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Dear Reader:


It gives me great pleasure to welcome Ahyiana Angel to the Strebor Books family. Her debut novel, Preseason Love, is all about the choices we face. Sometimes making decisions can lead to life-altering consequences.


It follows the journey of Scottie and her relationships and encounters with several men. After leaving Ivan in L.A. suddenly for New York, Scottie connects with the lovable Kari, and after landing a coveted position as an NBA publicist, she falls into secretive liaisons with a pro baller, who is full of surprises.


I’m sure you will enjoy this fast-paced page-turner told through the eyes of a savvy, adventurous woman who discovers how finding romance can be challenging and what glitters is not always paradise.


I appreciate the love and support shown to Strebor Books, myself, and our efforts to bring you cutting-edge stories.


Blessings,
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For my grandparents—


Velma Long, Aznell and Wilfred Francis.





Prologue


We are all faced with choices and decisions in life. Keeping secrets makes things more complicated and your actions will always have consequences.


Kari’s Secret:


“I tried to warn you, man!” Kelvin shouted at Kari through the phone. “That night at dinner, I predicted this would happen, son. She left you for one of them ballers, didn’t she, B?”


“Look, bro, it’s not like that,” Kari insisted. “Scottie’s a good woman. It’s not like we broke up because she was cheating on me. I didn’t say that, did I?”


“Not that you know of, son.”


Kari huffed. “We simply needed to take a break.”


“According to who? Her?” Kelvin shook his head in disbelief at the naiveté of his friend. “Son, she hit you with the okie doke. And you fell for it, B.”


Kari tried his hardest to explain the status of his relationship in a favorable light to his childhood friend, but Kelvin wasn’t buying it. They had been on the phone less than ten minutes, and Kelvin had all the facts he needed to conclude that Kari had gotten played. What he saw with his own eyes convinced him that Scottie was definitely sleeping with Byron Stalling. He knew that she saw him backstage the night of the Jay-Z concert, but she ran behind a black curtain before he could confront her.


“I can’t even front,” Kari said. “I’m hurt.”


“You’re my boy, son. No matter what, you know I got ya back,” Kelvin preached. “You can’t be worried about Scottie shady ass. I bet she doing her. You gotta do you.”


“I know, man. I need to be alone. Clear my head. I’m gonna go over to Slate and have a drink.”


Devin’s Secret:


The upper level of Slate in the Flatiron district was dimly lit as usual and packed with trendy people. Of all the faces in the crowd, Dev spotted a familiar mug coming her way from across the room: Kari. It was too late to duck and act like she didn’t see him. She could only brace herself and prepare for a potentially awkward exchange because they had not seen each other since his breakup with Scottie.


“Hey, Dev. How have you been?” Kari said as he smiled and greeted Dev with brotherly love like always.


This might not turn out that bad, Dev thought. “Hey, Kari, it’s good to see you.”


“Yeah, it’s good to see you too, Dev.” His smile quickly faded. “I’m glad I ran into you,” Kari added as he turned to walk away.


Dev thought that was a strange way to end an extremely brief encounter with her girl’s ex. Dev knew that it must have been difficult running into her. He had to pretend like everything was normal. Either way, Dev couldn’t wait to call Scottie in California and tell her who she’d just run into.


Dev dipped into a corner to dial Scottie’s number on her cell phone. Getting no answer, she left a voicemail message, then turned to go and meet up with her girls. But Kari was standing directly in her path.


Kari was rubbing his forehead vigorously. “Dev, I really need to speak to you. Can we go somewhere and talk for a minute? I’ll buy you a drink.”


Dev didn’t know what to make of his request, but it was Kari. Of course she wouldn’t turn her back on him.


Scottie’s Secret:


Scottie Malveaux sat behind an airtight conference room door exchanging intense glares with The League’s legal watchdog in addition to the most useless human resources representative ever, Caroline Stinger.


“Ms. Malveaux, I’m going to ask you one last time.”


Spit gathered at the corners of the lawyer’s squirmy mouth, creating saliva piles that resembled a foam party. He used his right index finger to slide the silver, wire-frame specs up over his nose, aligning perfectly with his dark, beady eyes. His scowl grew closer to Scottie’s face as he leaned over the pressed-wood table, violating Scottie’s comfort zone.


“Were you or have you ever been involved with a professional athlete?”


Scottie’s nude lip-gloss made it easy for her lips to slide apart in an attempt to formulate the same answer that she had so graciously provided the first three times the attorney asked. She sat back, folded her perfectly manicured hands across her chest and batted her long, jet-black lashes with an innocent smirk. Before she could respond, however, Caroline interjected.


“What he means is, were you, or have you ever been involved with, a professional athlete employed by The League?”


Scottie rubbed her palms against the dark-gray woven material of her chair to try to wipe away any signs of her increasing discomfort.


The balding lawyer tapped his pen on his tablet awaiting a response. “We received a tip regarding suspicion of an inappropriate relationship,” he offered after a moment. “Do you have any explanation?”


“Nope,” Scottie politely replied.





Chapter 1


Relocating Love


His eyes opened at the touch of my lips, and knowing glances and unspoken words filled the silence. The past was officially being put to rest and the future was to begin without us. There would only be me.


It was the morning of my transition. Cali girl to the core, born and bred, but it was time for me to test myself and make the biggest move of my life—New York City.


My phone buzzed with a text message, but I didn’t bother checking the screen. It was typical of me to be running late, and Nikki was probably patiently waiting out front with her foot on the pedal. She was likely wondering if she had wasted a trip driving to Ivan’s house.


Ivan was the beginning of my flawed relationships with men. I liked his style. He moved with a distinct confidence that drew women to him. Always known for reveling the female gender with the intriguing details of his life, he kept women hanging on his every word. That was one of his specialties. Not to mention, one of my problems.


He and I had been seeing each other, minus any form of exclusive commitment, since the latter portion of our college years. You know how that goes. Guy wants to keep girl around and continue having sex with her, but guy does not want to bother with a title so girl goes along with the bullshit excuses. The initial hookup was unintentional, but every late-night call, sexy text message, and rendezvous that followed was completely deliberate.


Ivan dressed fly but at times almost too fly. It felt like we were in constant competition with each other when we stepped out together. His closet was stacked to the ceiling with perfectly lined boxes of shoes. From hard bottoms and loafers to retro Jordans and Air Maxes, he had them all. The man shopped more than most women I knew. His slim frame allowed for clothes to drape his body like a showroom mannequin. I loved to see him rocking a fresh pair of Jordans, fatigue cargo shorts and his signature GVG-brand tees.


Our chemistry was undeniable and everyone in our circle knew it. Ivan’s soft, sandy-brown locks and butter-toffee complexion had me wide open. A little charm and a likable persona—that’s how we lasted so long. His endearing touch was the best, and at times the worst. We both craved attention and especially loved it from each other.


Ivan shunned commitment and unlike some girls, I had too much pride to try and manipulate the situation to make him see things my way. Consequently, I repeatedly felt empty and desperately unfulfilled by our relationship, which brings me to my final night as a California resident. The Test.


Unfortunately, The Test wasn’t a new concept for me. I’d played a similar game with myself many times over, but in this instance, it wasn’t a test for him. Rather it was a test for me.


During my final twenty-four hours as a California resident, I moved with an air of confidence. Everything was on my terms. The Clique, my group of girlfriends, threw me an amazing going-away party, complete with all the liquor a person could dream of. Hennessy, Patrón, Belvedere, Maker’s Mark, and Grand Marnier filled our glasses.


New friends and old friends from college and beyond were in attendance to celebrate the new adventure that I was determined to embark on. The Clique rented out a few lanes at an upscale bowling alley in Santa Monica, but because of the size, it felt like our own private party and we had a blast. With all the shots we consumed, there were shenanigans everywhere. And at the end of my festive night, my highly inebriated self decided to go home with Ivan. I wanted him to hold me like he couldn’t stand to ever let me go. I wanted to feel passion and sincerity in his touch. I wanted him to surrender himself to me for once. And then I wanted to disappear. That’s how I would be absolutely positive that I was ready to leave him in my past.


On countless mornings prior, Ivan had fled the warmth of my bed to gallivant the streets, leaving me emotional and confused. I would lie there and stare off into the distance feeling warm and tingly inside and daydreaming of the time that we’d just spent together. However, in the same moment, I would always feel a sense of loss and sadness knowing that our quality time was inconsistent and never guaranteed. He dictated our arrangement, leaving me to fumble around my apartment, wondering and waiting with my little cracked heart in my hands.


On my last night in Cali, I wanted something different. And I got it.


Ivan held me tightly. His grip was like a man in love. He whispered all of the right things, though I knew that it was for all of the wrong reasons. So there I was in Ivan’s plush, king-sized bed on a sunny Los Angeles morning, grappling with the fact that if I couldn’t pry myself away from his embrace right then, I would miss my opportunity for a fresh start, along with my flight.


Naturally, I did what any woman in her right mind would do. I wiggled from Ivan’s grasp as fast as I could. Ivan’s hollow, hazel eyes gazed up at me as I spazzed out, shoveling clothes, heels, makeup, accessories, and everything else strewn about into three huge, red suitcases sprawled out on the bedroom floor of Ivan’s swanky bachelor pad.


Looking past the cocoa-brown curls that were continuously falling into my eyes, I spun around in a frenzy only to witness the reality of what was now disbelief on Ivan’s face. His expression called out to one-fourth of my heart, begging and pleading with me to stay. But the pain in the other three-fourths said, “Don’t walk, girl. Run! Run away from this self-centered, sexy yet sorry excuse of a man.”


As Ivan stood by with glassy, somber eyes watching what must have seemed like a blurry image fumbling about, I got dressed in my flyest flight fashions, complete with four-inch, green, leather, military-inspired booties. Then I hit the front door, but not before giving him a gentle kiss on the forehead and pulling a Chris Brezzy and waving my hand in the air. Deuces. I’m out, I thought to myself.


I heard Ivan calling to me through the closed door. “Scottie, wait! Don’t leave me like this.”


I picked up my pace, sliding each suitcase down the staircase faster than the one before.


Nikki, who stayed dripped in designer fashions, was parked along the palm tree-lined sidewalk tapping her perfectly manicured nails on her steering wheel. She couldn’t wait to hear “the juice,” as we referred to it in The Clique.


I hit the last step on the staircase and she hopped out of the truck with her luxurious twenty-seven-inch Brazilian weave swaying. A sisterly hug ensued but before we could get what was left of my belongings into her trunk, she turned to grill me. “Spill it! And please don’t try to be cute and leave out details, Scottie Malveaux. I want all the juice.”


“What juice?” I said, acting like Stacy Dash in Clueless.


Nikki shot me a glace with her head cocked to the side and her hand on the bedazzled key ring sitting in the ignition. I had better say something quick. “You can already imagine what type of wild, passionate, bon voyage sex we had.”


“Well no shit, Sherlock. I knew that. But what I really wanna know is what his whack ass face looked like right before you bolted out of his front door?”


We laughed hysterically, so much so that I doubled over.


Among our friends, it was no secret what everyone thought. They were certain that I couldn’t break away from Ivan’s spell, and they were positive that Ivan would pull some sort of trick to get me to stay in Los Angeles. People were probably taking bets that I wouldn’t make my flight when they noticed me leaving my farewell party trailing behind Ivan. What they didn’t know was that I was tired. Tired of talking, tired of getting let down, tired of playing the fool, and tired of giving my emotions to someone that was not emotionally available to me. I hadn’t valued my own happiness in the past few years and it was time for me to get a grip, take back my control, and explore new possibilities.


Los Angeles held so many amazing memories. My girls from college and their infamous annual Halloween party; the nightlife and living it up with celebrities; underage drinking at The Gate, the Garden of Eden, the Goodbar, and countless other Hollywood hot spots; and doing all of that when I should have been studying for my college courses.


I would always have the memories, but other than great friends, there was nothing keeping me in Los Angeles. I would miss The Clique like crazy, but I was single by the government’s standards, had no kids and my job basically sucked. Luckily, the entertainment PR agency I worked for agreed to let me relocate and even paid to have some of my belongings shipped to my new apartment. But the nature of the agency was sneaky and underhanded at best. I only planned to use the transfer as an opportunity to get to New York.


In a whirlwind of last-minute Craigslist sales and friend-of-a-friend deals, I parted with everything that represented the familiarity of a life that I created. I was never really one to fall into the materialistic category, but there was one major possession that I almost shed a tear leaving behind. It was a birthday gift to myself. I was turning twenty-four and fed up with rolling “smash-it or trash-it,” a white Mitsubishi Mirage. It earned the name due to the massive hit-and-run dent left on the rear bumper by an inconsiderate U-Haul driver. My first car and I had history, but I was sick of wishing that I could fade into the darkness of the Hollywood Hills when the valet would bring around my hooptie after the club. It would essentially yell at me by making this awful, loud squealing sound. Even the valet would look embarrassed for me in the midst of the other partygoers’ staring and pointing.


So for my birthday I’d decided it was time for an upgrade. I purchased a matte-black Mercedes-Benz CLK with butter leather interior. Clean. You couldn’t tell me a thing when I rolled through the streets of Los Angeles. I loved the feeling of knowing that I’d made the decision to purchase that specific car and solely relied on myself to make it happen.


I would miss the days of riding through my Beverly Hills neighborhood with the sunroof open and my tinted windows down, hair blowing in the wind while people looked at me like they couldn’t imagine that I was actually their neighbor. Now that I would be living in a city with more modes of public transportation than days in a week, I had no need for my luxurious birthday ride.


That’s how I ended up rolling in the passenger side of Nikki’s SUV praying that I wouldn’t miss my flight and listening to tales from her encounter the previous night. Her long-time secret crush made an appearance at my going-away party and, per the usual, they were pretending like they were not checking for each other. But to my surprise, her crush decided to step it up.


“Scottie, I was in complete shock. I knew that he had a lil’ gangsta in him, but I never woulda thought that he would follow me into the ladies room.” Nikki shifted her eyes to me. “He took control and pinned me up against the stall. Then he looked into my eyes as if to dare me to say stop. His kiss was so intense that I had no choice but to kiss the mothafucka back!”


“Oh whatever! Don’t front. You would have kissed him back regardless,” I screeched with excitement.


“True,” Nikki conceded.


“Was it good? Was it everything you fantasized about?”


“Uh, who said that I fantasized about that?”


I had to give her the side eye because I knew and she knew that she had whipped up a fantasy or two at some point.


“Anyway,” Nikki said with a giggle, “good is an understatement. I couldn’t have dreamed up a better scenario. The shit only got better!”


“Shut up!”


“The next thing I knew, our hands were touching places on each other that I didn’t even know could make me feel that good.” Nikki slapped me a high-five. “You know me, I go commando on any given Sunday, and not knowing this, he grabbed my dress and hiked it up leaving me totally exposed and secretly loving it! The bathroom was a bit dark, but I was able to see all of our movements in the mirror behind him, which turned me on even more.”


“You little freak nasty!”


“Don’t judge.”


“Hush and finish the story,” I demanded.


“Once he lifted my dress, it was a wrap and I did not object.”


My mouth dropped open. “Wait, so you guys got busy in the restroom?”


“If you felt what I felt, you would have done the exact same thing, girl.”


Nikki was right. I loved the idea of undeniable passion, and I was definitely a sucker for a man who knew exactly when and how to take control.


“So now what?” I asked.


“Afterwards, we made a quick exit and went back to my place. We finished what we started five times over!”


“Stop lying!” I said with a laugh.


“Naw, girl. As for what’s next, we’ll see,” Nikki said, not even holding back her grin. “Only time can tell, but right now I know that he’s still laying in my bed and I would be snuggled up with him if I didn’t have to chauffeur your ass around.”


“Well damn, I’ll miss you too,” I said.


“I’m playing. You know I love you. Now get out and get New York ready for my return!”


Before I knew it, we were pulling up to the airport. I was so caught up in Nikki’s story that I didn’t realize we were making record time. I wondered if she was using her turbo speed to ensure that I made my flight or to get back to the naked man waiting in her bed.


We smiled at each other. I would miss having scandalous chat sessions with my girl in person. Given her frequent trips to visit her many “Lil’ Daddies” in the city, I knew that I would see her soon enough.


I gave my girl a big hug, hopped out of her ride, hastily dragged my bags out of the trunk, in an effort to make a mad dash for the ticket counter. There was just one problem. How the hell was I going to manage with three suitcases that felt like body bags? I had no choice; Nikki kept an eye on my bags while I ventured over to get a tourist luggage cart.


After paying what seemed like my life’s savings in luggage overage charges, I was finally on my way to my gate. My big move was really happening and it felt more real than ever. I was nervous, scared, and excited all at the same time, so I did what I always do: dialed up my Jolie.


My Jolie had always been like a best friend and a confidante. Sometimes mother and daughter relationships could be trying, but I couldn’t ever recall a time, from youth to young adulthood, where she and I had a conflict or a fight. She was always very straightforward and honest. That transparency nurtured a positive relationship. The day that she found out that she was pregnant with my younger brother, she sat me down on the bottom bunk of my bed—the “My Little Pony” characters staring up at me from my comforter—for a girl’s chat.


My mother said, “I want you to know that I’m having a baby, and when the baby comes things are going to seem a bit different at first. But I really want you to understand that I love you, cherish you, and I’ll always be your mom.”


I didn’t quite understand the change she was talking about, but from that moment on, she became my Jolie.


My Jolie was hands down one of the coolest mothers a girl could ever have. She was always understanding and respectful of my decisions, which translated into her being very supportive. When I made the announcement that I was moving to New York, she didn’t give me any drama about not wanting me to go. I’m sure that a piece of her was scared as hell for her oldest child and only daughter to pick up and move across the country, especially with all of those potentially crazy people that she watched on Law and Order: SVU every week. But she masked her fear so that I could do what my heart desired.


“Hi, my Jolie.” I could sense her smiling as if she had been waiting for this call.


“Baby, don’t be nervous.” Her words were comforting. “This is your time for a fresh start. Enjoy the new experiences.”


“You always know what to say.” I smiled. “I love you.”


“I love you too, baby.”


I made it to the gate without a moment to spare. The ticket agent clicked the boarding passes under the scanner like rapid fire, and my heart was racing as I continued inching forward in line. I had to tinkle, but I figured it was my nerves. That was pretty standard when my anxiety kicked in. But there was no time for hesitation or bathroom breaks, no time for second thoughts or an emotional breakdown, which was probably best because my track record as a crybaby would almost guarantee a waterworks show.


Instead, I click-clacked down the runway corridor in my heels and dug through my ridiculously big purse to check my phone one last time as I headed toward the airplane. Devin, my girl from college and also a member of The Clique, had texted me, “Hey chick! Can’t wait until you touch down! Safe travels.” She was my soon-to-be new roommate and sole friend in New York. I looked at my boarding pass with a sense of disbelief. And I whispered, “I’m finally on my way.”





Chapter 2


Jungle Dreams


“Sir, honestly, if you don’t stop slamming on the brakes, you’re gonna smell a sour stench coming from the back of your cab.”


The cabby responded with a loud silence and a glare in the rearview mirror.


Did this idiot just look at me like I was crazy? As long as he stopped the madness that he was attempting to pass off as driving, we would be cool. On the positive side, he seemed to be going the right way, according to my MapQuest directions. It didn’t appear that he was attempting to go off course and take me to some deserted warehouse to lock me in a dungeon as his sex slave like Liam Neeson’s daughter in Taken.


I had traveled to New York quite a few times before I decided to make the move, so I wasn’t a complete newbie to the city. My first visit was through an internship program and that’s when I fell in love. I got a high from the hustle and bustle. I was drawn in by the feelings of excitement and independence that I gleaned from roaming the streets.


My decision to move to New York was solidified a few months back while on a trip visiting the city with Dev. We both wanted a drastic change. She found a job and moved into temporary housing a month before my arrival, so naturally she did all of the research in finding a suitable apartment for us to share. Although our plan was to live in Manhattan, it was crazy expensive, so she found what she described as the best place she’d seen in her hunt for an apartment…right across the river…in New Jersey.


My Los Angeles apartment was a spacious studio in Beverly Hills that I lucked up on through a friend. I had not lived with a roommate in years. It was going to be interesting to see how things would work since past roommate situations had always ended in drama. My fingers were crossed. Regardless, I was about to embark on the biggest journey of my life, and I was quickly approaching Dev and our new place.


The cab driver zoomed down a street lined with apartments and homes on one side and the Hudson River flanked by the Manhattan skyline on the other side. I had a sudden urge to squeal with excitement. This was hot! I felt like I was in Sex in the City except on the other side of the river. I was going to be living in an apartment with a view of Manhattan. It couldn’t get much better.


While I was busy daydreaming out the window, the driver hit a sharp left turn, then a quick right, causing me to slide to the right of the backseat along with the vision of my fantasy apartment. We were no longer on the skyline street. He pulled up to a new-looking building with a top-to-bottom brick finish. I glanced down at my paper—1721, it had to be my new home. I got out of the yellow cab and pushed the buzzer. I heard Dev’s voice. “Who is it?”


Like she was expecting a ton of people at that time of night.


“It’s me.”


“Hey, girl! Do you need help?” Dev yelled through the intercom.


“Uh yeah, that would be nice, boo!”


While waiting for Dev, I paid the cabby and he swiftly took off, leaving me standing on the curb with all of my belongings. I felt like Eddie Murphy in Coming to America.


Dev finally made her way outside, and we dragged my body bags into our new apartment.


The building had an inviting atmosphere. Neutral-colored, tile floors in the entryway, a fresh coat of warm, yellow paint on the walls and black iron accents along the corridor leading to our apartment door. From the looks of things, Dev had made a good selection—not that I ever doubted her taste.


Once inside, I realized that we really had lucked up. The apartment had stainless steel appliances, granite counter tops, and it even included a finished basement with a private patio and an additional bathroom. The spot was sick. I roamed around in awe. I quickly began to take mental notes in preparation for the sassy decor of my new boudoir.


A brand-new city, brand-new apartment, brand-new furniture—at that moment standing in my new space, my completely empty oasis, I decided that this would be the start of a brand-new me.


•  •  •


“What’s in the pile over there?” Dev asked, as I flipped through clothes that were still in a suitcase.


“Nothing cute enough,” I said. I was in search of a jazzy outfit for the evening.


“You’re trippin’.” Dev rolled her eyes and left me sitting on my bedroom floor surrounded by clothes.


Lucky for me, I had been blessed by the gods with the best-of-both-worlds: nice, firm breasts and a well-proportioned derrière. However, picking out the clothes that would hug my curves could sometimes cause a dilemma because I was indecisive when it came to fashions. But once they hit my five-foot-eight frame, they would always fit like a glove.


I glanced at the pile that Dev had pointed to. It was steadily growing in height next to my window. There wasn’t a single thing that caught my eye. We were on our way to a cover party for Vibe magazine and I needed to make a statement with my outfit. After all, this was a brand-new Scottie.


Dev and I had been running nonstop since my arrival. Hence, I hadn’t made time to pick up some of the essentials like clothes hangers or a winter coat. Hell, I didn’t even have a bed. I had been sleeping on an air mattress for ten days. But my plan for the weekend included shopping for all of the must-haves, first and foremost a comfortable place to lie my head at night.


The city hadn’t been our playground for long, but Dev connected with a new flame, Mel, whom she’d met in Washington, D.C. a few months earlier. Mel was a Queens, New York native and he certainly knew all of the hot spots in the city. Mel knew that his most desirable trait was his tendency to spend money with abandon. We began to roll with him on the regular.


“Scottie,” Dev called out from her room.


“Yeah?”


“Mel called. He’s about fifteen minutes away.”


“Shoot!” I said to myself as I started scrambling. “Are you ready?” I asked Dev, already knowing the answer.


“You know it,” she said, walking past my room to obsess over her reflection in the full-length mirror.


She was definitely ready and looking cute in a skin-tight, burgundy dress with burgundy and cream python pumps that brought her petite stature up a notch. Mel mentioned once to her that he loved to see her in dresses and that’s all she needed to hear. She worked it out and showed off her best assets in a dress every time that he came around.


And then there was me. Always the last to get ready though I despised being rushed, go figure. Before Dev alerted me to the sudden need to scurry around, I was fairly close to getting it together. I’d already straightened my hair. It was full of body and flowing. The hair gods were showing me love.


I decided to rock my new dark denim skinny jeans. They were one of my latest bargain finds in SoHo. I narrowed down my options in tops to a purple silhouette blouse with gold accents, which gave me the perfect dose of cleavage to get the boys excited. My last order of business was shoes. I decided to throw on my nude pumps from Bloomies, which set my whole look off.


Before I knew it, we were strolling out of the apartment and hopping into one of Mel’s many rides. He was profiling in the Infiniti G35 sedan. I jumped in the backseat and Dev followed my lead. To our surprise, there was an unannounced gentleman in the front seat.


Mel was a very quiet, mellow type of guy. So imagine my shock when we were met by the roaring sounds of his passenger’s voice projecting into the backseat. He introduced himself as Mel’s cousin, Que. I could tell that he was going to work my last nerve. As we headed to the city I checked him out from the side view and decided that my first impression was right. The huge Gucci sunglasses that were covering his chubby face shielded his eyes, but it was nighttime: automatic fail.


Normally when we rolled with Mel, he always had the latest music. We would vibe and have a good time, but that night we were clearly going to be subjected to the soundtrack of his cousin’s yip-yapping. The guy talked nonstop. I guess he thought that the lame, flashy dialogue he offered would entice us to think that he was “the man.”


He bragged about living in Miami, and asked if I wanted him to fly me out for a shopping spree, in addition to a bunch of other nonsense. He was basically trying to sell me a dream, and he was completely unaware that I was not in the market to buy bullshit.


It was music to my ears when we arrived at the club, a trendy new spot in midtown. Finally, I could escape the chatterbox and do my thing. The vibe was totally different from what I was used to in Los Angeles. Fly girls with designer outfits from head to toe, big butts, yet mediocre weaves strutting around looking pressed for the attention of overhyped block boys vying to be the next Jim Jones.


Then there were the buttoned-up “industry executives.” They talked fast and played the part but could offer nothing of real substance. Either way, the excitement of it all had me at hello as I made my way through the crowd. The DJ had the party rocking, so I chatted it up with what could one day prove to be a few promising business connections. Eventually, I made my way back to where I left my crew. They were living it up. Mel, in his usual style, ordered bottle service.


I slid into the booth, intentionally not sitting next to Que since he would not stop giving me the eye. I tried to ignore him, but honestly he was starting to annoy me even more than before. Dev and Mel were in each other’s space like teenagers on a first date, completely oblivious to their surroundings, but she looked happy and I was happy for her. Dev could be hard to crack for men and even harder to entertain, so Mel seemed to be doing something right.


“Are you comfortable?” Mel asked Dev.


Dev replied with a simple, “Yes.”


“Do you want me to mix you a drink?” Mel asked Dev.


With a coy smile, she nodded yes. I sat back and watched this little love fest unfold. He sure didn’t ask if I was comfortable or parched.


In an effort to avoid any potential awkward advances from Que, I politely excused myself from the booth and headed to the second level. I caught a glimpse of what looked like a cutie making his way up the stairs. Since I had nothing better to do, I decided to do what I did best: investigate.


He had a deep, flawless, black-onyx complexion, pearly whites, heart-melting smile, and the body of a lean, chiseled gladiator. I thought to myself, now what the hell do you do? He had to be a model. I’d never been the forward type—only when intoxicated—so to think that I would saunter up to a man and strike up a conversation was unlikely. I needed hints, cues of interest, a hand gesture telling me to come hither, something. So I decide to play it cool and scope him out from afar. After two whole minutes of that game, I was bored. I took a long sip of my drink and forced myself to walk into his line of sight. I felt a tap on my shoulder. I quickly snapped my neck to the right expecting to see Que the bug-a-boo, but it wasn’t him.


“He’s calling you,” said a man wearing a hunter-green lumber-jack-esque shirt and matching hat. He informed me of something that I had clearly missed.


I gave him a puzzled look, then he pointed in the direction of my new crush. He appeared to be signaling me to come over to him. Get it, girl! This was not the normal way that I liked to be engaged by a man but what the hell, a brand-new city, a brand-new me. With the speed of light, I straightened up my posture, flipped my hair over my shoulder and put a swift strut in my peep-toe pumps. I made my way toward the bar where he was standing.


Anxiety filled my body at the unknown, but there was no time for fear or doubt. I was less than three feet away from saying hello to my future love, but for some reason his eyes were not exactly meeting mine as I thought they would be, or imagined they had been. I continued toward him and as I said hello and extended my hand, he reached past me. He fell into a sensuous embrace with an extremely tall brunette who had a true model figure. After their long hello, he turned to me with a puzzled look on his face and asked, “Do we know each other?” I guess he noticed me staring. The woman was standing there waiting to hear my answer as well. Hell, I was standing there waiting to hear my answer too. In a split-second decision, I determined that I would not make an even bigger ass out of myself by trying to explain this natural disaster caused by a lumberjack. I simply flashed a polite smile and made a swift exit toward the stairway.


I was humiliated. I felt like I was just written into an old episode of Ugly Betty as her uglier twin. The night could only get better, but I did not want to stick around and take the chance that it could get worse. When I got back to the table, I gave Dev the un-spoken signal that I was ready to go and figured I’d explain why once we got home.


On our way to the car, I secretly asked Dev if Mel was planning to drop us off at our house. She quickly assured me that he would. However, for some reason I had a strange feeling about her answer. She didn’t make me feel confident in her response, but since Mel was Dev’s boo, I let her take the lead and coordinate our trans-portation.


After riding for some time, I noticed that we’d left the city, which was essential to getting to our apartment in Jersey. But something was off. I wasn’t a native New Yorker and I had only been living in the area for a minute, but the route definitely did not seem like the way home.


“Where are we going?” I said finally.


Mel swiftly replied, “Back to my place in Queens.”


I shot Dev a glare that could have pierced through an ice sculpture had there been one in the backseat with us. She shrugged her shoulders as if she was slightly clueless and that’s when I really started to get pissed. All I wanted to do was go home and be in my own space and use my own bathroom and sleep in my own makeshift bed.


“I don’t feel like driving back to Jersey tonight, then going all the way back to Queens,” Mel stated. “You guys can stay at my place and I’ll take you home in the morning.”


I sat in silence. I could not respond without rambling profanities. By that time, we were on some highway or another and basically out of the city and sure as hell out of my comfort zone, so what was I to say? I felt like I had a one-way ticket to hell.


After roughly five minutes of silence, I blurted out, “Well, do you have some place for all of us to sleep? How is this going to work?”


I knew that Mel had an extra bedroom, but in the few times that I’d gone to his place, I never saw him so much as crack the door open. It was always closed. I joked to Dev once that he was probably hiding a huge weed-growing operation.


“Don’t worry, you and Dev can share my bed. Que and I will sleep on the futon.” Clearly, Mel had everything preplanned and mapped out.


I thought to myself, yeah right. Since when have you known a grown man to give up his bed to a chick that he is trying to get with and her friend; only to have to turn around and sleep on the futon. I don’t think so. At that point, all I could do was take his word for it and keep my eyes on Que who was not to be trusted.


Mel lived among a sea of apartments. Each one looked like the next. When we finally arrived at Mel’s apartment door, I wanted to go to sleep as quickly as possible. Mel gave us T-shirts and shorts to sleep in and he was very hospitable. However, it didn’t take long to figure out that the plans had changed yet again. Dev and I would be sleeping on the futon in the living room. After Mel gave me a blanket, I grabbed my purse, went into the bathroom and hastily changed, obviously leaving on my bra. When I climbed on the futon and into my corner for the night, I could hear Que still running his mouth and trying to get some attention. Needless to say, I had no intentions on being polite and entertaining his ass. It was four in the morning, the sun would be coming up soon and all I wanted was sleep.


The last thing that I remembered before dozing off was Dev lying on the futon next to me. Mel was sitting on the floor by Dev and they were watching TV, chatting it up about the night. I must have been extremely tired. Normally I could not fall asleep with so much activity going on.


I had been sleep for what felt like hours when all of a sudden, either I was dreaming or actually feeling hands touching me. A warm body was attempting to spoon me.


My reflexes shot into action and I jumped up. “What the hell are you doing?”


Dev and I didn’t get down like that so I knew it had to be Que. I could barely make out his face in the darkness of the living room. I was instantly livid.


“Shhh! You know what’s up. Why you think you here?” Que exclaimed in a hushed tone.


“You better back up off me, that’s what I fucking know!”


“C’mon, girl,” Que cooed.


“I don’t know what you thought this was, but do not touch me.” I seethed, pushing what I could of his chunky body and stubby fingers away from me.


He snatched my arm. I quickly felt his strength and the intensity of his grip.


“You acting like you don’t know what the deal is,” Que whispered as he grew agitated.


I had been known to talk a lot of shit and most of the time I could back it up, but to say that I was not afraid at that very moment would have been a lie. Crazy thoughts were going through my head during those few seconds: Where the fuck is Dev? What if this drunk fool won’t listen to my objections and he continues to try and force himself on me? Damn it! I don’t even have my mace. Okay, I gotta pull it together and show no fear.
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