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			Dear Reader:

			Get ready for a journey of blackmail, suspense and romance in this tale surrounding a college professor whose love life is an adventurous ride.

			Shariece is surrounded by scandal as her younger love interest is a student in her class. But it’s not only her cougar role that raises eyebrows; it’s her affair with Emjay, her best friend Leandra’s son. While they believe their relationship is a secret, they soon realize all is not as secure as it seems.

			Shariece’s ex-boyfriend, Myrick, is thrown in the mix and once released from prison, he becomes a serious threat. His obsession with her leads him on a destructive mission to snare her back into his dangerous web.

			This entertaining story will keep readers on the edge of their seats with its twists and turns and continuous surprises. And steamy scenes abound in this tantalizing novel with an urban flair.

			If you haven’t read Shane Allison’s debut novel, You’re the One I Want, an excerpt is included at the end.

			As always, thanks for supporting myself and the Strebor Books family. We strive to bring you the most cutting-edge, out-of-the-box material on the market. You can find me on Facebook @AuthorZane.
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			This novel is dedicated to Vytautas Pliura who always believed that I could. Continue to rest in peace. I love you.
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			ONE

			SHARIECE

			“Don’t stop. Goddamn, don’t stop,” I moaned. “Oh shit, yeah, right there.” The pussy-eating work Emjay was putting down on me was enough to make my pedicured, fire engine-red painted toes curl. Literally. For someone who was only twenty years old, Emjay was a pro at cunnilingus. He circled my nipples with the tips of his fingers as he sucked the delicate, sweet pink of my pussy, tonguing my core, applying the right amount of pressure. “Oh, fuck, you’re gonna make me . . .” Emjay glanced up at me with a smug look, relishing  that he knew all the spots to send me into orbit. When he started to suck on the lips of my pussy as if there was a sweet prize awaiting him once he reached the center, I purred. “Yeah, like that, that’s good, right there, baby, damn.” Emjay moaned as he sucked and licked on my clit. He had me good, my plump, sugar-brown thighs hiked on his shoulders. I ran my hands over his fingers that stimulated my nipples, his fingers along my luscious lips. I sucked them as if they were his dick, applying pressure. Emjay was bone-hard, dick thumping against the white cotton of his underwear. He smelled of Axe shower gel. I loved how the manly aroma infiltrated me like his fingers in my pussy, like his thick, candy bar-brown dick. I wanted to ravish him, lick the skin off if I could have. Emjay moaned as he worked his dick, feasting on my pussy.

			I fisted the bed sheets. I couldn’t hold out much longer. I buried his head deeper, screaming, “Eat my pussy!” I love talking dirty when I’m horny. He worked me over until I came, my nectar oozing like liquid candy. Emjay rose up off the balls of his knees and walked to where I was lying flat on my back. I took him into my mouth, licking, sucking, massaging his dick with my fingers. “I’m gonna come,” he warned. It had been weeks since we’d fucked, being that we’d had to be careful about being seen together. I tightened my lips around his mushroom tip, around the vein-induced shaft. I didn’t stop until he had given me what I want. Minutes within, Emjay spurted thick, creamy webs of semen across my face and lips. I don’t mind cum on my face. He knew I wasn’t one of these spoiled, pretty girls who think they’re too good to suck dick. I licked his juices from the tap of his dick. “Damn, baby, that’s good,” he whispered under his breath as I milked out every drop, watching the last remnants of semen plummet from his teardrop-shaped pee slit. Emjay’s dick already started to go limp when we heard a knock at his apartment door.

			“Who the hell is that?” I whispered.

			Emjay slipped on some shorts before he went to go see who was knocking at the door.

			“Fuck, it’s Mama.”

			You would have thought my ass was on fire the way I hauled up out of bed. I began to get dressed. Emjay was funny the way he ran his skinny behind around the apartment like a chicken with its head cut off.

			“What the hell is she doing here?”

			“I forgot that I told her that I would have breakfast with her today.”

			“Interesting how you failed to mention that,” I said, as I pulled on my skirt. Leandra always had the worst timing.

			“Emjay, I know you’re in there. I can hear you walking around.”

			“Damn, where are my panties?”

			 “Don’t look at me. I don’t know.” Emjay kicked his drawers under the bed.

			“Emjay!” Leandra yelled.

			“Chill out, woman, damn,” I said.

			“I’m coming, Ma. I just got out of the shower.”

			“Open the door, boy. Got me out here yelling in this hall.”

			Leandra started jiggling the knob as if by some possibility, Emjay may have left the door unlocked. I was glad he didn’t.

			“You gotta hide.” I grabbed my shoes and ducked into the closet. “Hold up, you forgot this.” He tossed my purse at me like it was a damn football, causing some of my personals to tumble out. I hid in the closet like I was some kind of dirty secret. I watched through the slit of the closet door at Emjay take one last look around before he finally let Leandra, my best friend of eleven years, into his studio apartment.

			Damn, what is that smell? My nose led me to a pair of old Adidas that smelled of ass, feet and blue cheese. I plugged my index finger under my nose in an effort to drown out the stench. Here I was, a grown-ass, forty-two-year-old woman, hiding in my best friend son’s closet. I gently began retrieving the contents that had dropped out of my brown genuine leather Coach, no thanks to Emjay’s ass. After all that whooping and hollering she was doing outside of his door, he’d let her in. As I scanned the room through the slit of the closet, I noticed my iPhone 6 sitting on one of the bedside tables next to an empty champagne glass.

			“Emjay, you know how I hate standing outside in the hallway, yelling at you. Your neighbors are going to think I’m a straight-up fool.”

			“Good morning to you too, Mama,” Emjay said, giving Leandra a kiss on the cheek. He stood there shirtless and barefooted, with his hands shoved in the front pockets of his skinny jeans. I stared at my phone hoping, praying that Emjay saw the phone before Leandra did. She was with me at Best Buy the day I’d purchased it. You would never know that Leandra was forty by looking at her. It’s like I always say, “black don’t crack.”

			Lee looked good in her tangerine-orange capris with top and orange sandals. The color looked good against her mocha skin. Her makeup was flawless and there wasn’t a hair out of place from the curly extensions that hung over her shoulders and down her back. The capris were slightly tight, but Leandra liked her clothes tight to show off her curvy assets. Some had mistaken her for Emjay’s sister, a compliment she relished.

			“You’re not wet.”

			“What?”

			“You said you just got out of the shower, but you’re not wet.”

			“Oh, I just dried off.”

			Leandra looked at him like she could see clean through his lie.

			“Get the phone,” I whispered under my breath. “Don’t let her see the phone, Emjay, damn.”

			“Are you okay? You seem . . . different.”

			“Um, yeah, it’s like nine in the morning on a Saturday.”

			“Oh, I forgot,” Leandra said, pursing her lips, “you don’t get your tail up before noon.”

			“Glad you remembered.”

			“You’ll be fine once you get some breakfast in you.”

			Emjay glanced over at the closet where I hid; scanning the room for anything Leandra was at risk to find. He did a double-take when he saw my phone.

			“Jesus, this place is a mess. Emjay, how can you live like this?” As Leandra started picking up tossed clothes off the floor, Emjay eased over to the nightstand and pushed my phone behind a stack of books.

			“I’ve been busy with school. I haven’t had time to straighten up.”

			“Oh, I almost forgot to tell you. Guess who came into the shop last week?”

			Oh Lord, here she goes.

			“Brooke Canfield.”

			“Who?”

			“Don’t tell me you don’t remember Brooke. Ya’ll were playmates as children. You had the biggest crush on her in middle school, remember?”

			“Yeah, that was like eight years ago, Ma.”

			“She’s studying nursing at Keiser College. Girl’s going to be making money hand over fist when she’s done. I can’t believe she’s still single—smart girl like her.”

			“Ma, I know what you’re trying to do. Quit it.”

			“I’m just saying she—”

			“Are you ready?” Emjay interrupted. “Those pecan pancakes you like at the Golden Corral are going to be gone if we don’t bounce.”

			“We’re not going with you all half naked. Put some clothes on.”

			The sound of Leandra’s voice was getting on my last nerve.

			“You oughta get sick of walking around looking like you should be out on the street begging for change.”

			My heartbeat quickened when she started for the closet. Emjay stopped her, and ushered her back toward the center of the apartment.

			“Ma, I got this. Here, why don’t you, um . . . water the plants.” While her attention was on the ferns that sat on his window sill, Emjay quickly pulled a white polo from the rack.

			“You got one plant and that thing looking like it’s on life support. And here you are talking about getting a dog, and you can’t even take care of a plant.” One thing about Leandra, she could easily get preoccupied.

			She turned around and looked at Emjay with a peculiar expression. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

			“No, I’m hungry, and you keep going on about that plant.”

			“Well, okay. We can leave, but I’m going to come back here and gather up all your dirty clothes, and take them back to the house to wash.”

			“Fine, whatever, now can we go eat, please, before I keel over from hunger?”

			After Leandra’s constant nagging, they finally left. I pushed the door open, anxious to free myself from Emjay’s funky-smelling closet. “That’s it. That’s the first and the last time I hide in a closet for him or anybody,” I said out loud. “What the hell do I look like, some sorority slut? I’m a grown-ass woman. I don’t hide and I don’t sneak.” I finished getting dressed, buttoning my top, and then slipping my size tens in black Anne Klein heels. “I need to have my college-educated head examined for getting involved with not only the son of my best friend, but a damn student at the junior college where I teach.”

			I grabbed my iPhone that nearly got me caught, off the bedside table and dropped it in my purse. I watched from one of Emjay’s windows of his apartment at Leandra pull off in her cream Cadillac Escalade before I made the walk of shame down the steps that led outside to the front of Chapel Hill Apartments. I eased into my Buick, checking in the rearview mirror; my perm had been sweated out from the freak nasty fucking he had given me last night. I was still thinking of his head buried between my thick thighs only thirty minutes earlier.

		

	
		
			TWO

			SHARIECE

			I worked my ass off trying to get this teaching job as an English instructor at Tallahassee Community College after I had applied and was turned down by five universities in Florida. They went on about how great my resume was and wished they could hire me, but couldn’t due to budget cuts in their departments. With the ink still wet on my Master of Fine Arts from Florida Atlantic University, along with three years of teaching experience, I asked myself, “Who do I have to blow to get a j-o-b in this town?”

			After searching the employment website at Tallahassee Community College for weeks on end, I saw that the Communications and Humanities Department was in search of an instructor to teach two freshman composition courses and one creative writing class. The only criteria were that you needed experience, and hold a master’s or Ph.D. in the field. Instead of going through Human Resources where I risked my application and resume ending up in some slush pile, I walked my credentials directly to the English Department where I met the director, Dr. Rochelle Payne. This sister was the embodiment of a plus-size diva, wearing a black, white and red tweed suit that I would have killed for. She had light-brown eyes, thick, red lips like mine, and flawless skin. Had she told me she used to model, I wouldn’t have been surprised with those pretty, white teeth. I have a gap in the front of mine that I’m still self-conscious as hell about, but that would be taken care of once I had some money to get the gap fixed. I was ready for whatever Dr. Payne had for me. I answered all of her questions with the utmost of professionalism. She informed me that there was an error on the department site about the number of courses: there were a total of five, including three freshman composition classes and two introduction to English literature. I told her that I was fine with the course load and then thought, Damn, there go my weekends. But considering I had credit card bills, a house and car note, I wasn’t going to raise a fuss.

			The interview didn’t last long, which kind of made me nervous. I thought to compliment her on her suit as a last-ditch effort to get the teaching job, but decided against it, not wanting to come off like a kiss-ass. I figured this woman had an entire staff to kiss her ass; she didn’t need another brownnoser. We shook hands, smiled at each other, and that was it. Rochelle informed me that she was considering other applicants, but would let me know that following week if I got the teaching job. I felt confident about the interview, yet the last thing I wanted to do was get my hopes up or jinx it by telling myself I was going to get the job. I kept my fingers and toes crossed, and hoped for the best.

			I should have gone to nursing school like my cousins Takara and Eboni. I could have been working for some hot, rich doctor in Atlanta somewhere pulling major cake, instead of living in some third-rate townhouse on the East Side. I could have been driving an Escalade instead of pushing a fourteen-year-old Buick down the street with no air conditioning. That car kept me sweating. It’s more trouble than what I paid for it. If I got this teaching job, I was going to park that shit in a ditch and walk to the nearest car lot. I had my eyes on a silver Toyota F7. It was probably about thirty grand, yeah, but I’d make it work. A week had passed. I was putting in applications, passing out resumes like flyers. I had gotten the call from Rochelle on a Friday morning, standing over my printer as it spat out a hundred copies of my resume.

			“Ms. Houston, hello, this is Dr. Payne.” She sounded so pleasant on the phone.

			“Dr. Payne, good morning,” I said, closing my eyes, crossing my fingers with the hope she was calling to give me good news.

			“I am calling to offer you the writing instructor position if you are still interested.”

			I literally jumped for joy, causing a couple of hair rollers to fall out of my hair.

			“Absolutely, yes, of course. I’m still interested.”

			“Wonderful. Can you come to my office Monday morning, and we can discuss a contract and details of the position? How does nine a.m. sound?”

			“Sounds great. I’ll be there.”

			“Wonderful. I’ll see you on Monday, nine a.m.”

			“Thank you, Dr. Payne.”

			“Call me Rochelle.”

			“Thank you. Have a good weekend, Rochelle.”

			Leandra was the first person I shared the news with. We went to the Silver Slipper and celebrated with shots.

			*  *  *

			Rochelle informed me that the classes were held Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays at 8 a.m., with ten to twenty students per class. She reminded me that the position was part time, and that if a full-time position opened up, I would be placed on a list of other candidates. I didn’t care if it was only for a few hours of the day. I had a job, an actual career.

			The first day of the fall semester, I was a ball of nerves. With a few stories published in a few literary magazines and some placed in three anthologies by Zane, one of my favorite authors, my literary resume wasn’t too shabby. I kept telling myself that I was a smart, educated, talented sister who could take on anything that was thrown at her. I was dressed to the nines in my white bell bottoms, and black blouse with a red broach to set the whole outfit off. I checked myself in the mirror probably ten times that morning, making sure that not a hair extension was out of place. I always say, just because you don’t make a million dollars, don’t mean you can’t look like a million dollars.

			When I arrived on campus, the lot was filled with cars. It was hard to believe that only a week before, the school looked near deserted. With my faculty pass, I pushed my SUV into the lot segregated from student parking—one of the perks I was enjoying. My days as a student driving around a campus for forty-five minutes to find a parking space were over. The campus was buzzing with students armed with backpacks and plastic bags of textbooks and stationery. My office was located on the first floor of the department building with a view of the adjoining buildings. It wasn’t much with its bland, gray carpeting and white cinderblock walls. A desk faced me as I walked through the door of my new office with a flat-screen Dell computer. The office wasn’t much, but I would soon give it the Shariece Houston touch that it so desperately needed.

			I was making preparations for my first class of the day when Rochelle walked in. “Good morning.”

			“Hey, good morning.”

			“How are you settling in?”

			“So far, so good. I’m just trying to get some things situated and organized.”

			Rochelle wore a smoke-gray pants suit with a white blouse. I had seen the same suit at Belk for $200, which told me this woman made some money. She looked at me and probably knew I was an off-the-rack, T.J. Maxx kind of chick.

			“I just wanted to stop by and welcome you to FAMU and to the department. There will be a faculty meeting on Friday—a meet-and-greet, really. Some finger food and wine, nothing major.”

			“That sounds nice. Count me in.”

			“Great. Well, I will let you get back to work. If you need anything like supplies, you can call my secretary. If you have any questions or concerns, don’t hesitate to call me.”

			“Thank you, Dr.—I mean . . . Rochelle.”

			*  *  *

			It was a quarter ’til nine and I didn’t have much time. Anything that needed to be done would have to wait. With a stack of syllabuses nestled in my arms, I went to my first class that was located conveniently on the first floor of the department. “Good morning,” I said, as I walked toward the desk that faced the dry erase board.

			“Good morning,” a few of them grumbled.

			They clearly were not fully awake yet, so I repeated again, “I said, good morning, class.” I spoke slightly louder in a need to wake up the collegiate sleepyheads.

			“GOOD MORNING!”

			“That’s better. I should have brought some coffee, to wake ya’ll up.”

			They all laughed as they fished notebooks and pens out of their backpacks. I introduced myself and started passing out the syllabus explaining what I expected from them for the semester.

			“If you come to class on time, work hard, do the assignments, go to your writing lab, I don’t see any reason why you all shouldn’t make an A in my class. I won’t make it easy, so don’t expect this is one of those classes you think you can half step and get an easy A in. I’m about making this semester as successful as possible for all of you.”

			After I had stressed how much I hated students coming to my class late, Emjay walked through my door with nothing in his hand but a black-and-white composition book. Needless to say, I was surprised to see him. He sat in the first row near the door sporting blue baggy jeans and a blue and gold T-shirt that said Enyce down the left side in big white letters. Emjay wasn’t a kid anymore, but a fully grown young man. He had thick bubblegum-pink lips and apple butter-brown skin. He was fine as hell, a thought I made sure I kept to myself. It was crazy how much he looked like his daddy. He wasn’t on my roll, so I figured he must have added my class late. It was nice to see a familiar face, yes, but I knew he didn’t think that just because he was Leandra’s son, that I was going to give his young behind special treatment. If anything, my expectations of him would be in the ballpark of the nosebleed section. Leandra could have at least given me a heads-up. I figured she didn’t know if he added the class at the last minute, or maybe she did know and just wanted to shock me with one of her surprises she enjoyed springing on me.

			As weeks passed, Emjay proved to me that he didn’t expect handouts or special treatment because he was Leandra’s boy. He did the assignments and participated in class, which was twenty percent of everyone’s final grade. Emjay still needed to work on getting to class on time. That was the only thing I gave him a break on. I was pleased to tell Leandra how well he was doing. It wasn’t easy seeing him sitting there three days a week looking all scrumptious, his hand resting haphazardly on his crotch. I started thinking about Emjay more than a teacher should of her student, fantasizing about us having sex, him eating me out under my desk during my office hours. Because of Emjay, I consistently had my fingers in my pussy, wishing it was his mouth, or his banana-thick dick stretching my sugar walls.

			I exercised self-control when he made visits to my office. I would sit across from him and get lost in his light-brown eyes. Emjay’s cologne infiltrated my office, and lingered for hours after his departure. I felt guilty about having these thoughts about my best friend’s son; Leandra would have been livid if she ever found out about us. I wish I could have said that when we first began our affair, it was by accident, and that Emjay tripped and fell between my legs, but that’s not how it happened.

			It was a Wednesday afternoon. Emjay had an appointment to speak with me about an essay he was at work on and wanted my opinion. He’d looked handsome in his purple Polo with gray cargo shorts and white low-top Chuck Taylors. The purple juxtaposed nicely against his skin. His hair was cut low and brushed into waves. He’d smelled of Tom Ford’s Noir. Sitting at the desk in front of me, Emjay had handed me his essay to peruse. Even though my kitty-cat was purring for his dick, I’d had to keep things professional. I would have glanced between his legs if I hadn’t thought he’d notice me checking out his bulge. I would have given anything to whip his dick out of those shorts and throw my lips around his appendage. Damn, of all the teachers Emjay could have chosen, he’d ended up in front of me.

			“I didn’t know you were teaching this course. It said ‘To Be Announced’ next to the class.” Emjay could have easily gone to the department, and requested a specific instructor if he had wanted.

			“This is pretty good.”

			“You really think so?”

			“Yeah, I mean, it could use some fleshing out in some places, but it flows nicely; you get to the point. It’s a great start.”

			“What do you think of this part right here?” he’d asked, sauntering around my desk to where I was sitting. I had started to notice little things about Emjay as he went on about his essay like the dip in his shoulder blades, the stubble from his freshly shaven face, the hair on his arms, the way his skinny fingers traipsed along the paper, fingers I had often dreamt of sucking on among other things. His dick was only centimeters away from my hand. I had wanted to say fuck it, drop to my knees, unzip his shorts, pull it out and show that I was an all-day dick-sucking kind of bitch, but I’d digressed. I’d leaned into him, causing my breasts to graze against his arm. I knew it was wrong, but a woman wants what she wants.

			“Ma wanted me to ask if you have any plans for Thanksgiving. She wants me to invite you over for dinner.” Was Leandra serious? Sure, it wouldn’t have been weird at all to be sitting across the table of my best friend’s son whom I so happened to be screwing.

			I had planned to merely cuddle up at the house, and watch the Macy’s Thanksgiving Parade, maybe get around to reading that new Cairo novel I had bought six weeks ago, but never found the time to start. I could have heard Leandra: “Girl, why are you always so antisocial?” The thought of showing up on her doorstep, all decked out for turkey and sweet potato pie, had made me giggle. “Tell her yeah, I can come.”

			“Cool,” Emjay had said.

			“So how have you been doing in your other classes?”

			“I should get a B in Western Civilization, an A in Algebra and a B in Oceanography, and hopefully an A in your class if I’m lucky.” He had looked at me with those baby-brown eyes knowing exactly what he was doing.

			“I haven’t finished grading yet, but seeing that you’ve worked so hard this semester, I don’t see why you shouldn’t get a passing grade in my class, Emjay.”

			“Just passing?”

			“The rest is up to you.”

			“Because I’m willing to do anything to do well,” he’d said, looking at me seductively. Emjay’s touch sent jolts of sextricity up my body as he’d glided his hand up my inner thigh. “I mean, I’m down for whatever you need me to do, Ms. Houston.” I’d pulled my legs ajar as he’d made his way up to my honey pot. He’d cut me a slick smile when he’d discovered I didn’t have any panties on, that there was nothing but a set of black sheer pantyhose between his fingers and my pussy. I had slid my skirt up exposing myself.

			“Go lock the door.”

			Emjay had done what I’d asked, jiggling the knob, making sure that we couldn’t be disturbed. He had come back around to where I was sitting. I had cocked my right leg on top of the desk. He’d licked his lips as he tore a hole through the silk black material, exposing me. He’d sucked his middle finger, and then gently had inserted it inside me. I’d unbuttoned my blouse, yanked at satin until one of my breasts had popped free from my black bra. I had caressed my nipple for stimulation as Emjay had fingered me. I had given into temptation.

			“I see how you look at me in class.”

			“How do you mean?” I had asked like I didn’t have a clue.

			“You know exactly what I mean.” Emjay had slid his fingers out of my pussy and brought them to his mouth, sucking my juices off the tips. “Damn, tasty-sweet.” I was so used to pleasuring myself with plastic dicks, I had forgotten how pleasing someone else’s touch could be. A line had been crossed, and there was no turning back. I hadn’t felt that good since my days with Myrick, my psycho ex who thankfully was rotting in a Florida State Prison. Emjay was about to unleash his dick from his shorts when the phone had rung.

			Fuck.

			“Don’t answer it,” he had pleaded.

			I’d picked up the phone anyway figuring it might be an important call that I needed to take.

			“Hello.”

			“Hey, girl, what’s up?”

			It was Leandra. The woman had the worst timing.

			Emjay had plucked out his fingers wet with my juices, and had dropped to his knees, giving me a look like I was in for the best sex of my life.

			“Hey, what are you doing?” I had struggled to keep my composure as Emjay began tongue-tickling my pussy lips.

			“I was in the area, and wanted to see if you wanted to get some lunch. There’s something I want to talk to you about.”

			“What is it?”

			Oh my God, yes, right there. I had gripped the arm of my desk chair.

			“No, trust, you’re going to be knocked off your ass.”

			Where the hell did Emjay learn to eat pussy like this? “All right, where do you want to meet?”

			“Actually, I’m about to turn into the parking lot on campus.” I had jerked up, pushing Emjay’s head from between my thighs. He had looked annoyed like a baby who had been snatched from his mama’s nipple.

			“It’s your mother,” I had mouthed.

			Emjay had sat up off his knees and had wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

			“You’re here right now?”

			“Yeah, I’m pulling in now.”

			“Okay, I’ll see you in a few minutes,” I’d said, frantically tugging my skirt down over my ass. “Leandra’s on her way here to my office.”

			“Shit.”

			“You gotta go.” I had scrambled to my feet.

			“When can I see you again?”

			“That’s not a good idea.” I had tucked the shirt tail of my blouse back into my skirt.

			“We can’t. If anyone ever found out, I could lose my job, and Emjay, I need this job, Emjay.”

			“We’ll be careful.”

			“There’s no such thing. Look what happened to that lady in Nebraska for sleeping with her student.”

			“That’s different, Shariece. I’m an adult.”

			“Leandra would kill me if she ever found out.”

			“I’m a grown-ass man. My mother can’t tell me who I can and can’t see.”

			I had looked Emjay dead in his eyes. “Listen to me. This can’t happen again.” He had glanced off like he was a child being scolded. “You gotta go. Leandra should be walking in the building right about now.”

			“Can I call you?”

			“No. You need to go.”

			“I will if you say I can call you.”

			“Fine, but don’t call my office phone.”

			“Can I get a kiss before I go?”

			“Emjay, don’t play with me.”

			He had grabbed his backpack, unlocked the door and left. I had taken a can of air freshener and had started to spray in an attempt to mask the scent of sex with a peach blossom aroma. Only minutes after Emjay’s departure, Leandra had walked into my office.

			“What’s up, ’Riece?” she had announced.

			“Just finishing up some grading.”

			“I ran into Emjay down the hall. How’s my baby boy doing?” Leandra had taken a seat in front of my desk.

			“Pretty good. He gets his assignments in on time, and he’s attentive.”

			“Emjay tells me he wants to be a big-time writer like you. I’m always catching him scribbling in that notebook of his. He read a poem he had written about me. It was so sweet. You should see his apartment. Books everywhere: on shelves, on his desk, even on his bathroom floor. I told him he needs to write a novel.”

			“Keep nourishing his talent. It’ll open up a whole lot of doors for him if he keeps writing.” Leandra would have been beating my ass right then had she caught us.

			“That would be something else, ‘Riece, a writer in the family.”

			“So what is it you want to tell me?”

			“Come on, let’s go to lunch. Where do you want to eat?”

			“Leandra, for real? Girl, what is it?” I had grinned.

			“I met somebody.”

			“Oh Lord. Not another loser from Blackpeople.com.”

			“Some of the guys on there are pretty nice.”

			“Much like the last guy you met.”

			Leandra’s luck with men was for shit—one loser after the other wanting her for sex, if not money, sometimes both.

			“How was I supposed to know he had five baby mamas?”

			“Hey, I’m just looking out for you.”

			“Whatever, Taj isn’t like that.”

			“We don’t think any of them are like that when we first meet them. Look what happened with me and Myrick.”

			“Okay, Oprah, before you judge the brother, you should at least let me fill you in.”

			“I’m listening.”

			“Keep your mind open until we get some food. I’m so hungry I could eat an ox. All I had to eat this morning was a sausage biscuit from Mickey D’s.”

			“Well, let’s go get you fed before your blood sugar bottoms out.”

			I shoved the rest of the ungraded papers and my planner in my brown leather satchel, grabbed my purse and switched off the lights.

			“Whose car are we taking, yours or mine?” I had asked.

			“We can take my Escalade.” Leandra was always quick to let me know that she was more well off than me. She thought that just because she owned a hair salon, drove an Escalade and had a three-bedroom home on the North Side of town, it made her somebody. She was the type who measured her success by how many toys she owned, but she knew that had never impressed me, and I couldn’t care less that she had a Jacuzzi and a fifty-inch flat-screen TV.

			*  *  *

			Leandra and I had met at a Weight Watchers meeting. When my last boyfriend had left me for some low-budget stripper, I had drowned my sorrows in a gallon of Ben & Jerry’s Chunky Monkey for a week and ballooned to 200 pounds. Once I was able to pull myself from the double cheeseburgers and super-size fries, it was time for a new and improved me. I didn’t want to be toothpick-thin, but at a healthy weight and still keep my figure. Leandra had just come out of a bad situation herself. It turned out we had so much in common. We liked the same movies, the same TV shows; we had similar taste in fashion. From our initial meeting, we became fast friends, going to mixers, grown folks’ night at The Moon, talking tirelessly on the phone for hours like two teenagers until sometimes two in the morning. We were like sisters, and there was nothing we wouldn’t do for each other.

			“So what are you in the mood for: chicken wraps, fish tacos, tofu burgers?”

			“I was thinking of some smothered pork chops at Kacey’s Chicken. They have that all-you-can-eat buffet during the week.”

			I’d looked at Leandra like she was crazy.

			“Don’t give me that look, ‘Riece. I’m hungry.”

			“Whatever happened to your dream of wanting to get into a size twelve again?”

			“Ain’t no harm in one smothered pork chop. I’ll just get on the treadmill and burn it off.”

			“I’m not going to let you mess up over a moment of weakness. How about we go to Crispers instead? They have good Caesar salads.”

			Leandra had locked her hand at the wide waistline she was trying to shrink. “Girl, I am not in the mood to graze. Last I looked, I’m not a rabbit. A bitch needs meat every now and then.”

			When we had arrived, we both had ordered the Asiago salad with chicken and raisins with an unsweetened tea. “Just pretend its smothered pork chops.” I had laughed.

			“I hate you,” she’d said, stuffing her face with soda crackers.

			“So you were telling me about this new guy you met.”

			“Okay, you know that new club downtown called Mint Lounge?”

			“The one you’ve been trying to get me to go with you to for the past two weeks, yes.”

			“You know I don’t play that staying-at-home shit with all these single men out here.”

			“So you met this guy. What’s his name again?”

			“Taj. Isn’t that the sexiest name you’ve ever heard?”

			“As in Taj Mahal?”

			“See, you tried it,” Leandra had said, laughing. “No, it’s short for Tajnaranja.”

			“Hearing you say his name makes my tongue hurt. Where do you find these men?”

			“Let’s see what you say when you meet him. He’s six-four, caramel skin, dark-brown eyes, and a body from heaven.”

			I had twirled my straw around in my glass of raspberry sweet tea. “Does he have a job?”

			“He’s a photographer at Tallahassee Magazine.”

			“Interesting. I’m listening.”

			“He models sometimes, too.”

			“Runway or catalog?”

			“Catalog mostly, but he’s done a few runway shows in New York.”

			“How old is he?” Leandra had paused and taken a sip from her tea. “Leandra?”

			“He’s twenty-two.”

			I nearly had choked on my breadstick when she’d told me Taj’s age.

			“What?”

			“I know he’s a little young.”

			“A little?”

			“He’s sweet, Shariece, and such a gentleman. I thought men like him were extinct. Girl, he listens to me. He actually cares what I have to say.”

			As soon as she’d told me how young Taj was, the rest of what Leandra was saying fell on deaf ears. Who was I to judge her being that I was messing around with her son?

			“He’s coming to dinner on Friday.”

			I had sat there swirling my straw in my drink when the waiter had arrived with our salads. “Who has the Asiago salad?”

			“Shariece? Earth to Shariece?” I’d heard Leandra say.

			“Huh?” I had looked up at the waiter holding my food. “Oh, sorry, yes, that’s me.”

			Leandra had cut Jason, the redheaded, blue-eyed waiter, a flirty smile as he’d set her plate in front of her.

			“Is there anything else I can get for you ladies?”

			“No, I think we’re good, thank you,” I’d said.

			Leandra was checking out Jason as he’d sprinted back to the kitchen with an empty serving tray.

			“He’s fine for a white boy.”

			“You a trip.” I had laughed.

			“Don’t act like you wouldn’t mind going all reverse cowgirl on that young piece.”

			I had glanced at Jason in the kitchen as he scrambled to prepare someone’s order.

			“He’s all right,” I had said, forking salad, chunks of chicken and raisins in my mouth.

			“Okay, so did you hear me?”

			“What?”

			“I’m inviting Taj over for dinner and I want you to join us. I want Emjay to meet him too.”

			“I don’t know, Leandra. I have to finish grading these papers; my house is a mess . . .”

			“C’mon, ‘Riece. I want to know what you and Emjay think of him.”

			“Well, if it means that much to you.”

			Leandra had smiled big, clapping gleefully like that time I’d agreed to go with her to take this pottery making class at Michaels last year. “Yes. Thank you, girl.”

			“Leandra, are you sure about this guy? I mean, what do you really know about him?”

			“Shariece, you need to relax.”

			“I’m just looking out for you.”

			“It’s been what, two years since that Myrick craziness?” Leandra had asked.

			“This isn’t about me. I don’t want you to get hurt, that’s all.”

			“I’ve had to hear your cautionary tales about men ever since Myrick got locked up. You got to get over what happened, move on with your life. Men are like buses. A new one comes along every fifteen minutes.”

			“I’m over that psycho. I have a job. I’m making my own money. If this isn’t me getting over him, I don’t know what is.”

			“He’s rotting in a state prison now. Put his crazy-ass in your rearview.”

			I had felt like I was being scolded by my mother.

			“Remember what we said on New Year’s night?”

			“Fresh new beginnings, I know.”

			“Fresh new everything. Leave that 2014 drama in 2014.”

			“Are you done lecturing me, Iyanla Vanzant?”

			Leandra had thrown up her hands. “Class dismissed.”

			“But I hear, you, girl, and you’re right. There are too many good men out here for me to be harping on one man.”

			“That’s my girl.”

			“So does Tajna . . . Tajnee . . .”

			“Tajnaranja,” she had corrected. “Call him Taj for short.”

			“Does Taj have a brother he could set me up with?”

		

	
		
			THREE

			SHARIECE

			I had officially slammed the door in Love’s face after that mess with Myrick. I’d admitted that I used to be hardheaded when it came to men. Most of them were “hit it and quit its,” and after I got what I wanted out of them, they got kicked to the curve, their names never remembered. I didn’t see anything wrong with getting my freak nasty on every now and then. Men do that shit and they’re kings, but if a woman does it, she’s a slut. Fuck that double standard. Men think if they treat you to lobster and cheese biscuits, then they’re entitled to some pussy, but I was quick to set a brother straight. After a while, the one-night stands get old. Most of the men I met were from pickup bars and grown folk nights at a number of clubs around town.

			I’d met Myrick at this club called Top Flight on the South Side of town. That night, I was being hit on by just about every loser in the club. After three Vodka Cranberries, and the fact that none of the men in the club lived up to my standards, I had decided to call it a night. It was pouring rain. It had been raining for three days straight. It’d reminded me how much I hated Florida and how Tallahassee only worked on two cylinders: hot and wet. Either it was raining all the time or it was hot as hell. I was wearing this new dress I’d bought from Macy’s, one of my splurge purchases when I had a little disposable spending change, and black platform heels courtesy of Belladonna. After a night of watered-down drinks and tacky pickup lines, I had wanted to get out of the shoes that were putting a killing on my feet, and soak them in a warm bubble bath. I had gotten tired of waiting for the rain to slack up, so I’d decided to make a run to my car. As I’d pulled my weave behind my back, this beautiful, dark-skinned brother had held his umbrella over me. “Need a lift?” He’d had a nice smile with pretty white teeth and luscious lips.

			“My car’s right over here.” He was exactly what I needed that night. Running in platforms is nothing cute, so I’d taken him up on his offer.

			“You ready?” Myrick had asked.

			“Let’s do it.”

			We were shoulder to shoulder; creeping to my car like the rain was something we couldn’t let touch our skin. I took in the faint aroma of Polo Red permeating off his body as we walked to my car. I hoped he wasn’t some weirdo rapist with a taste for big girls. I thought of how long it would take me to grab the pepper spray from my purse. When we got to my car, I started digging frantically for my keys.

			“Sorry. I know they’re in here.”

			“Take your time.”

			I thought to myself, Shariece, you are such a dizzy bitch.

			“I’m Myrick, by the way,” he said, extending his hand out.

			I stopped looking for my keys to take the time to introduce myself. “Shariece.”

			“Nice to meet you.”

			“Ah, here they are.”

			I shoved my key into the hole of the driver’s side door.

			“I know that you have probably been getting this question all night, but I’ve had my eyes on you all night, but was too shy to approach you. I guess this rain presented the perfect opportunity. I would love to take you out sometime.”

			Now this was the first that a man ever bothered to offer me his number. It was quite different, but I was feeling him.

			“But I don’t know you.”

			“True, but if I let a beautiful sister like you get away without giving you my number, I might regret it for the rest of my life.”

			His line wasn’t the most original, but Myrick had heart.

			“Do you have a pen?”

			He padded his shirt and jean pockets, looking for something to write with.

			“Hold on,” I said, and took a pen out of the side pouch of my purse and handed it to him. Myrick jotted my number on his palm as I read it off.

			“Now if you go home and accidently wash that off your hand, it’s on you.” I smiled.

			“I won’t. I’ve already memorized it. I’ll call you. Maybe we can have dinner.”

			Myrick was not only cute, but a gentleman, so that earned him a few brownie points.

			“We’ll see.”

			“That’s all I ask, pretty lady. Well, let me let you get out of this rain. Have a good night, drive safe.”

			“You too. Stay dry.”

			Two days later, Myrick and I’d had dinner at this Italian restaurant Bella Bella. Their raviolis were the best I’d ever had. I made a mental note to take Leandra there who thinks calzones from Sbarro is real Italian.

			The first date had ended with a goodnight; the second date had concluded with a kiss. By the third date, we were comfortable enough with one another that a little touch here and tickle there ensued. I could tell Myrick was getting anxious. I had tortured the man long enough, so by the fourth date, it was time to let him taste my candy.

			Myrick had taken me to dinner at Silver Slipper the night we had consummated our relationship. I was rocking these blue-black, low-waist jeans that accentuated my booty nicely. I wore this white blouse that hung seductively off one shoulder, something to keep his dick hard. We got back to my place, and didn’t even make it past the sofa before things got hot and heavy. And my coochie was wet and down for whatever. We were kissing, Myrick feeling my breasts, sucking on my nipples. If having a rock-hard dick was a law, Myrick would have been tried and convicted. When we got to my bedroom, I smeared myself on the bed. My jeans and fuchsia panties were off faster than you could say “scantily clad.”

			“Turn over,” he said. What was he going to do? I didn’t ask, but just did what he wanted.

			“Get up on your knees.”

			Oh shit.

			*  *  *

			I arched my back that made my ass arch. I was startled by the first touch of Myrick’s tongue lapping at my booty hole. Damn, he never said anything about being freaky.

			I had never had so much as a dick anywhere near my asshole, not to mention a man’s tongue. Not that men haven’t tried to ass-fuck me, talking all pretty, but I was quick to let them know that my starfish was exit only. Myrick’s tongue was ticklish and slick as he teased the ring of my anus. He pried my cheeks apart, smothering his face in. He sucked and slurped, giving equal attention to my pussy.

			“You ready for this dick?”

			“Yes.”

			“What’s that, baby?”

			Myrick kept on licking my spot like it was a strawberry pudding pop. “Give it to me.”

			“You want it? You want this dick?”

			His dirty talk had me horny as hell.

			“Beg me.”

			“Yes.”

			“Beg me to fuck you.”

			“Please.”

			“Please, what?”

			“Fuck me.”

			“You want it?”

			“Yes.”

			“You want Myrick’s dick?”

			“Yes. I want your dick, Myrick. Fuck me.”

			“Are you on the pill, baby?”

			I was taken aback by his question. “Yeah.”

			I felt the meaty tip of his dick graze against my pussy lips, and then enter me. Myrick didn’t waste any time dicking me down.

			“You like that?”

			“You like how this dick feels in that pussy?”

			“Damn, baby.”

			“You got some sweet pussy.”

			“Fuck me.”

			“Whose pussy is this?”

			“Yours.”

			“What, I didn’t hear you.”

			“Yours. This pussy is yours!”

			“Turn over for me on your back. I want you to look at me while I fuck you, baby.”

			He tossed my legs up over my shoulders, and slipped his dick like a dirty secret back inside me. Myrick fucked me better than any man I had been with before. We fucked twice, sometimes three times a day. He would be sitting watching TV, and I would whip out his dick and start sucking it right there in the living room. “Damn, I like it when you get freak nasty like that.”

			I was so in love with him, I didn’t think about how fast we were going. As months passed, and our relationship grew, Myrick started to get clingy, calling, if not texting me several times a day, wanting to know my every move and whereabouts. I had come home from work one night to find Myrick sitting on my stoop. I had worked a ten-hour shift at Target and was not in the mood for his mess.

			“Myrick, what are you doing here? I told you I would call you.”

			He’d looked like he hadn’t slept in days.

			“I know, but I just wanted to see you. You’ve been working so much. I’ve missed you.”

			The smell of alcohol was hot on his breath. “Have you been drinking?”

			Myrick took me into his arms. I pushed him off of me like something smelly and stinking. “You’re drunk. You need to go home and sleep it off.”

			“What I need is my girlfriend to not be such a bitch,” he said, tugging me by the arm like I was some rag doll.

			I had a small thing of mace on my key chain, and was ready to pepper-spray his ass. “You need to get your fucking hands off me.”

			“Or what? What the fuck you go’n do?”

			I held up the mace and sprayed Myrick in the face. I frantically unlocked the door and ran inside. I slammed the door behind me and locked it, leaving him rubbing pepper spray out of his eyes. “Fuckin’ bitch!” He banged on my door.

			“Go home, Myrick, before I call the cops!” I watched him from my living room window.

			“Shariece, open this goddamn door!”

			After about forty-five minutes, he got into his truck and screeched out of the lot. As far as I was concerned, we were over. Leandra went down with me to the police station where I filed a restraining order against his psychotic ass, but that only made things worse. On a couple of occasions, I found my tires slashed. Two-hundred and forty dollars—that shit set me back. He would crank call me and say, “How do you like, bitch?”

			“Stay the hell away from me, you crazy fuck!”

			“Next time it will be you I slash.”

			“Fuck you, Myrick!” I hung up and drove over to Leandra’s.

			“He’s not going to stop. The only thing a man like that knows is a bullet to the head,” Leandra said.

			I had no idea how right Leandra was when Myrick and I came to a final head. I had just gotten home from work, tired as hell. Every muscle in my body ached. When I got home, I threw my purse on the sofa and dragged myself to my bedroom like a zombie out of a bad horror movie. I couldn’t wait to wash the stink of the day off of me. I sensed a large figure behind me when I flicked on the bathroom light. Before I could turn around, I felt a hand muffle my mouth. I couldn’t scream. From the smell of his cologne, I knew it was Myrick. He grabbed me tight around my midsection as we struggled.

			“Hey, baby girl. Miss me?” I pawed at his hand over my mouth, scratching at his skin in hopes that the pain would be too much that he would let me go.

			“Stop struggling, bitch.” Afraid for my life, I did what Myrick wanted. My heart was pounding crazy in my chest thinking I was about to die.

			“Baby, did you really think that a piece of paper would keep me away from you?” Myrick slid his hand up along my inner thigh, between my legs. I clamped my legs around his intruding hand in protest. “Nothing is going to keep me away from the woman I love.” I never envisioned that I would die by the hands of a crazy-ass man, but that’s exactly how I was going to meet my maker. “Why’d you go to the cops? We could have talked about this, worked things out like a normal couple, but you started overreacting, getting the damn cops and that bitch Leandra involved in our business.” Myrick tugged at my pants until the button popped from the waistline. “We can work things out, right?” Myrick yanked my pants down past my ass and slid his hand down into my panties, parting my legs with brute force. I could hear him unzip his jeans. I knew what he had in mind. I stood to be raped if I didn’t do something quick. “Come back to me, Shariece. You’re mine and a restraining order isn’t going to change that.” I shook my head in agreement. “Good girl. Now if I let you go, you promise not to scream?”

			I caressed his hand lovingly and nodded. Myrick dropped his hand from my mouth. I didn’t scream knowing that he would kill me if I did. I turned around, looked at him, his face sweaty with a murderous expression. “You’re right, Myrick. I’m sorry, baby. I did overreact.” I fondled his dick to distract him. “Let’s forget any of this ever happened, okay?”

			“That’s what’s—” With a swift kick to his balls, I shut him up. A man’s nuts are his Achilles heel. “Ah, fuckin’ bitch!” The crystal vase that was given to me as a birthday gift from Leandra sat on the bedroom dresser. I took it and smashed it over Myrick’s head, hard enough to knock him unconscious. I thought to continue hitting him with the vase until he was dead, but I decided that he wasn’t worth ruining a pretty vase over, so I went for my cell phone to dial 9-1-1. I called Leandra afterward, and she got to my house before the cops’ slow asses did.

			“Shariece!” I heard Leandra yell from outside my door. I was sitting on the end of the bed with the vase in my hand in case Myrick came to. “In here.” Leandra gasped to Myrick lying on my bedroom floor, bleeding from his head. “Girl, is he . . .”

			“He’s alive.”

			“Are you okay?”

			“He must have jimmied the lock.” Leandra came over to hug me as I was on the brink of tears. Cop cars and ambulances filled the driveway. My nosey-ass neighbors gathered around the scene. I wondered where they were when I was screaming for my life. That’s black folks for you: don’t hear, see or say shit. Myrick was still out of it when the EMTs lifted him handcuffed into the ambulance. This white lady cop interrogated me like I had done something wrong. “I don’t know how he got in. I told you he didn’t have a key to my place.” After I gave them a statement, they told me I could go. “There’s no way I’m staying in that house tonight.”

			“Girl, you can stay with me as long as you want,” Leandra said.

			*  *  *

			I went to the hearing to see Myrick sentenced. The judge gave him five years in prison for not only violating his restraining order, but the cops found out that he had three warrants for numerous offenses. As far as I was concerned, five years was not long enough for that sick bastard. He gave me a sinister stare as the bailiff took him away. I turned away. I couldn’t stand to look at the man who damn-near killed me. After Myrick, I was done with the club and bar scene, and swore off men until this thing with Emjay happened. I made a promise to myself that I would never allow a man to have that much control over me again.

		

	
		
			FOUR

			LEANDRA

			Emjay made a beeline to the new Air Jordans when we strolled into Foot Locker. Funny how I end up spending money when I bring him to the mall. “Ma, these are the ones I was talking about right here,” Emjay said, picking up one of the shoes on display.

			“I’m scared to look at the price of these ugly things.” The shoes were black and white with red stripes and some kind of lightning-bolt design. I took the shoe and studied the price sticker on the sole. One-hundred-twenty-eight dollars. “For this price, you better be able to fly to the moon.”

			Emjay chuckled, looking at me with an excited expression, knowing that I would break down and buy them.

			“I promise, Ma, if you get me these I will pay you back.”

			“Pay me back with what? You first have to get a job.”

			“I will pay you back every cent when I get a job.”

			“Which will be when?”

			“I’m putting in applications. I went on an interview at Subway on Monday.”

			“And how did it go?”

			“I thought it went well. They said they would give me a call next week, that they’re still interviewing people.”

			“How are y’all doing today?” a salesgirl with pretty mahogany skin, a long, slick weave pulled back in a pony said as Emjay practically drooled over the pricey Nikes.

			I looked at Emjay, and he back at me with a please-Ma look on his cute, looks-just-like-his-daddy expression. “How you doing? Can we see these in a size thirteen?”

			“I’ll go check in the back.”

			We took a seat and waited for her to bring the shoes out. “Zandra’s cute.”

			“Who?”

			“The salesgirl.”

			“How do you know her name?”

			“That’s what it says on her name tag: Zandra.” Emjay shrugged his shoulders.

			“You think she’s cute?”

			“Oh God, Ma, seriously?” Emjay smiled.

			“I’m just asking.”

			“I don’t know. I guess, yeah.”

			“Want me to get her number for you?” I teased.

			“Ma, already you’re trying to marry me off.”

			“Oh, trust, the only aisle I want to see you walk across is the one that leads you to getting your college degree. What have I told you, Emjay?”

			“A degree is something no one can take away from you.”

			“That’s right. You got plenty of time for girls, baby boy, but right now, you keep your head in those books.”

			Emjay slouched in his chair, waiting for Zandra to come back with the shoes.

			“I don’t want you to end up like me.”

			“What are you talking about? You own your own hair salon.”

			“And I had to work my butt off to get everything I have. No one is going to hand you anything, especially being black.”

			“It’s never too late to live your dream, right?”

			“Who told you that?”

			“You did,” he said. I took a long look at my son realizing I had taught him well. Zandra came back with a shoebox that was the same color as the pricey sneakers.

			“This is the last size thirteen we have in back.” She stooped down to his feet I prayed weren’t funky once he pushed off his boots.

			Zandra took out the stuffing in one of the shoes and started stringing them up. I looked at Emjay and couldn’t be prouder of the man he had become. I was hell-bent on making sure he didn’t end up like his daddy.

			Fifteen, that’s how old I was when I got pregnant with Emjay. For weeks, I didn’t tell anybody, not even Rick, Emjay’s daddy. Mrs. Boyd, the guidance counselor at my old high school, was the only person I had let in on my secret, God rest her soul. She was the only mother in my life as far as I was concerned being that my biological didn’t give a fuck. She was home long enough to shove a bowl of SpaghettiOs in front of me, and then was back out on the street, selling her ass and food stamps for twenty dollars when she wasn’t running off to wherever with her loser boyfriend of the month. I grew up fast, realizing no one was going to look out for Leandra Fox but Leandra Fox. I had stopped calling her Ma. She had lost that right the way she had fucked up my life and hers. When Sherilyn bothered to come home, I would steal money out of her purse for groceries while she slept off her high. I remember the track marks along her arm, these big, pea-sized holes that had gotten infected. I was ashamed to call her my mother, so I started calling her Sherilyn. When she was coherent enough, I was often met with insults. “I should have scraped you out of my pussy with a coat hanger when I found out I was pregnant with you. Ain’t been nothin’ but a nagging-ass crumb snatcher since I pushed you out of me. Mommy this and mommy that. Nag, nag, nag.”

			“Ma, are you all right?” Emjay asked.

			“Huh? What?”

			“Are you okay? You’re crying.”

			“I am?” I wiped my face dry with my fingers.

			“Happy tears, Emjay, happy tears,” I said, resting my hand on my son’s shoulder.

			“Um . . . okay.” Emjay gave me this puzzled look before he went back to watching Zandra string up the shoes.

			“How do those fit?” Zandra asked.

			“Good. They’re comfortable.”

			“We’ll take these,” I said. Emjay smiled big when he saw that he was getting the shoes. Nothing’s too good for my son.

			“Great. You want to wear them out of the store?”

			“Yeah. I want to work them in.”

			*  *  *

			When I was a teenager, I used to wish my life was more like those white kids from Beverly Hills, 90210. I remember going to my school library and checking out every movie and music magazine I could get my hands on, and stare at hip-hop stars like Salt-N-Pepa, MC Lyte, Kool Moe Dee, Janet Jackson, Michael Jackson, and Notorious B.I.G. I live for Michael Jackson. I don’t give a damn what anyone says. I’m a ride-or-die fan, and don’t believe none of the rumors about him. I would pretend that I was one of the Jacksons, living in a big mansion in Hollywood, doing tours and videos, but reality hit me like a drive-by when I met Rick who was five years older than me, and had dreams of his own of wanting to be a big-time drug kingpin. The two of us were statistics of Holyfield Projects. Rick was always sweet-talking me, telling me how pretty I was.

			“That oughta be you in those magazines. You prettier than those girls.”

			“You think so?”

			“I wouldn’t say it if I didn’t think so. You should be walkin’ the runways of New York and Paris.”

			Rick and I started seeing more and more of each other. There was nothing he wouldn’t do for me. He moved up quickly in the game, gaining respect on the streets. Everyone called him Al. When I told him about my rocky relationship with Sherilyn, he wanted me to move into a one-bedroom apartment he got for us that was on the other side of town. I jumped at the chance to get away from my crack whore of a mother, and Holyfield Projects. I threw everything that mattered in two trash bags. Six weeks later, I found out I was pregnant. Fearing that Rick would leave me, I kept it from him. I considered getting an abortion but then thought of all the great things my baby could be: a lawyer, doctor, a great athlete or maybe a famous Hollywood actor. I decided to have my baby.

			I wore baggy T-shirts and sweats so Rick wouldn’t notice that I was putting on weight. I found out later that I was just another notch on Rick’s bedpost. He had three baby mamas, all nibbling at his feet for child support. People warned me about him, that he fucked anything walking, but I wasn’t trying to hear it until this ghetto-ass bitch, Marquise Chambers, came banging on my door.

			“Who is you?” her illiterate ass had the nerve to ask.

			“Who the fuck are you?”

			“I’m Al’s baby mama, bitch. Where he at?”

			“I gotcho bitch, bitch, and not that it’s any of your business, but Rick isn’t home.”

			“You tell him his ass is two months’ late paying me my money, and if he doesn’t want me to go to court, he needs to pay me my shit. His daughter needs clothes and shoes.”

			That was messed up about her little girl, but I told this busted-ass heifer, “That’s not my problem. He’s with me now, and I ain’t telling my man a goddamn thing. Now get the fuck off my porch before I beat the brakes off your ass.”

			“Bitch, who the fuck you—”

			I said what I had to say and slammed the door in her face. Ain’t nobody have time for her, least of all me. I let her yell at my door like the dizzy bitch she was. I was getting big. I couldn’t go too much longer with all the weight I was putting on. Mrs. Boyd told me about getting proper prenatal care. She gave me a few numbers of some places to call knowing that it was against school policy to give out personal information. I knew I couldn’t do this alone. I needed Rick’s help. The night I decided to tell him, I cooked him a nice dinner, his favorites: baked chicken, yellow rice, black-eyed peas and sweet cornbread. He knew something was up being that I didn’t cook that often. We ate, I sat him down on the sofa that was still on loan from Rent-A-Center, stuck a beer in his hand and told him.

			“Rick, I’m pregnant.” At first, he just stared at me like he was putting what he wanted to say together in his head as if they were puzzle pieces.

			“Are you serious?” he said, smiling.

			“Are you mad?”

			“I’m going to be a father?”

			“It looks like it, yeah.”

			Rick caressed my stomach, smiling from ear to ear to the news of the life that was growing inside of me. “You’ve made me the happiest black man on the planet, right now, Lee.”

			“I didn’t think you wanted a kid right now with everything that’s going on.”

			“That doesn’t matter. We’re having a baby. MY BABY’S HAVIN’ A BABY!” he hollered.

			“You so crazy,” I said, laughing. Rick pressed his head against my stomach like it was a seashell.

			“What do you want to name him?”

			“How do you know it’s going to be a boy? It might be a girl.”

			“I don’t care as long as it’s healthy.”

			“If it’s a girl, I was thinking Kimberlyn, and if it’s a boy, Emjay, after Michael Jackson but spelled E-m-j-a-y.”

			“I like that. That’s a tough, take-no-shit kind of name.” That night, Rick slept with his head laid sweetly on my stomach.

			*  *  *

			It was 6 a.m. on a Friday morning when I had pushed Emjay Landon Fox into this world on March 7, 1994. I had gone into labor Thursday night. My bed was soaked from my water breaking. Rick had been out all night, calling every hour on the hour to let me now that he was okay. This was something I insisted on, being that I worried about him 24/7. I called 9-1-1 and Mrs. Boyd soon afterward. She was the only one who gave a damn about me since I couldn’t get a hold of Rick’s ass. I would call only to have my call go to voicemail. The baby was coming whether I was ready or not. The paramedics had reached me before Mrs. Boyd got there. I told her that I was trying to reach Rick, but he wasn’t answering his cell phone. “Will you keep calling until he answers?” I pleaded, as the paramedics lifted me into the ambulance.
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