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I dedicate this book to my father, David Harmon.

I love you, Pops.
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Chapter One



Eric Swift had always dreamed of making love to Janet Jackson, and tonight his dream was about to come true. Ever since he’d moved from Washington, D.C., to New York to take a top anchoring job at ABC eight months before, he’d had one conquest after another. On the career front, it was clear to everyone he worked with that his star was on the rise. As the sports anchor for an early morning show he brought an exciting spin to sports reporting. Most days his schedule allowed him to get off work by noon. That left him with plenty of free time, and so far he’d made the most of it—with the ladies. He’d been out with nearly a dozen different women, but this was the first time he’d bought a brand-new outfit for a date. That’s if you wanted to call it a date. Actually, they were going to have dinner and drinks in her suite at the posh W Hotel on Lexington Avenue in Manhattan. Janet had said she was tired and not up for the crowds of people who would definitely be out on such a hot Friday evening in May. Eric had tried, without success, to convince her to come to his apartment at Trump Place, a new luxury development on the Upper West Side.

As he slid his toned arms inside the beige linen three-button Prada suit jacket, Eric smiled at the way the light set off the silk mustard yellow shirt. He left the two top buttons undone to showcase his muscular neck and strong jaw. The tailored suit fit him like a glove, but he frowned at his footwear.

No, no, he thought. These are just too old.

He strolled over to the walk-in closet of his impressive master bedroom. He’d had his decorator copy a room that he’d seen showcased in Architectural Digest. It was an exact replica, from the mini crystal chandelier to the thick mocha-colored carpet.

Despite being a playboy and former NFL cornerback, Eric was no dumb jock. He was very well read and had a particular fondness for ancient cultures and history. The decor was Old World Spanish with a dash of Middle East. His king-sized antique bed with matching nightstands was at least one hundred years old. The bedroom set was made of heavy oak and Pledged to perfection. The thick maroon and brown Ralph Lauren duvet and pillows matched the heavy silk curtains. The bedroom looked like an expensive Moroccan hotel room.

Gracing the brass lamp-lit walls were tasteful prints by prominent African American artists. The prints, as well as the African and Arabic sculptures nestled in custom-built oak bookshelves, were his prized possessions. Among them, the sculpture closest to his heart was a wooden Black Madonna and child from Ethiopia. It had once been part of an altar in one of the oldest Coptic churches in Addis Ababa. Eric had to jump through major customs hoops to get it out of the country.

Switching on the overhead light in the closet, he scanned the neat boxes of shoes until his gaze rested on the perfect pair. “Yes, these babies will do,” he said.

Eric was a freak for shoes, but not just any shoes. He only wore Mezlans, an expensive brand imported from Spain. He carefully slipped on a brand-new brown pair along with a matching belt.

Impressed with his reflection, he said “Goddamn!” to the mirror hanging inside one of the double doors of the closet.

Eric couldn’t believe how lucky he was. Who knew that his friend Dre would know a woman as fly as Janet Jackson? Kenneth Andre, aka Dirty Dre or Stuttering Dre, wasn’t known for his taste in pretty women. Not that he didn’t have any women. In fact, Dirty Dre was quite a player. It’s just that his team wore ugly uniforms. “Ugly women need d-d-dick too” was his motto. It didn’t matter if the club or party was full of dozens of blind, naked, and horny Tyra Banks look-alikes, Dirty Dre would somehow manage to leave with the Bride of Frankenstein. That’s why Eric had demanded proof of Janet’s beauty when Dre told him about her a month ago. He wanted to see for himself if she looked as fine as the real Janet Jackson.

“N-n-n-nigga, you want proof?” Dirty Dre had said, reaching into his back pocket for his wallet. “Here’s your proof.”

Eric held the photograph up to the light and studied it. He was impressed. Too impressed.

“This picture came with your wallet,” he cracked.

Dirty Dre frowned.

“Well, I’ll be damned, Dirty. How did you meet her?”

“She go way b-b-back with my sister. They um, did like ballet or some sh-sh-shit together when they were little girls.”

“Well, Janet Jackson ain’t no little girl no mo,” Eric said, his hand on his crotch. “She looks old enough to ‘control’ this. You didn’t hit it, huh, Dirty?”

“H-hell no,” he shot back. “She too damn pretty.”

If Janet lived up to her picture, he thought he might have to settle down. He’d called Janet later that week and they hit it off great. She was funny, charming, and above all, sounded fine as hell on the phone. He couldn’t wait to hook up with her. Pops, Eric’s father and confidant, was even excited and had told him to call after they hooked up to give him the play-by-play.

Early-evening traffic in Manhattan was always crazy, and Eric arrived at the W Hotel about twenty minutes late. Fuck it, he thought. I’m late, but I’m fashionably late. Plus I’m fly as hell.

He started humming the chorus to Michael Jackson’s “Beat It” as he pushed the elevator button. That’s exactly what he planned to do to Janet. He couldn’t believe how nasty she’d talked on the phone. By the time he knocked on Janet’s hotel door, his heart was racing with excitement.

“Just a minute,” Janet said through the door.

“Oh, it’s gon’ be more than just a minute,” Eric muttered to himself. With a smirk he stuck his right hand in his pants pocket and cocked his chin a few degrees to the left, his most Mac-a-licious pose. The door swung open and there stood Janet Jackson in all her glory. Eric thought he heard trumpets blaring and angels singing. She had on a sexy form-fitting white dress with a V-neck that ended at her navel. Her right foot, barely peeking out from under the dress, was balanced in a three-inch-heeled pink and white Jimmy Choo sandal, which matched the pink flower in her long black hair. On her neck and wrist was a matching platinum diamond necklace and bracelet set. It was hard for Eric to believe, but she looked even better than her picture.

Eric had planned to say some smooth shit, but all he could spit out was “Damn!”

Janet’s laugh was high and sweet. “Is that all you got to say, Eric?”

“If I say what I’m thinking, you might call hotel security,” he said, shaking his head.

Janet smirked. “Go ahead. I’m sure I’ve heard it before.”

Eric got down on one knee. “Will you marry me?”

“What? Boy, you are even crazier than Dre said.”

“Look, I know a preacher who makes booty calls, I mean house calls. I got his two-way number and I can get him here right now.”

“Your pastor has a two-way? Wait a second, what would we do for a ring?”

Standing up, he twisted the ring off his finger. “You can wear this.”

“That’s a graduation ring.”

“It’s solid gold.”

“Boy, come in here.”

“I plan to.”

Janet grinned and turned around slowly. Eric’s gaze followed her shapely ass as if he was watching a scene in digital slow motion, one cheek after the other. As she walked farther into the room, Eric blinked and rubbed his eyes. Then he blinked again.

“What the fuck?” he mumbled.

Janet was limping. Not a simple sprained-ankle limp but a full-blown she-must-have-had-polio-as-a-little-girl limp.

She looked over her shoulder. “Don’t be scared. Walk this way.”

“I can’t walk that way,” Eric said, dazed and confused.

Janet looked surprised. “What’s wrong? Didn’t Dre tell you?”

“Tell me what?”

“That I had a prosthetic leg.”

Still standing in the doorway, Eric swallowed hard, eyes bugging. “You got only one leg?”

“Yeah, I had a traffic accident about five years ago and they had to amputate my left leg.”

“Huh?” Eric stuttered. “You left your leg? I mean, you lost your left leg?”

“I can’t believe Andre didn’t tell you.”

“Mother-fuck!” Eric said, shaking his head.

“What did you say?”

“Oh. Um, I said you had some tough luck.”

“It’s okay. At least I’m alive.”

Eric looked at his watch. “Yeah, that’s one way of looking at it.”

“So what now? You don’t wanna come in?”

“Oh yeah, I’m cool.” Okay, how do I get out of this?

Eric closed the door behind him and leaned back against it. It sounded like a cell door clanking on death row. He tugged at his shirt collar and cleared his throat. “You have anything to drink in here? I’m feeling a lil’ parched.”

“Yeah, I ordered a nice bottle of wine.”

“What kind?”

“A Merlot.”

Eric frowned.

“You don’t like Merlot? I can order something else. What would you like?”

“Some Mad Dog twenty-twenty.”

It was the drink of choice for what he imagined would be an Olympian sex effort. No, it was worse than that…. Tonight was shaping up to be a Special Olympics.








Chapter Two



“Please don’t tell me you hit it,” LeBaron Brown whispered into the phone. He was Eric’s best friend from his days working at FOX in D.C. LeBaron, who was also a newlywed, cautiously looked over his shoulder to see if Phoenix, his wife in the next room, was listening.

“Did I hit it?” Eric laughed. “Not only did I hit it, I damn near ripped off her fake-ass leg. It’s been two days since we hooked up and I’m still sore.”

Eric was on his cell phone downstairs at Le Bar Bat, a trendy Manhattan bar on West Fifty-seventh Street. It was the First Friday party at the club, and even though it was only 6 PM, the club was starting to fill up.

“You are out of control,” LeBaron howled.

“Her legs were out of control. And get this? She wanted me to talk dirty to her.”

LeBaron was shaking with laughter. “What did you say?”

Eric looked around grinning, then cupped his hand over the cell phone. “I was like, ‘Take it with ya’ one-legged ass.’”

LeBaron laughed so hard he started snorting.

“I tried to hit it from the back and she fell off the bed. I’m standing there with my Johnson in one hand and her leg in the other.”

“You a fool.” LeBaron tried to catch his breath. “You tell Pops?”

“You know I did.”

“What did he say?”

“What does Pops always say?”

“Your ass needs to settle down?”

“Bingo.”

“Hold on a second, Eric. I got something wild to tell you.”

“You had sex with a girl in a wheelchair?”

“No, fool. Phoenix is pregnant.”

“Phoenix is what?” Eric said, nearly spitting out his Heineken.

“That’s right, dog,” LeBaron said, a smile on his face. “My ass is ’bout to be a daddy.”

“Yo’ ass is ’bout to be broke,” Eric laughed, curling his lips into a disapproving frown. “How many months?”

“Three.”

“Three months!” Eric straightened up on the bar stool. “But damn, ya’ll ain’t been married but a month. Who the daddy?” They both laughed.

“You know we’ve been married for nearly six months.”

Eric raised his bottle and said loudly, “Well, I guess congratulations are in order, Big Papa.” Two people at the other end of the bar frowned. Eric frowned back.

“Whoa, try and contain your enthusiasm,” LeBaron said.

“Oh, c’mon, bruh. You know I’m happy for you. It’s just…” Eric mumbled, staring at his beer.

“Just what?” LeBaron demanded.

“You’re getting soft. Why do you want to have some damn kids? Running around tearing shit up. I bet Phoenix got your ass wearing briefs.”

“What!” LeBaron said in disbelief. “That may be the dumbest shit you’ve ever said, and you’ve said some incredibly dumb shit.”

“You know how I am.”

“Yeah, petty.”

“Whatever. First you get married, now you’re having a baby. I mean, damn. We’re the same age and shit. You making a nigga feel old.”

“You damn sho’ don’t act old.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Forget it, man.”

“Yeah, later for that shit. We supposed to be celebrating.” Eric waved the attractive bartender over. She could have been actress Gabrielle Union’s younger sister.

“Listen to this, LeBaron,” he said, holding the phone to the bartender’s ear. “Hey, miss, can I get another round? My boy here on the phone is going to be a baby daddy. Tell him hi.”

“Congratulations,” she said into the phone. “The drink is on the house.”

“Well, if it’s free, I’ll take a bottle of Cristal,” Eric cracked.

The bartender gave him a Negro, please look.

“Okay,” Eric grinned, bringing the cell phone back to his ear. “Make that a Heineken.” The bartender was so cute Eric couldn’t resist flirting. “Oh my God, you have a beautiful smile,” he said, a devious grin forming on his face. “I bet when you smile, the sun gets jealous.”

“Boy, you are crazy,” she gushed. Her teeth were as white as Michael Jackson wanted to be. “But thank you. Your smile is quite nice too.”

“Thanks. I’m a dentist.” Eric grinned.

“Really?” she asked.

“No,” he laughed. “But you know something? You look familiar.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, you look like my first wife.”

“You were married?” she said, arching her right eyebrow.

“Not yet.” Eric deadpanned.

On the other end of the phone, LeBaron nearly fell out of his easy chair laughing. He’d heard Eric use that line a thousand times and it killed him every time. The bartender didn’t get it and walked off with a confused look on her face.

“You’re still the same ol’ Eric,” LeBaron said. “Anyway, bruh, how is the Big Apple treating you?”

“I’ll tell you something, LeBaron. I thought that moving here and taking the sports anchor gig was going to be a tough transition, but I love it. I am in my element.”

“We all miss you. It’s not the same without you here at FOX. How long has it been?”

“Eight months.”

“It’s been that long?”

“Yeah. I miss you guys too, but you know, everybody has to move on. You’re on a whole other level with Phoenix now. You don’t need me there to be fucking up a good thing.”

“Ain’t that the truth? By the way, how’s ABC? I heard they work a brother like a slave and—”

Eric cut him off. “What TV station doesn’t? But for six hundred and fifty thousand dollars a year, I’ll pick cotton on live TV eating a piece of corn bread.”

“Damn.” LeBaron laughed. “That’s what they’re paying you?”

“In large bills. But that’s only a quarter of what they pay the network football analysts.”

“You still got your sights set on that, huh?”

“That’s the main reason I moved here. I’m going all the way to the top with this.”

“All work and no play? That doesn’t sound like the Eric I know.”

Eric waved the bartender over for another beer. “Oh, there is plenty of play for the playa. In fact, wait until I send you a tape of one of my coanchors. Oh, my God.”

LeBaron cut him off. “What’s her name?”

“The ass on her.”

“Eric, what’s her name?”

“Her ass leaves me shocked and awed.”

LeBaron laughed. “What’s her name?”

“Oh, Eden.”

“Eden. As in the Garden of Eden?”

“Yeah, Eden Alexander. Isn’t that a great name?”

“She cute?”

“Is she cute? Nigga, Webster’s hasn’t invented the word to describe what she is.”

“Damn, she’s like that?”

“She is like that. Yo, the first time I met her was my first day on the air. I had seen tapes of her, but to see her in person? LeBaron, I almost couldn’t read the teleprompter.”

“Damn, hurry up and send me a tape.”

Eric looked around, then lowered his voice to a whisper. “And you know I can’t wait to get up in Eden’s secret garden.”

“You guys went out yet?”

“Nah, it’s taken me six months just to get her to have a conversation with me. She’s superfocused on her work.”

“She got a man?”

“Not sure, but I know she’s checking me out.”

“How you know that?”

“Because she’s ignoring me.”

LeBaron laughed. “Well, loverboy, what’s your plan?”

Eric smiled. “The three P’s.”

“Not the three P’s.” LeBaron laughed.

“Yes,” Eric snickered. “Persistence, poetry, and plenty of pimping.”








Chapter Three



For the past month, one of the hottest stories floating around New York City had been the rumor of a bomb-shell tell-all book by NFL Hall of Famer Lawrence Taylor. The autobiography, titled Over the Edge: Tackling Drugs, Quarterbacks, and a World Beyond Football, was rumored to contain a sordid story of sex, drugs, and the inside scoop of the macho world of professional football. The book wouldn’t be released for another two weeks, and while every sports anchor had tried to get an advance copy, so far it was being held under tight wraps. But while the other anchors had been scrambling to get the book, Eric had landed the author himself. As the control room and floor crew listened to Eric’s interview, there was an air of reverence inside the studio. After all, this was LT, the greatest linebacker in the history of the game. The entire studio crew was impressed that Eric had managed to get the get of the season. It was a testament to his contacts and wasn’t going unnoticed by the brass at ABC Sports. Eric hoped it didn’t go unnoticed by Eden either.

“LT?” Eric asked. “What I want to know, and frankly what the New York Giants fans want to know, is were you high during the games?”

“Oh no, Eric,” LT said, looking him dead in the eyes. “I’d never do that. But as I said before, after the game? Now that’s a different story.”

“Last question, LT. Do you still get high?”

The football legend sighed. It was the sound of a man worn out by fighting demons. “No, but I ain’t gonna lie, it’s an everyday struggle.”

Eric reached over and shook his hand. “Thanks for your time.”

“My pleasure. It’s refreshing to talk to someone who actually played the game. Keep up the good work, Eric.”

“Whoa, thanks, LT. If I had lighter skin, I’d blush.” Eric laughed, then turned to the camera and said, “Tomorrow, I’ll have Derek Outlaw live, the star NFL wide receiver who may be joining the New York Giants.” Eric smiled at the camera as the show went to a commercial break. He shook hands with Lawrence Taylor before he was whisked away by his publicist, then walked by the anchor desk, where Eden sat. She waved him over. “That was a great interview, Eric.”

“Thanks.”

“You’ve been breaking some big stories lately. What’s your secret?”

He thought for a moment. “I don’t know. Call it persistence.”

Eden smiled at his comment. Eric walked away, hoping his surprise didn’t show on his face. He always made it a point to speak to Eden every day, but today was the first time he could remember that Eden initiated a conversation. The three P’s were working faster than he’d planned.

 

Good Morning New York on ABC’s channel 7 was fast becoming one of the hottest shows in New York City. After enduring years of finishing last place in the ratings, it was finally enjoying success. Many owed the rise in ratings to the addition of the new female anchor from Detroit, Eden Alexander. Eden was black movie star beautiful. Standing five feet six, she was track star lean. Her shoulder length bob was augmented by a near imperceptible weave that never needed tightening. She was alluring with a pinch of attitude. At least once a week she’d correct someone with a “No, Chanté Moore looks like me.”

Beautiful and bubbly, Eden had the perfect traits for a morning show anchor. The New York Daily News had dubbed her “The Black Katie Couric.” It said Eden was “as adept at making fun of herself as she was at getting a guest to cry during an interview.” The usually gruff New York market took an instant liking to her. Her coanchor, Ryan Sanchez, was known as the Hispanic Tom Brokaw because of his “just the facts” approach to news reading. Rounding out the team was the legendary crazy weatherman, Steve Rice, recently stolen from the local WB network station, and sports anchor Eric Swift. It took a lot to get New Yorkers to watch television at five-thirty in the morning, and the diverse group brought a mix of fun and edge to the normally conservative television market.

For the average person, an anchor job in the number one television market would be the capstone of a great career. But for thirty-two-year-old Eden Alexander, the morning show was just a stepping-stone. In the parlance of television, her ultimate goal was to “get to the network.” She wanted national exposure and would let nothing and no one get in her way.

“And thanks for joining us this morning,” Eden said as she began to wrap up another show. It was a good-bye she had said a thousand times. “I’m Even Alexander. I mean, um…excuse me, I’m Eden Alexander. Have a great day, New York.” Beside her, Ryan grinned. Eden’s smile was plastic until the commercial rolled, and then it melted into a snarl.

“Dammit! Did you hear that shit?” she yelled to no one in particular. “My name was misspelled on the prompter. People will think I can’t even say my damn name right. Ugh!” She threw her earpiece onto the anchor desk and stormed toward the control room. She dodged a gauntlet of cameras and cables before pushing the door open, nearly running into Karen Cohen, her young and still somewhat green line producer. Eden composed herself by smoothing the jacket edges of her red Prada pantsuit.

“Karen?” she asked through clenched tenth. “How many times do I have to tell you about misspellings? Don’t you proofread? Did you hear what just happened?” The questions were rapid and dripped with anger. Karen just stood there, her face blank. The middle-aged director and other control room personnel glanced at each other and smiled, clearly enjoying the spectacle.

Karen cleared her throat. “Well, Eden—” she began.

“No, I’ll tell you what happened,” Eden cut her off. “You made me look like an ass out there. And I don’t like looking like an ass. So you better get it together, girl, or I’ll make sure we hire somebody who will.” Eden turned and bumped into Eric. He barely heard her mumble, “I’ll never make it to the network working with these fools.”

By the time she made it to her office and slammed the door, it felt as if a tornado had blown through the newsroom.

 

“Hey, Eden,” Eric whispered after softly knocking on her office door. “You okay?”

“No, I’m very mad,” she pouted. The irony was that her office looked so happy. All lilies and sunlight. The office smelled of Christian Dior’s Addict. Framed pictures of her at various civic and professional events were neatly placed on her desk. The biggest and most ornate one framed a photo of Eden and the world’s greatest female superhero, Oprah Winfrey. Eric gently pushed the door open.

“Mind if I come in?” he said with a sheepish grin.

“I don’t really feel like—”

“Thanks,” he cut her off, ignoring her. He plopped down in a chair in front of her desk.

Eden frowned. “I see you don’t take no for an answer.”

“Not when I see a damsel in distress,” he said, flashing all thirty-twos.

“Oh, and you think I’m in distress?”

“Maybe not in distress, per se, but stressed nevertheless.”

“Ain’t that the truth? But don’t come in here and tell me how I overreacted. I feel like being pissed.”

“You didn’t overreact.”

“Come again,” she said, not believing what she just heard.

“You didn’t overreact. In fact, I think you were too calm. You had every right to be pissed. Here you are, an anchor in New York City, the nation’s number one television market, and these Ivy League–educated green-assed white girl producers can’t even spell.”

“Thank you. Finally a voice of reason,” she concurred.

“It’s your face out there, not theirs,” he continued. “Who looks like the ass?”

“Me.”

“Right.” But what a beautiful ass, he thought. “Honestly, I think you should be even more diva-ish.”

“Really? Nah, I don’t want that reputation. I just want people to do their jobs. I come in early. I’m involved in the segments. I research. Is it too much to ask for them to do the same?”

“I think that’s reasonable,” Eric agreed. “But here’s how I see your situation. That is if I may be frank?”

Eden smiled. “Yes, Frank. Please tell me how you see my, um, situation.”

Clearing his throat, he began. “Eden, I call it like I see it. You are a star. Obviously the brass at ABC is grooming you for the next level, which is the network. You are global, not local. Look at how the numbers have sparked since you arrived last year. You are destined for the big leagues. This morning show is nothing but a pit stop. So your focus should be on making yourself better. There is nothing wrong with that. Don’t be ashamed of that. This is the number one market, and since I am the sports anchor, allow me to use a sports analogy. Eden, you are the number one pick and you deserve to be working with first string players.”

“I’d have to say that I agree with you. But what do I do?”

“Exactly what you are doing.” Eric leaned in closer. “After the way you honey-roasted her ass, I guarantee you Karen will quadruple-check her damn scripts from now on. Don’t take shit from anyone. Remember, you’re doing ABC a favor by working here, not the other way around. Just keep demanding excellence and you will achieve it. Claim it, it’s your right.”

“Claim it? You sound like T. D. Jakes. Do you go to church?”

“Um, every chance I get,” he lied.

Eden looked skeptical. “Did you go last Sunday?”

“I didn’t get the chance,” he deadpanned.

“You’re crazy, but thanks for the pep talk, Eric. I feel better now.” Eden looked at the clock. “Oh my goodness, I have a news cut-in in a few minutes.”

They both stood, and right before they got to the door, Eden and Eric looked at each other. Simultaneously they both blurted out, “We should have lunch.”

“What about Friday?” Eric said, laughing.

“Friday it is,” Eden said, running toward the studio.

Eric stared at her run, as if she moved in HDTV super slow motion. Goddamn, she got a thong on, he thought, making eye contact with an intern eyeing him eyeing Eden.

That’s one lucky thong.








Chapter Four



Eric couldn’t get Eden out of his mind, not even after his daily two-hour workout. It had been three hours since their conversation in her office, and the lovely sight of her was still fresh in his thoughts. Maybe a good book could relieve my mind of the lust, he thought. After a very cold shower, he pondered his choices.

Eric had a wide range of literary tastes. Spread out on his coffee table next to a very tall glass of Captain Morgan rum and Coke were three books: The Case for Faith, a treatise on spirituality, The Billion Dollar BET, a book about Black Entertainment Television, and A History of X, which was about the porn industry. Tough choices.

“A History of X it is,” Eric said with a devilish grin.

As he began to read through the book’s X-rated introduction his phone rang. He looked at the caller ID. It was his mother, Shirley, calling from Atlanta. He had bought his parents a house down there nearly ten years ago. Eric was glad he was able to get them out of the small house in Atlanta they’d lived in since moving from the South Bronx. He looked at his watch. It was 2 PM. Shirley rarely called him during the week.

“Hey, Ma,” Eric said, connecting his earpiece. There was no such thing as a short call from Shirley.

“Some girl sent some flowers here for you,” she said, sounding slightly irritated. “And they’re stinking up my house.”

“They’re for you, Mama,” he corrected her.

“Huh?” Shirley was confused. “For me. It’s not my birthday. What for?”

“Just because,” Eric said. He loved messing with his mother.

“Because what?”

“Because I l-o-v-e you,” he sang. “Can’t a son send his mama some flowers just because?”

For once Shirley was at a loss for words.

“Mama?”

“In that case, thank you, son. They’re beautiful.”

Eric smiled.

“Boy, you so retarded. By the way, Tayja wants to thank you for buying her new school clothes. She made you a special card.”

“Really?” Eric beamed. “Tell her thanks.”

“Tell her yourself, she’s right here.” Shirley lifted the five-year-old future beauty queen up to her knee and gave her the phone.

“Hi, Unca Eric,” Tayja said, fumbling with the phone.

“Hey, baby. How’s my favorite niece?”

“Fine.”

“You like the clothes your uncle bought you?”

“Uh-huh.” She giggled. “Momo say I’ma be the goodest looking girl in school.”

Eric chuckled so hard his eyes teared. Tayja put her grandmother back on the phone.

“Lord, that girl growing like a weed.” Shirley exhaled as Tayja jumped off her knee and scampered into the living room.

“Too bad Sean ain’t there to see it,” Eric said sarcastically.

“Don’t start with that.” Shirley’s tone was testy. In the last few years any talk of Eric’s younger brother seemed to turn any conversation ugly.

“Why not?” Eric shot back. “It’s the truth.”

“We all have our troubles,” she said. “Even you, Mister Perfect.”

“I’m not perfect.”

“Well, quit acting like it. Now that you’re in New York, why haven’t you visited him?” she demanded. “He’s been there ten months.”

“Mama, I’m allergic to prison. And convicts.”

“Eric, watch your mouth, you’re talking about your brother.”

“I know, Mama, but I can’t stand to see Sean locked up. You know how close we are. I feel like it’s my fault.”

“Eric, your brother is a grown man. You didn’t sell him those drugs.”

“Okay, Mama, I’ma go see him soon. Is Pops home?”

“Yeah, but he’s about to walk out the door. Hold on.”

Eric could hear his mother yelling for his father, David, to come to the phone. He could also hear him grumbling.

“Hello?” Pops said in a gravelly voice.

“Where you going, old man?”

“I’m the father, remember? I don’t have to tell you shit.”

“Don’t tell me you’re going fishing again.”

“So what?”

“Must be nice to be retired.”

Pops laughed. “It’s your fault. You knew better than to buy me a boat. Got your mama thinking I’m cheating.”

“That’s right, blame it on the children,” Eric cracked. “Catch something for me, Pops.”

“I’ll try. Love you, son.”

“Love you too.”

Eric was about to hang up when his father said, “Eric?”

“Yeah, Pops?”

“Go visit your brother.”

“I will, Pops. I promise.”

Eric hung up the phone and pushed his book aside. He wasn’t eager to visit Sean. Having a convict for a brother put a cramp in his style, and he didn’t want anyone to find out about Sean, especially Eden. Maybe he could convince LeBaron to go with him to visit Sean. If anyone ever asked why he’d visited a prison, he could say he’d just been accompanying his good friend while he visited an inmate.

Then Eric thought about Phoenix. No way was a pregnant Phoenix going to let LeBaron go anywhere.
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