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A Note from the Author






I cannot believe I’m doing this again. Not only because I can’t believe I’ve written eighteen books in eight years, but because I swore I was done writing acknowledgments. I’d even gone as far as turning my manuscript in without them, but when the time came to send in my final corrections, I just couldn’t send my book back without acknowledging the people who help me do what I do. But just to be clear, this isn’t an acknowledgment page, so if your name isn’t here, don’t feel slighted. This is just a note from the author, to thank a few people, say a few things, and let you know how eternally grateful I am to be living my dream.


And I am living my dream.


I’m making up stories for a living. (See, Ma, you always called it lying and didn’t buy my “active imagination” argument, but it paid off.) And these stories ARE MADE UP. That’s my story and I’m sticking to it. I don’t care if something in one of my books sounds just like something that so-and-so did. Any resemblances to actual characters or situations are purely coincidental. And if you shared something with me and you now see it in my book, that’s just a coincidence as well. Besides, if you don’t tell anyone it’s you, I won’t, either. But I digress. The great thing about what I do is that my stories, while fictional, mirror the lives of so many people. I can’t tell you the number of people who say they’ve learned to forgive, to love, to heal, to be open and honest, who’ve renewed their relationship with God, who gave their marriage a second chance, etc., etc.—all because they were moved by something in one of my books.


That’s some powerful stuff and it makes everything I do worthwhile.


But I wouldn’t be able to do what I do were it not for some very important people who make my writing career possible. Of course, first and foremost, thank you, God, for blessing me with a talent to write.


Much thanks to the man who has been there from the very beginning, who nurtured and encouraged my dream when it was still a concept, Dr. Miron Billingsley. Thank you to my three lovely children, who bear with me when I’m writing and traveling.


And to my absolutely incredible support system, there are not enough words to show my gratitude for helping my writing career flourish by making my personal life flow as smoothly as possible. My mother, Nancy Blacknell, I am what I am because of you. My sister Tanisha Tate, who does whatever I need, whenever I need it, without complaint. (Okay, I take that back, you do complain, but you still do it, so thanks!) Fay Square, you have no idea the blessing you have been in my life. I thank God for you!


As always, many, many thanks to my agent, Sara Camilli; my editor, Brigitte Smith; Melissa Gramstad; Louise Burke; the awesome people who design my covers (I’ve never met you but you are the best!); and everyone else at Pocket Books. I’ve been so lucky to have found a publishing home I’ve loved from the beginning. Thanks for all your hard work! To John Paine, thank you for a fabulous job!


Thank you also to my extended support system: LaWonda Young, Jaimi Canady, Raquelle Lewis, Kim Wright, and Clemelia Richardson. You know that core group of people you should always keep in your life, the ones that will be there whether you’re up or down, hot or not? You guys are my core. Thank you for always having my back.


To Pat Tucker Wilson, my sister in spirit, who has been an unbelievable support in my television and literary career: Thank you for always being there. I’ll say it again, keep your head up. Your blessings are coming.


To Carmen Green, thank you. That’s all I can say. A hundred times, thank you.


Lots of love to my literary colleagues who always offer words of advice, encouragement, and just are trying to run this race with me…Nina Foxx, Victoria Christopher Murray, Jihad, Tiffany Warren, Lori Bryant Woolridge, Mikoseneja, Zane, Trisha Thomas, and Dee Stewart. (If anyone needs a good publicist, Dee is off the chain!)




Once again, I have to say thanks to Holly Davis Carter, Jeff Clanagan, Regina King, and Crystal Garrett. Thank you soooooo much for making my movie dreams come true!


I must also show love to Sonny Messiah Jiles, Cale Carter, Candace K, Pam Walker, Marina with the Good Girl Book Club online, Curtis Bunn, Sigrid Williams, and Gwen Richardson at Cush City.


I almost hate to start naming book clubs, but I just cannot end without saying a huge thank-you to all the book clubs that selected my latest book. You guys are the best. This go-round I have to give a special thanks to: Pages Between Sistahs, Go On Girl, Cush City, Black Women Who Read, The Sistah Circle, Circle of Friends, Cover 2 Cover, Nubian Pageturners, Black Pearls, Southern Kreationz, Women of Character, Ladies of Literacy, Sistah Time, and The Mo’nique Book Club.


As always, much love goes to my wonderful, illustrious sorors, especially the Houston Metropolitan Chapters.


And finally, thank you. Yeah, you holding this book. If it weren’t for your support, I wouldn’t be where I am today. If you’re a new reader, thanks for checking me out. I hope you’ll get hooked. If you’re a previous reader, thanks for coming back. If you enjoy this story I just ask one more thing…pass the word, not the book!


I know, I said I wasn’t going to get caught up doing acknowledgments again, but when you have such wonderful people in your life that’s a promise that’s just hard to keep.


Until the next book…. Thanks for the love.


ReShonda
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My eyes must be playing tricks on me. Nina Lawson glanced at the digital clock in the lower corner of her Hewlett-Packard laptop. It was two forty-five in the morning. Yes, her eyes had to be playing tricks on her. She was dog tired after staying up studying for her latest real estate exam, so she knew she shouldn’t put much stock in the email that was blaring at her. She’d only checked it because she came across it as she was looking for an email from one of her clients. She realized she hadn’t checked her numbers from Saturday’s drawing, so she decided to quickly look at the update email from the Lottery Commission.


She never expected this.


“‘The winning lotto numbers for Saturday’s Texas Lotto drawing are four-seven-fourteen-seventeen-twenty-one-twenty-five,’” she mumbled, reading the email again.


Nina’s eyes made their way back down to the little pink ticket clutched tightly in her right hand. 4–7-14–17-21–25. This was her fifth time comparing the numbers, and the results were still the same.


Slowly, any semblance of weariness began to fade away.


“Ohmigod, ohmigod, ohmigod.” Nina’s whispers gradually turned into an all-out shout.


“I won! I won! Yes!” Nina began screaming as she jumped up from her leather chair, sending it toppling to the floor. She didn’t realize how loud she was being until she looked up to see her fiancé, Rick Henderson, standing in the doorway to her office.


“What in the world is wrong with you?” he groggily asked. “You know I have to get up and go to work in the morning. Why are you still up? And why are you in here screaming like you’re crazy?”


Nina shook out both her hands, trying to calm herself down. Rick was standing there shirtless, his caramel-colored skin and rippled abs reminding her why he was one of the most sought-after personal trainers in Houston. They’d met two years ago, after he whipped her best friend Michelle into shape. He’d flirted with Nina, telling her how pretty she was and how much she looked like Gabrielle Union. Even so, she didn’t give him the time of day because she was married at the time. Then, two months after her divorce, she’d bumped into him at the gym where he worked. They’d gone to lunch, and the next thing Nina knew, he was spending every night at her house.




Rick was sweet, caring, and the finest man she’d ever seen. But more than that, he was good to her. After her ex-husband, Todd, betrayed her, Nina thought she’d never be in love again, but Rick had quickly changed that. Too quickly, her friends said. He’d moved in with her about six weeks after their first date to help her with her bills, which she’d been struggling to pay since Todd left. Despite her apprehension about getting involved with someone so soon after her marriage ended, things had progressed quickly. Before she knew it, not only were they living together but they were engaged to be married.


“Baby, you’re not going to believe this,” Nina said, bringing her excitement level down a notch.


“Do you know what time it is?” he repeated. “I have a client at five o’clock, Mrs. Brighton. And you know she comes all hyped up and ready to work.”


Nina smiled widely. “Well, you need to call Mrs. Brighton and tell her you aren’t coming to work out with her tomorrow. Tell her you won’t ever be working out with her again.”


Rick rubbed his closely shaven head. “Nina, what are you talking about?”


She had to use everything in her power to contain her excitement. She inhaled deeply, then sauntered over to him, lightly waving the pink ticket in front of him. “This is what I’m talking about. This little piece of paper is about to change our lives.”


“What is that?” he asked, squinting.


“Here.” She excitedly handed him the ticket. “Take a look at this.”




He took it but continued to frown as she raced back over to the computer.


“Look, girl, I don’t have time to be playing. I need to get some sleep.”


“Just gimme a minute.” Nina began reading the computer screen again. “‘The winning numbers for Saturday’s Texas Lotto drawing are four-seven-fourteen-seventeen-twenty-one-twenty-five.’” She stood up triumphantly and pointed at the ticket. “What do the numbers on that ticket say?”


“Nina…”


“What do the numbers say?” she repeated.


He huffed in frustration, then read the ticket. “Four-seven-fourteen-seventeen-twenty-one…” His eyes grew wide as he looked up at Nina. “Oh, my God. I…is this for real?”


Nina was grinning like a kid at a chocolate factory as the excitement began building up again.


“As real as it gets!” She could no longer contain herself. She raced over and threw her arms around his neck. “We’re rich, baby. Rich, rich, rich!”


Granted, they weren’t married, but he had popped the question out of the blue two months ago. Rick was trying to open his own gym, and he wanted to be financially secure before they actually set a wedding date. He had bought her a small band, with promises to upgrade to a platinum and diamond one as soon as he got his money right. Still, Nina had no doubt that she was sharing her winnings with her man. Shoot, if anything, they were definitely ready to marry now.




Rick pulled away from Nina, taking a look at the ticket again. Shock was still blasted across his face. “H-how much?”


She kissed him hard. “Sixteen million,” she said, pulling back. “I mean, I did the cash option payout, so I don’t know how much that actually equates to, but I’m sure it’s somewhere in the millions, even after taxes.”


Rick kept staring at the ticket like he couldn’t believe it. “But how, I mean…is this for real?”


She nodded. “I wouldn’t play around with something like this, especially at three o’clock in the morning.”


“Since when did you start playing the lottery?”


Nina shrugged. “I’m not a regular player. I just play every now and then. I was in the gas station Saturday and found a five-dollar bill folded up in my pocket, so I just bought five tickets. I never in a million years thought I’d win.”


For once Rick was speechless. He was a hustler, so he was always talking a good game. Nina always told him that his gift of gab was so great, he should’ve been in sales.


Nina took Rick’s hand and led him out of her office, down the hall, and into the living room of their small three-bedroom home, which she’d moved into after her divorce.


“Do you know what this means?” she said, easing him down onto the sofa.


“It means you’re rich?” he said slowly, like everything was still registering.


“It means we’re rich, baby. I can pay off those student loans, get out of debt, open my real estate business, and you—you can now finally open that gym you’ve wanted to open.”




Rick had been scrimping and saving for years to fulfill his dream of opening an upscale gym that catered to young professionals. He’d managed to save a nice chunk of change, but three months ago, his only brother was killed, and Rick had to use the money to bury his brother. So he was essentially starting all over.


A smile finally crossed Rick’s face as his eyes began to twinkle. “We’re rich?”


Nina nodded, matching his smile. “We’re rich.”


He jumped up and swung her around in circles as they both let out piercing screams. Nina couldn’t remember a time she’d been happier. She knew from that moment forward, their lives would never be the same.
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Todd Lawson’s eyes slowly adjusted to the darkness filling his tiny one-bedroom apartment.


It was bad enough he had to come home to this dump, but since he’d fallen victim to downsizing and lost his job as director of music relations for the local R&B station, money had been extremely tight. He finally had to take a job at UPS, where his friend Lincoln worked. Todd and his girlfriend Pam had moved from their nice downtown condo to the Village of Fondren, a group of crappy apartments on the south side of Houston—a move Pam was none too happy about. But he’d begged her to just hang in there until he stockpiled enough money to start his talent management agency. She did, but not without complaining every chance she got.




Todd had just returned from making a delivery to Oklahoma City, and after the seven-hour drive he was dog tired. He just wanted to relax in front of the TV with a cold beer.


But the candles flickering on the kitchen table told him that Pam had other ideas. There had to be fifteen candles of various heights. Todd sighed, loosened the dingy chocolate brown shirt, and began slipping it off.


“Hey, baby,” Pam purred. She was sitting at the end of the rectangular glass table, which looked out of place in the tiny apartment. She had long, sandy brown hair, pulled up with ringlets of curls cascading down her face.


“What’s goin’ on?” Todd asked, eyeing the Chinese food arranged in the Corelle ceramic dishes. No doubt from P.F. Chang’s, her favorite. Pam couldn’t cook, didn’t cook, and wouldn’t cook. But she could order a mean takeout.


“Sit down, why don’t you?” She seductively motioned toward the seat at the other end of the table.


“Babe, I appreciate this, but I’m really tired.” He was worn-out and would give anything not to have to endure a romantic dinner.


“But, Todd, I went to all this trouble.”


“I know, and I don’t mean to be ungrateful. I’m just really beat.” Todd knew that the longer he tried to plead his case, the more she was going to whine and pout. So he made a beeline for the refrigerator. “I promise I’ll make it up to you. I just want to grab a Bud and relax,” he said, opening the refrigerator. A confused look crossed his face when the light didn’t come on. “What the—?”




He opened and closed the door several times before a nagging suspicion came over him as he made his way over to the light switch on the wall. He flicked it several times, then frowned when the light there didn’t come on either. That explained the “romantic” candles.


Todd walked back over to the refrigerator, opened it, reached inside, and touched the beer. It was lukewarm, just as he feared. Pam was playing with the lo mein noodles. The expression on her face had gone from seductive to shifty.


“Pam, are the lights off?” Todd slowly asked.


“Well, ummm, it’s like, I mean, I can explain,” she began, setting her chopsticks down.


“Pam, tell me the lights are not off,” he growled, already knowing the answer. “Not when I gave you two hundred dollars to pay the electric bill last week.”


“Well, see, what had happened was,” she explained, “when I went to the beauty shop, Wanda convinced me to get highlights and a full head weave instead of the extensions I had been getting. I agreed, only I didn’t ask her how much extra it was going to be. And then it was twice as much as I expected, and well, I didn’t have any other money.”


Todd had to take small, deep breaths. He didn’t get angry very often, but lately Pam had really been pushing his buttons. She was a model who never modeled. Right now she was “in between” jobs. She had been hired at a call center a few months ago, but since she couldn’t ever get to work on time, she was fired within two weeks. With the exception of that job and a stint as a Bud Light girl, she was always “in between” jobs.




Maybe they wouldn’t have to live in this dump if she would get a job. Maybe they’d have money for the lights and her weave if she would just get a job. But the concept seemed foreign to her, and he’d given up fighting her about it.


“Pam, I know you’re not standing here telling me you got your hair done with the electric-bill money.”


She eased over to him. “Baby, I was trying to look good for you. I mean, we are going to the Mary J. Blige concert and I knew you wouldn’t want me looking all busted.”


Todd pushed her gently but firmly away from him. “Yeah, the concert. The one-hundred-and-sixty-dollar-a-seat concert that you just had to get tickets to.” Pam was truly irresponsible when it came to money. They’d gotten evicted from the condo because she squandered the rent money. When they moved into this dump, she’d promised him she would do better and he’d promised her he’d move her to a nicer place when their six-month lease was up.


Todd silently cursed. He knew he shouldn’t have trusted her with that electric-bill money. He had threatened numerous times to take over managing their money, or rather, his money, since she didn’t work, but she always talked him out of it. And since he was always on the road making long-distance deliveries, and she was at home doing nothing, he let her keep handling the money.


“Baby, don’t be mad,” Pam said. “This can be fun. I got dinner. I got the candles going. We can make love by the light of the flickering flames.” She pulled at his belt.


He stared at her like she was crazy. “So you spent the electric-bill money on your hair?” he asked, like he needed to hear it again. When she didn’t answer, he said, “So why didn’t you just use money from the account to pay the bill?” She bit down on her bottom lip but still didn’t answer. “Pam, how much money is in the account?” he asked through gritted teeth.


She shrugged nonchalantly while she continued trying to undo his belt. “You worry too much.”


He put his hands over hers, stopping her. “Pam, how much money is in the account?”


“Twenty-six dollars.”


“Pam, what happened to the money? I had two hundred and sixty dollars in there yesterday. And please tell me that you paid my grandmother’s bill.”


Pam rolled her eyes. “Yes, I paid your precious grandmother’s bill,” she snapped sarcastically. “That’s why we don’t ever have any money—you paying her bills every month. Like she needs to be in that pricey assisted-living center. She’s got Alzheimer’s. She wouldn’t know if you had her living under a brid…”


Pam’s words trailed off. His grandmother was a subject she usually didn’t dare touch. Although his grandmother’s health was slowly deteriorating, Todd would work 24/7 if he had to to make sure she could live out her final days in decency.


“Look, I’m sorry,” she said with an edge to her voice. “I didn’t mean anything, but things are tough for us because of that woman, and you can’t expect me to enjoy spending our money on her when her and your mom treat me like crap.”


“It ain’t your money,” Todd said slowly, deciding not to even touch her comment about his mom and grandmother. “Now, what happened to all the money in the account?”




Pam threw up her hands in surrender. “Baby, I don’t want to argue with you.”


Yet the answer came to him when he finally noticed her sheer pink gown.


“Is that new?” he asked, pointing. Todd didn’t know what kind it was, but obviously it had a designer label. Pam lowered her eyes to the floor, but she didn’t say a word. She didn’t have to; he knew that’s where the money went. Pam was forever trying to live a champagne lifestyle on a beer budget.


“Pam, I don’t believe you!” Todd said, no longer able to contain his anger. “Why would you take the last of our money and buy a negligee?”


“It was on sale! And I thought the light company gives you a little leeway when you don’t pay your bill.”


“Not when the bill is already overdue!” he yelled. “You don’t even open them until the pink copy comes!”


“Well, at least it’s cool outside. A beautiful April night,” she said, motioning toward the window.


“Pam, how are the lights going to get back on? I don’t get paid until Friday. Are we supposed to sit up in here for three days in the dark, hungry? Oh, but at least your hair will be cute.”


“Todd, I’m really sorry,” Pam said, reaching for him.


He jerked his hand away.


“I already talked to my sister,” Pam quickly added. “She loaned us the money. She already called and paid the bill on her credit card, so the lights should be back on tomorrow.”


“So now your sister thinks I’m not man enough to pay my own bills.” That thought set him to pacing back and forth across the kitchen.


“No, I mean, she knows you can pay your bills.” Pam exhaled in frustration, like he was the one who was wrong. “Good grief, you’re making a big deal out of nothin’. All I’m—”


He cut her off. “Save it, Pam. I am so sick of this.”


“Look, don’t be going off on me.” She wiggled her neck. “I can’t help it if you don’t make enough money.”


No, she didn’t go there, he thought.


She must’ve known she’d crossed the line because again she reached out and tried to hug him. Todd didn’t say a word as he pushed her hands off him. He walked through the darkness and out the front door, ignoring Pam’s cries of apology.
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Todd plopped down on the cold steel bar stool like he was carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders. He’d driven to Carrington’s Sports bar with his vision clouded in anger. He couldn’t understand why he kept putting himself through the drama with Pam. Yes, she was beautiful and fine and he loved having her on his arm when they went out in public. But what price was he paying? He took every long-distance gig he could get at work—not just for the double overtime but because it kept him on the road and away from her.


Bishop T.D. Jakes was right about his 80/20 rule. Todd remembered the first time he’d heard that while visiting the Potter’s House in Dallas. Bishop Jakes had said that at any given time you’ll only get 80 percent from your mate, and when the other 20 percent comes along in another person, it reminds you of what you’re not getting. But at the end of the day, that twenty is still only twenty. The rule hadn’t made a lot of sense to him then. But he definitely understood it now.


Pam was his twenty.


“You look like you can use a double shot today,” said Tannie, the beautiful bushy-haired bartender who always made sure he was taken care of. She placed a napkin in front of him. “So your usual, times two, coming right up.”


“You’re the best, Tannie,” Todd said. “But it’s been a rough day and I’m going to need something stronger. How about straight vodka?”


“That bad of a day, huh?” she asked.


“You don’t even know the half of it,” he muttered.


She cocked a finger at him and fired. “Well, I got you.”


“Don’t you always.” He forced a smile as she made her way over to the shelves of liquor.


A moment later Tannie returned with his drink.


“Thanks, Tannie.” Todd didn’t bother handing her his credit card. He’d been a regular at Carrington’s lately, so she knew he’d settle his tab at the end of the night.


“Anytime. Just let me know when you need something else.” She flashed a comforting smile as she went to tend to the next customer.


“Wassup!”


Todd turned toward the source of the familiar voice. “It’s you, man. What’s going on?”




“Trying to make a dollar outta fifteen cents.” Lincoln laughed heartily.


Todd’s forced smile turned genuine at the sight of the man who’d been his best friend since the ninth grade. Lincoln, a thirty-two-year-old man desperately hanging on to his twenties, was wearing his usual baggy jeans and Sean John T-shirt.


“What’s up, man?” Lincoln asked, taking the stool next to Todd. “What’s got you looking so gloomy? And what are you doing here on a Wednesday night? I thought Pam only let you come out on Fridays,” he joked.


Todd threw back his drink, downing it in one gulp. He winced as the liquor slid down his throat.


Lincoln eyed the drink, his nose turned up. “Is that straight vodka?”


Todd nodded.


“Okay, what’s really going on? Is your grandmother all right?”


“Nah, she’s the same,” Todd said. Lincoln knew Todd had been really worried about his grandmother’s health lately, so naturally he would assume that was what had Todd down.


“So then what’s the problem?” Lincoln asked.


“Women will drive you to drink,” Todd replied, sighing heavily.


Lincoln sat up straight on the stool, ready to deliver the truth. “That’s why you keep more than one. That way, when one gets to acting up, you get rid of her and move on to the next one. No headaches,” he said matter-of-factly.


Todd tsked at his friend. That was the motto by which Lincoln lived. “You know I’m not into that love ’em and leave ’em stuff.”


“You need to be,” Lincoln replied with an airy wave. “I don’t even know why I’m wasting my breath. It’s not like you’re going to listen to me anyway.” Lincoln called Tannie over and ordered a Crown and Coke. “So tell me what Pam did this time.”


Todd debated whether he should tell Lincoln. He knew his friend didn’t like Pam and this would only bolster his case that Todd needed to dump her.


“Nothing, man.”


“Don’t ‘nothing’ me. I know you. And the only time you get all sad and dejected like that is when something is wrong with Grams or after Pam has gone on one of her spending sprees.” He nodded as Todd remained silent. “How much she get you for this time?”


“Just drop it, Lincoln.” Despite Lincoln’s ribbing, Todd knew he was genuinely concerned.


“Naw, you know I’m not gonna drop it. Tell me, what did she do? Did she buy a Bentley?”


One corner of Todd’s mouth turned up in a sly smile. “Yeah, right.”


“Don’t act like she’s incapable of something like that.”


“Okay, you’re right. But, naw, nothing that extreme, but she did let the lights get cut off.”


“What?” Lincoln exclaimed. “How can a grown dude who works sixty hours a week have his electricity getting cut off?”


Todd sighed. “I know.”


“I told you a thousand times, that broad ain’t no good for you.” His look was one of pity, like he didn’t understand how someone could be such a fool.


“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Todd lifted his empty glass, motioning for Tannie to bring him another drink. “One more, please,” Todd said when she approached.


“Coming right up,” Tannie said, setting Lincoln’s glass in front of him and grabbing Todd’s empty one.


Lincoln eyed Tannie’s firm behind as she walked off. “Lord, that girl is fine.” He turned back to face Todd. “Anyway, Pam ain’t nothing but trouble. I mean, last month you didn’t have the money to pay your car note because she bought some Jimmy Choos. She ain’t got nowhere to walk to, but she buying Jimmy Choos.”


“She just has expensive taste,” Todd said, not sure why he was defending her. Lincoln knew all about his troubles with Pam, so no matter what Todd said, his friend was not going to change his view of her.


“If she has such expensive taste, then she needs to get her a job. You’re my boy and all, but a baller you are not.”


“Thanks a lot, Lincoln.”


Tannie set Todd’s drink in front of him.


Lincoln flashed her a sexy smile and tipped his drink to her. “I’m just keeping it real. You need to stop trying to pretend you’re a baller.”


“I don’t try to act like a baller,” Todd said defensively.


“Yes, you do. You’ve been doing it since the first day you met Pam, using up all your money to wine and dine her. I think you were hanging around all those celebrities at the radio station and you just lost touch with reality. Then you got a little taste of money and it went to your head.”


Todd weighed his friend’s words as he thought back to the first time he met Pam. He’d been a happily married man and making six figures. “Pam knows I’m not a baller.”


Lincoln shot his friend a discerning look. “Yeah, she knows now, after she dang near broke you. Come on, dude, you took out a loan against your 401k so you could take her to the Virgin Islands, as if she needed to be going anywhere near anything virgin.”


Todd cut his eyes at his friend, causing Lincoln to throw up his hands apologetically. “Sorry, man, don’t mean to be talking about your girl, but she was a little loose back in the day.”


“Was. That was a long time ago.” About nine months ago Todd had found out about Pam’s sordid history, thanks to one of his coworkers who took great pride in telling Lincoln what he and two of his boys had done with Pam.


“I’m just saying, if you keep letting her get away with stuff, she’s gonna keep doing it. Shoot, I don’t blame her. If I could find me someone stupid enough to let me milk her for all her money while I sat back and did nothing but shop, I might do it myself.”


“Look,” Todd said wearily, “can we change the subject? I came here to get away from the drama, so can we talk about something else?”


“That’s cool,” Lincoln said, shrugging. “Did you see the Rockets game last night?”


“Nah,” Todd said, relieved. “I missed it, but I wanted to see the highlights.”




“Hey, Tannie, put on ESPN,” Lincoln shouted.


Tannie, who was at the other end of the bar, stopped fixing a drink, picked up the remote, and began flipping through channels.


“Man, you missed it,” Lincoln continued, not taking his eyes off the TV. “Tracy McGrady owned that court. I’m telling you, he…Wait!” he yelled to Tannie. “Go back, go back to channel thirteen!” Lincoln shook Todd’s arm as he pointed toward the TV. “Look! Isn’t that Nina?”


Todd peered up at the television, and his heart stopped at the sight of his ex-wife on channel thirteen’s ten o’clock news. She looked as beautiful as ever with her honey brown hair in the spiral curls he liked so much. His smile faded as he noticed the tall, muscular, dark-skinned man standing next to her, looking like Mr. Olympia.


“Tannie, turn that up!” Lincoln shouted down the bar.


Tannie complied, and the two friends walked to the end of the bar to get a closer look at the television.


“What are they doing?” Lincoln asked.


“I don’t know,” Todd responded. He felt a small pain in his heart as he saw Nina and the man lovingly hold each other’s hands. It’s not like he hadn’t expected Nina to move on. Thanks to his cousin Shari, who still kept in touch with Nina, he knew she was in a serious relationship, but to actually see it hurt him. Nina’s grandmother Odessa, a small but feisty white-haired woman, stood next to her.


They watched as a heavyset man in a too-small suit talked at a podium.




“So,” the man said, “it is my pleasure to present to Ms. Nina Lawson a check in the amount of eight point six million dollars as the newest winner of the Texas lotto.”


Todd and Lincoln exchanged shocked glances.


“Do you know her or something?” Tannie asked when she noticed their expressions.


Todd was too stunned to reply.


“Th-that’s his ex-wife,” Lincoln said, speaking for him.


Nina came to the podium and began talking about what she planned to do with her winnings and how happy she and her fiancé were.


“I can’t believe that’s your ex-wife,” Tannie said, now just as much into the press conference as Todd and Lincoln were.


“Yeah, that’s his now very, very rich ex-wife,” Lincoln said, turning to stare at Todd.


“Wow, she’s pretty. Why’d you two break up?” Tannie asked.


“He left her,” Lincoln answered. “For another woman. A crazy woman.”


“It’s more complicated than that,” Todd mumbled.


“You left her for Pam?” Tannie asked, pointing at the television. “The same Pam you’re always in here complaining about?”


Todd had to sit back down on the bar stool.


“Yeah, he did,” Lincoln said, shaking his head. He had always liked Nina and had told Todd at the time that he’d been a fool to mess over her.




They watched as Nina and her fiancé accepted their mock check for 8.6 million dollars.


“You know what, Tannie? I think my boy is going to need a pitcher of vodka. Eight point six million dollars? And he’s so broke he can’t pay attention. Oh yeah, it’s gonna take a whole lot of liquor to process that.”
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The news hadn’t been off ten seconds, and already Nina’s phone was blowing up. Both of them. Her cell phone and the house phone were ringing simultaneously.


Rick was pacing back and forth across the living room. “It’s starting already.” He rubbed his hands over his head, something he did whenever he was frustrated. “I told you we shouldn’t have gone on television. We should’ve just let them send us the money.”


Nina pressed Ignore on her cell phone, but before she could set it back down, it was ringing again. She hated to admit it, but Rick was right. Why hadn’t she thought about the consequences? Her friends were always telling her she was impulsive, and she was starting to believe they were right. At least Nina had contacted an attorney, who was helping her handle the winnings. He’d had her form a corporation to claim her money and had even explained the amount of additional taxes she’d have to pay if she gave Rick half the money like she wanted to. He didn’t try to stop her, though, from going on TV.


“It’s not like we had a choice anyway,” Nina said meekly. “The lotto rules say we have to take part in the press conference. Besides, Mr. Abernathy said he didn’t think going on TV was that big of a deal.”


“That’s because your attorney is a money-hungry publicity hound who just wanted the cameras to get a shot of him, too,” Rick snapped.


“He was my father’s friend for years,” Nina protested.


“And? From what you told me, your father was questionable himself, so his friends had to be just as shady.” As soon as he said it, Rick looked like he wished he could take the words back. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to speak bad of the dead.”


Nina pursed her lips. Her father had been dead ten years, but she still loved him like crazy. Her mother had been sent to prison for drugs when Nina was just seven years old. Nina and her sister, Yvonne, had been raised by their father and grandmother. Their mother had banned them from visiting her in prison, saying she didn’t want her daughters to see her there. And after she was released, she’d moved to Chicago and, last Nina heard, had gotten wrapped up in drugs again. If not for her grandmother Odessa, Nina didn’t know how she would’ve survived all these years. Her grandmother was the first person she called after confirming the winning numbers. Odessa had been genuinely happy for Nina’s win, but like Rick, she thought it was a mistake to go public.




Rick sat down next to Nina. “Baby, I’m just worried. I think we really messed up by taking this thing public.” He jumped as the cordless phone rang again. He picked up the phone, pushed the Talk button, then quickly pushed the End button. “I mean, do you really think this is gonna stop?” He tossed the phone onto the coffee table.





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
     
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OEBPS/Images/crlogo.jpg





OEBPS/Images/titlepage.jpg
DEVIL
LIK

RESHONDA BILLINGSLEY

POCKET BOOKS
New York London Toronto  Sydney





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
DEVIL
LIK

RESHONDA BILLINGSLEY

POCKET BOOKS
New York London Toronto  Sydney





