to get a clearer view of this joker. Now that he was sitting down, I noticed the diamond studs in both of his ears, big and bright. A quick glance at his watch gave me the same impression. Who was this guy and what did he do to be able to offer me that kind of money? And . . . what did he want me to do for twenty or twenty-five dollars an hour?

			“I’m not looking to get caught up in anything that’s not legal,” I told him, thinking that he was just some drug dealer. But I told him this with attitude so he’d understand I wasn’t some naive little girl.

			“Do you think I’d be here—at Howard—looking for an intern if I wasn’t legit? If I wanted just anybody to do just anything, I could find that girl anywhere.”

			Okay, he had a point. But still, some kind of catch had to come with that kind of offer. “And, I’m not interested in . . . you know . . .”

			“What?” he said. When I didn’t respond, he added, “You’re not interested in . . . something sexual?”

			The way he said it made heat rise to my cheeks, but I said, “Yeah,” as boldly as I could.

			He laughed. “Sweetheart, if I were looking for sex, there are easier ways for me to find it instead of coming down to the Student Office. I’d just head straight to the dorms.”

			Okay, he had another point. But, I needed to make my points, too. My voice was still strong and solid when I told him, “I’m just sayin’, I do everything on the up-and-up. I’m straight.”

			“That you are.”

			It was more than just needing the money that made me say, “So, if you are, too, then you got yourself a new intern.” I felt like I could trust him.

			I never saw my financial adviser that afternoon; no need, since I started my new position as Damon King’s personal assistant the next day . . .

			The sound of people—their chatter and their movement made me open my eyes. I must’ve had one of those “Damon grins” on my face because folks were giving me those what’s-got-you-so-happy stares. Whew! They just didn’t even know.

			There was just one blip in my wonderful life.

			Our lovemaking.

			I wanted to slap myself for thinking about that. Everything else was beyond good—why couldn’t I just be satisfied? And it wasn’t like I was an expert on good or bad sex, since I’d had no experience before Damon.

			With a deep sigh, I looked up and my eyes settled on a man. And my glance got stuck right there. He strutted toward me, wearing a smile—no, it was more of a smirk that said, I can make you happy.

			I inhaled a quick breath. And then another when he walked right up to me.

			Now, it wasn’t that I didn’t know who he was. Damon’s description had been spot-on: six-three, 220 or 230 pounds.

			“He’s about my complexion,” Damon had told me. “And the last time I saw Trey, he was sporting a bald head.”

			Damon was right on every single count, though there had been no need to give that complete description. He could have just told me to find the finest, swaggiest man in the airport.

			Because that’s what Trey was. It was more than his looks, it was the way he moved, with a little dip in his strut. With confidence so cool it made me weak, and I’m not talking about in a laughing kind of way.

			Without any real conscious thought, I crossed my legs and squeezed my thighs together. I had never done that before—not even while reading the sexiest scenes in a book. But something was going on south of the border and I had to get it under control.

			As Trey came closer, my focus shifted from his swagger to his eyes. His golden-brown eyes were piercing, as if he could see right through . . . my clothes. That scared me—could he see my yearning?

			“You must be Tiffanie,” he said in a deep, melodic voice that tore straight through to my center.

			He wrapped one arm around my waist, pulled me into his chest as if he knew me, and pressed his lips against my cheek.

			His lips lingered and lingered and lingered.

			And after about the third second, I shuddered.

			And shuddered.

			And shuddered.

			Then I wilted.

			After that long, slow, earth-shaking moment, he released me and I prayed that he hadn’t felt the way I trembled. But he must have because he stepped back, searched my eyes like he was one of DC’s finest, and then broke into a little chuckle.

			“Let me go get my bags,” he said as if he’d just done his job and now he was on to the next task.

			My eyes followed him as he strutted away and I tried to wrap my mind around what had just happened. A man I didn’t know said my name, kissed my cheek, and a tremor went through my body like that?

			I inhaled a couple of deep, quick breaths, but I never took my eyes off him.

			“What just happened?” I whispered.

			And then, as if he’d heard me, he twisted around. And winked.

			And right there, I shuddered and wilted again.
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			Tiffanie

			This was nothing but pure torture.

			Being inside the car with Trey tested every single fiber of my will. There wasn’t enough space. His presence felt dangerous, perilous . . . and gave me a thrill that I didn’t understand.

			“It sure is hotter here than I expected it to be,” he said.

			I looked down at my dashboard, where the digital thermometer showed 46 degrees.

			He just had to add, “Yeah, hot and sticky.”

			My heart raced and the little hairs on my arms stood all the way up.

			I stayed silent and he kept on talking. “I don’t know what it is,” he began, “but something’s got me all fired up.”

			The car’s brakes squealed as I slammed them hard. “Oh, my God,” I screeched, staring at the back of the Lexus SUV that was just millimeters from the front of my BMW. At the speed I was traveling, we would’ve been dead for sure.

			But though my heart was beating hard for a different reason now, Trey didn’t seem fazed. He just looked at me and chuckled. As if a close call with death was a regular, everyday occurrence for him.

			“Sorry,” I said and turned my eyes back to the road. I gripped the steering wheel, determined to concentrate, no matter what Trey said. No matter what was going on between my legs. “I’d better slow down.”

			“That’s cool, ’cause I like it fast, but I can certainly handle it slow, too.”

			I couldn’t believe this—Trey was flirting with me! But in the next instant, I talked myself out of that madness. This was Damon’s boy, his man, a hundred grand. A dude didn’t play with his boy’s main woman. Since I was Damon’s main—and only—woman, this had to be all in my head.

			“What about you, Tiffanie? You’re driving slow, but when you ride, do you like to go fast or slow?”

			Okay, I wasn’t imagining it. And this wasn’t even flirting. This was almost like—he was making me an offer!

			I gripped the steering wheel even tighter, but this time, it was as much to control myself as the car. I needed to keep my hands wrapped around that wheel before I reached over and touched him.

			Because that’s what I wanted to do. To steal a little touch of his hands or maybe his head. I paused, took a quick glance, and my gaze landed right between his legs.

			What was wrong with me? Shake it off, I told myself. Just shake this devil off!

			I couldn’t pull up to the Georgian—an exclusive office building located in the heart of DC’s U Street Corridor—fast enough. When I turned over the keys to the valet, I wanted to do a happy dance. But I couldn’t do anything except walk and focus on keeping my knees from knocking.

			“Damn! Take a look at this,” Trey said. Hoisting his garment bag onto his shoulder, he looked first down one end of the block and then in the opposite direction.

			I knew what Trey was talking about. He hadn’t lived in DC since 2000, and this wasn’t the same city.

			And the city wasn’t the only thing that had changed. I wondered what Trey really knew about Damon’s success. Did he know that Damon had taken advantage of gentrification and not only purchased real estate in the area but also made this the center of his business, King Commotions?

			“Yeah, things have changed,” I said as Trey followed me into the building.

			I felt his eyes behind me. As we waited for the elevator, the heat of his stare burned me. This man was setting me on fire, but I refused to turn around. When the elevator doors opened, I wanted to cheer; I’d made it. But once we’d stepped into the small chamber, Trey stood way too close.

			I felt his breath on my neck and then, with a deep breath of my own, I took in his scent, a blend of sandalwood and cedar and leather. He smelled like pure man.

			Inside the car, I’d wanted to touch him; now I wanted to lean back, fall into his chest, and feel his lips on my cheek just once more. Maybe this time, I’d turn my head so that our lips could meet and our tongues could dance.

			I could feel that kiss.

			Dang! I was dreaming with my eyes open!

			“Can you feel that?” he whispered into my ear.

			My mouth opened wide. Had he heard what I was thinking? Before I could turn around and ask him, the elevator doors parted.

			And there was Damon!

			Waiting for me.
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			Tiffanie

			I had no choice but to fall into my man’s open arms.

			 “Hey, bae,” Damon said, frowning just a bit. With the tips of his fingers, he wiped the perspiration from my forehead. “Are you all right?”

			Oh. My. God. How was I supposed to explain sweating when it wasn’t even 50 degrees outside? I was twenty-eight, not forty-eight, so I couldn’t claim menopause.

			“Tiff?”

			I shrugged because I wasn’t sure what my voice would sound like. Plus, what would I say? Hey, your friend is so fine that I just want him to stroke me from one end of the earth to the other?

			“You good?” he asked me.

			This time I nodded.

			I guess that was enough, because he looked at me for only a moment longer and turned to Trey. Damon’s grin was big and welcoming when he said, “What’s up, son?”

			The two greeted each other with the universal black man’s handshake and hug, and I used that moment to make my getaway. I tore into the bathroom and almost broke down the door the way I barged inside. Stumbling like a drunkard, I made it to the sink and gripped the edge, using it to hold myself steady.

			A minute passed. Then another. And another.

			I was still wobbly when I turned on the faucet, then used my palms to toss cold water onto my face.

			Can you feel that?

			What had Trey meant when he said that? Had he been thinking what I’d been feeling?

			“Get it together, Tiffanie.” I shook off my leather jacket and laid it on the counter. “There is nothing for him to think because there’s nothing for you to feel. Damon. Remember? Your fiancé. Remember?”

			I moaned at the thought of the man I loved. Bringing Damon to my mind at this moment wasn’t exactly the solution; there was nothing in my memory that I could grasp about Damon that would help to stop the foolishness going on inside of me. The only thing thinking about Damon did was make me want Trey even more.

			I pulled the turtleneck of my sweater away from my neck and waved my hand, trying to push cool air inside. But I was still thinking about that kiss. Dang, it was only on my cheek. With that, Trey had done what I’d been yearning to feel with Damon.

			I leaned back against the tiled wall and closed my eyes. In less than two hours, Trey Taylor had changed my life. Well, maybe not my whole life, but my consciousness . . . my sexual awareness. Just thinking about it filled me with an urge to shudder again, filled me with a want to have another . . . orgasm. My eyes popped open. Was that an orgasm?

			No! It couldn’t be.

			It was a doggone shame that at my age, I just didn’t know. I’d been that girl, a twenty-three-year-old virgin when Damon and I did it for the first time. I wasn’t untouched because I had to be, though it would have been difficult to be living that life under my grandfather’s heavy thumb. But even when I got to Howard, I just wasn’t interested. Actually, that’s not even right—I just didn’t want it. I didn’t want sex; I didn’t want that thing that had destroyed my mother.

			But enter Damon King. He’d had to fight to get me, but once we’d made it official, I was ready to experience all that my girlfriends were telling me sex could be. And I was sure that this man, seven years my senior, would bring it. But the first time we lay together—nothing; the second time, even less. Weeks turned into five years of nada, naught, zilch.

			In the beginning, I’d talked to my best friend about it, but Sonia had been no help.

			“Oh, my goodness! ¡Por fin lo hizo!”

			I looked around Busboys and Poets, hoping that no one else in the restaurant understood her. “Sssshhh,” I admonished my Latina friend, who always blurted out Spanish here and there in our conversations, even though I couldn’t speak a bit of that language. But I’d been hanging out with her since seventh grade, so I understood enough when she reverted to her native tongue.

			With my hand, I motioned for her to bring it down a level. Then I whispered, “Yes, we finally did it, but can you just focus?”

			“Bueno.” Pushing her veggie burger to the side, she leaned across the table. “I’m sorry. It’s just that you finally let yourself go. I didn’t think that you ever would.” She reached across the table and covered my hand with hers. “Estoy tan feliz,” she said, telling me she was so happy. And were those real tears in her eyes?

			It was a bit dramatic for me, but I understood my friend’s theatrics. She knew why I’d kept myself chaste all these years; she knew that it was because I’d been afraid of being cursed.

			“So,” Sonia finally breathed, “was it just amazing?”

			I paused. “That’s not quite the word I’d use.” I let another moment pass before I added, “We made love but, I didn’t feel . . . anything.”

			After a “Hmmmm” and a couple of pensive moments, she asked, “Are you holding back?”

			I shook my head. “No, I don’t think so. And why would I?” When she gave me a long look as her answer, I said, “No. Once I decided to do it, I was all in. I love Damon, you know that. So I wanted to love him in every way. But I don’t”—I slowed my words down—“feel . . . anything when I’m with him.”

			She gave me a couple of slow nods and waved her hand. “That’s just because he doesn’t know your body yet. And you don’t know him.” She paused. “Be patient. It will get better, I promise.” Then she gave me another one of those proud mama looks.

			I was glad that she was happy, because I wasn’t. Once I’d decided to finally have sex with Damon, I’d expected my eyes to cross and my toes to tingle. I’d expected to be shouting “Hallelujah” while falling backward into that abyss of ecstasy that everyone talked about.

			But now, as I faced my reflection in this bathroom mirror, I spoke the truth out loud. “Damon wasn’t hitting it.” In fact, I was being generous, because in the five years since we’d been together, he hadn’t hit it once.

			I’d convinced myself that maybe this was the way sex was for the real people and I just needed to give it up. Not literally, but give it up in my mind.

			I’d done that.

			Until now.

			I never thought I’d be turned out.

			Turned out. By Trey.

			And then . . . another thought. If Trey could do that with his lips, I wondered what he could do with . . .

			Really, Tiffanie? I sighed and shook my head. Is this how it had been for my mother? Is this feeling that I’d been yearning to have with Damon what had ruined her? Is this what had her, the good Christian girl, the pastor’s daughter, turned out when she was only seventeen? All I’d had was a little taste and now I felt almost . . . obsessed.

			Maybe the curse that I believed I’d had all these years had been real. And maybe that was why, after all this time, Damon couldn’t satisfy me. Maybe God had really been keeping me. Maybe this was why He’d chosen Damon for me. So that I would never feel this, never get consumed with something that could lead to death.

			“Get it together, Tiffanie,” I whispered to my reflection, now understanding the true blessing of Damon. He was a good man and it was a good thing that he didn’t turn me on and hadn’t turned me out.

			Reaching for the faucet once again, I splashed lots more water on my face, ruining my makeup, but that was fine. Then I paced, taking the moments to silence my thoughts. I didn’t want to think about Trey, I just needed to remember what happened to my mother.

			When my mind was back to the place where it needed to be, I reapplied my makeup, finger-combed my hair, and set my game face in place.

			I was ready to go back to the girl I’d been when I awakened this morning.

			But then I took one last look at my eyes and they told a different story. And the fluttering in my stomach did, too.

			I’d experienced that feeling and now, I just knew that I would never be the same.

		

OEBPS/font/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/font/RobotoCondensed-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/font/EBGaramond-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/font/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/image/title.jpg
LUST

A Seven Deadly Sins Novel

VICTORIA
CHRISTOPHER
MURRAY

TOUCHSTONE
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/font/PT_Sans-Web-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/image/9781501134111.jpg
aooa .ase: < IEEEE) ¢ oe"""'”” <K 1

e (4 5 >y :

X2 & Kl b ¢ ° y © *H

o[ ® 4 s 005,

o> g : ® &

o| o £ é ® e |

8| o 2 P Qs o

o ®

2 ® E) \ ) £

2 9 9o o)

® ® o X ® El

o e A | 2 9|

o8 ® 9: 54

\ e y

° 9|
o 9)

A SEVEN
DEADLY SINS
NOVEL

NAACP Image’Award=winningauthorofStand Your Ground





OEBPS/font/PT_Sans-Web-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/font/PT_Sans-Web-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/font/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


