








IN THE MIDST OF IT ALL












Published by


[image: ]


Strebor Books International LLC


P.O. Box 6505


Largo, MD 20792


http://www.streborbooks.com

In The Midst of It All © 2005 by Shonda Cheekes. All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means including electronic, mechanical or photocopying or stored in a retrieval system without permission in writing from the publisher except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages to be included in a review.

ISBN-13: 978-1-4165-5267-3
ISBN-10: 1-4165-5267-7


LCCN 2004118328

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Distributed by Simon & Schuster, Inc.


1230 Avenue of the Americas


New York, NY 10020


1-800-223-2336

Visit us on the World Wide Web:


http://www.SimonSays.com






TO THE VICTIMS AND SURVIVORS OF 9/11

WE WILL NEVER FORGET



Most of us spend our lives

as if we have another one

in the bank


Ben Irwin






CHAPTER 1



ASIA

Breathe, Asia! Breathe! Just open your mouth and breathe, damn it!

I sat straight up as I struggled to keep from choking to death on my own saliva. I could feel Johnny’s weight shift in the bed as he jumped up to aid me. The feel of his hand making contact with my back was a welcomed one.

“Come on, baby! Get yourself together! That’s it.”

My eyes adjusted to the outside light shining through the open window.

“You’re having a bad dream again. It’s okay,” he said as he continued to pat my back in hopes of helping to stop the choking.

I took a deep breath in between the coughing and gulping that produced little burps.

“That’s it, baby.” His voice was now a soothing tone.

It was the third time this month I’d had the “drowning dream” and I was glad Johnny was here this time. This time was worse than any other time. I was scared I would’ve drowned if he hadn’t been with me. The coughing only came after I was able to pull the first gush of air into my lungs.

“You’ve got me scared to leave you alone,” Johnny said as he continued to rub my back through a sleep-induced haze.

“I’m okay,” I said in a breathless whisper. I was now sitting on the edge of the bed with my fists pressed deep into the mattress. “I need something to drink.” A cold glass of water would help to put out the fire burning in my throat.

“You want me to get it for you?”

I shook my head side to side. “No, I’ve got it. You go back to sleep.”

I searched the floor for my favorite nightshirt that had gotten discarded earlier. I slipped off the bed and padded my way down the hall toward the front of the apartment to the kitchen; pulling the oversized blue shirt over my head. I grabbed a glass from the cabinet and almost dropped it due to the violent shake dance my hands were doing. I leaned on the counter to catch myself.

What in the hell is wrong with me?

A moment later I heard the faint squeak of my bedroom door as Johnny opened it wider. The sound of his heavy footsteps followed. He had come looking for me. The clock on the microwave illuminated a green glow; it was well after two in the morning.

“Why are you standing in the dark?”

I looked up at him. A picture of manly perfection. All six-point-five and three quarter inches of him. Beautiful chocolate—not the watered-down version either. Mahogany skin covered every inch of him; except for his ass and my favorite part—the mighty dick. Both of those areas were at least one—maybe two—shades darker.

Johnny stood a few feet from me in all his glory. A smile crossed my face as I slowly took inventory of what I’d been getting for the past ten months. He was definitely packing. As Aunt Mae would say, “Cock Diesel, baby!” Most importantly, he knew what to do with it. Don’t you hate it when a man has all the right equipment, but doesn’t have a clue what to do with it? Hmm, not Johnny. He’d taken me to new heights sexually. The things he’d taught me had given me a newfound respect for not only my body, but the female body in general! That chant, “Use what we got, to get what we want,” has an entire new meaning now. To think, all this time I thought I was really doing something.

The burning sensation in my throat reminded me why I was standing in my kitchen leaning against the sink in the wee hours of the morning.

“You coming back to bed soon?”

I opened the fridge and grabbed the Brita water pitcher. With each swallow of the cold water the heat calmed and so did I. I placed the empty glass in the sink and held my head down for a second. I could feel Johnny as he moved closer to me. His hand was on my back, rubbing me.

“All better now?”

“I’m fine. Just needed something to drink.”

I coughed and then turned to him. He grabbed my hand and led me back to the bedroom. Johnny climbed in on his side while I walked around to mine. He slid over after I got in, pulling me into his massive, muscular chest.

“Same dream?”

“Yeah. This time we were further out. The more I tried to breathe, the more water I swallowed.” I coughed from the thought of it.

“I don’t know, baby. Maybe you should go talk to someone. There’s got to be a reason why you’re having them; especially so suddenly.”

I stared at the window again. Listened as the nothingness stirred around outside. No sound that would let on we were only forty-five or so minutes away from the city known for never sleeping.

What could this shit mean?

I could feel my eyelids grow heavy. As scared as I was to close them, I knew it was a losing battle. Johnny pulled me back far enough into him so my backside was up against his midsection. I could feel the onset of an erection.

“Do you see what time it is?”

“Umm, hmm,” was his response.

“Then you know we have to be up in about three hours?”

He lifted my hair off my neck and kissed it. Kissed it softly over and over. Was hitting my spot and knew it. I pushed my backside deeper into him. I couldn’t resist him when he did anything near my neck or back. Something about being rubbed ever so softly on those sections of my body turned me on in an unnatural kind of way.

I felt the proverbial poke. The poke that let me know he was ready to do bed battle.

“Umm,” I moaned. The arch in my back got deeper. Gone were the thoughts of sleep and bad dreams.

“You know I’m trying to make up for lost time,” he whispered into my ear.

“Oh, you’ve done that and more in the span of one night.” I thought about how long and hard he’d loved me earlier that night.

“You want me to stop then?”

I rolled over so we were facing one another. I loved his athletic physique. His thighs looked to have enough power to crush a man. His biceps resembled small mountains. And his dick…well, it was something to be admired. The first time I saw him with no clothes on I was damn near scared enough to back out. Get up and put my clothes back on and tell him it was nice knowing ya. I kept asking myself, How in the hell am I going to be able to take all of that?! And he wasn’t even completely hard at the time! But once my juices began to flow; my pussy became a nice-fitting glove for him.

Hungrily, he savored my lips as if they were his life support system. “Umm, baby. I’ve been thinking about you all day,” he moaned.

“I see. You wanted your pussy, huh?”

“Don’t I always?”

He licked a circle around my nipple before submerging it into his mouth. He knew it was another move that drove me wild. Once he realized the nectar he sought was flowing from the well, he wasted no time in going to take a drink.

Johnny was a master with his tongue. He ate my pussy so good, I don’t think I’ll ever be able to let another man go down on me for fear they would never live up to him. Johnny could do tricks I’d never seen or felt a man do before. He would roll and twist his tongue around down there and drive me damn near wild. After a good five minutes I was begging him to fuck me before I exploded. But it was never quite done until he had my clit at attention.

“Without working the clit it’s all a waste of time,” he would say. And Johnny never liked to waste any of his time. Not one time did I ever get up dissatisfied.

When my left leg began to shake and the arch in my back pushed my chest as far as it would go, he knew I was good and prepared.

“Yeah, Baby. You’re ready for me now.”

He took his powerful thighs and opened my legs wide as he took the head of his dick and spread my juices around.

“You want it, don’t you, Baby?” he asked, as he inserted the head slowly. “Tell me how much you want it, Baby.”

“You know how bad I want it. Don’t make me flip you over and take it,” I said breathlessly.

“Oh no, Baby. I’m in control of things. I’m gonna give you exactly what you want. What you need.” He scooped my legs over the crooks of his arms and brought my body up into position. With a long, hard thrust he entered me and pulled back out only to repeat it again, and again. Rocking me slowly until he got into the right groove. He picked up the tempo once my body had been repositioned into another fulfilling position. The sound of our skin making contact echoed throughout the room. Johnny leaned down and began to feed me his thick, luscious tongue.

I looked down at the contrasting colors of our skin. His deep chocolate against my a’ latté. We would have a beautiful little brown baby if we were to mix the two.

Johnny took his finger and vigorously rubbed my clit. My left leg began to shake again. That all too familiar feeling began to creep in. The contracting of my vaginal wall muscles locked down hard on Johnny as he continued to do his part.

“Baby…baby…baby…”

“Yeah, Baby, that’s it. I want you to come for me,” he coaxed as he continued to rub my clit.

I couldn’t get my mouth to work. The harder he pumped, the louder my moans got. Right when I thought I wouldn’t be able to take anymore, my legs bucked tight and he knew he’d done his job once again. I thrust my middle toward him and wrapped my legs around him tightly as my pussy continued to skeet and contract around Johnny’s shaft. The haze. The beautiful haze had come into my head and had me floating. You know you’ve been fucked good when you feel like you’re having an out-of-body experience.

Still unable to talk, I threw my arms around Johnny’s neck as he passionately kissed my neck down to my nipples. This caused me to come a little harder. I slowly let go of my many grips on his body and lay back on the bed. He pulled out of me and looked down at his work.

“Damn, Baby, you starting to skeet further than me.” He smiled, then took two of his fingers and swirled them around in my cream and placed them in his mouth.

“Sweet as always.” He got up and went to the bathroom and came back with a warm washcloth. As was our routine, he carefully cleaned me up and then went to the bathroom to wipe himself down afterward. He grabbed the open condom wrapper from the floor where it had been tossed and headed back to the bathroom.

Practicing safe sex was a must. We’d both been tested before our first encounter, but I still wasn’t ready to go straight-up raw. While the primary safety precaution was catching a disease, catching a baby was running a close second. I had no intentions of being anyone’s baby mama if I could help it.

Slowly, blissful sleep began to take over. Forgotten was the fearful dream. Good sex and contentment had replaced it. I would sleep soundly the remaining two hours and however many minutes I had left.








CHAPTER 2



ASIA

The buzz of people moving about and ringing phones had faded into silence in the office. Four-thirty was quitting time at Xposure. We liked to give our people a head start on the other commuters in the city. 2001 had turned out to be a very good year for us in all aspects. From our business to personal lives. Seven months into the new year and we were well ahead of where we were the year before. The ladies of Xposure PR & Event Planning had become the “Go To” girls in the industry. Being tied to Chance Productions had its perks, but we’d more than proved ourselves with the handling of the many events we’d been involved with since the premiere last year for Alex’s company. For the record, the movie was a blockbuster hit, but the success was overshadowed by other things.

I was finishing up my last call of the day. A few last-minute details that needed to be taken care of for an event slated to happen the following weekend. This weekend was a free one. Johnny and I had made plans to hang out with Yani and Alex tomorrow night. But tonight was “Girl’s Night Out.” The one day in the week we all got together to talk shit and enjoy a few drinks while we caught up with each other.

After ending the call with my contact at the hotel, I punched in Johnny’s number down at the precinct.

“Detective Johnson,” he bellowed.

“Well hello, Detective Johnson. How’s your day going?” I adjusted the hands-free headpiece so I could hear him better.

“Hello, Ms. Fenton. I’m having a good day, considering I spend my day looking for hardened criminals. How’d your meeting go?” He’d replaced his hard no-nonsense voice with the smooth baritone I’d grown fond of.

“We got the account.”

“That sounds like an invitation for a celebration.”

“I know. I was thinking we could go to Caroline’s tomorrow night.”

“Caroline’s? What’s going on there?”

“There’s a comedian I really like and he’s going to be there.” I could hear Yani heading my way.

“So, what’d ya think?”

“I’m in. What’s his name?”

“Whose name?”

“The comedian.”

“Oh, Teddy Carpenter.” I laughed about our brief Abbott and Costello moment.

“Teddy Carpenter? Is he new on the scene?”

Yani stuck her head in and pointed at her watch. I waved her off. Told her without opening my mouth I knew what time it was and I was coming.

“Now see, if you were a true Def Comedy Jam fan you wouldn’t be asking me that question.”

“I’ve watched more than my share of Def Comedy Jam and I think it’s pretty hard to remember each and every comedian who was ever on there.”

“Well he’s the comedian from D.C. The one who said he lived in a black house, in a black neighborhood, and drove a black car?” I sat back deeper into the chair.

“Hmm, it’s not clicking for me right now.”

“You know. He would talk about how much he loved being with big girls.”

“You mean the one who did the skit with the chick standing behind him? Where she had her arms hooked through his and did the hand movements for what he was saying? When it got to the end she grabbed his nuts?”

“That’s him. I love him. He’s so funny.” I was laughing at the thought of the girl’s hesitation to actually grab Teddy; until he said the line again. She was a good sport about it.

“Yeah, dude’s mad funny. You’re going to call and make sure we can get in? You know you’re the bigshot with all the connections.”

“Okay, Mr. Big Time Detective. You’ve got more pull in this town than me.” We both laughed.

“Well, it’s Friday. My sister’s standing here with her hands on her hips and attitude on her face. I need to get going.” I shut down my computer and put my Palm Pilot back in my purse.

“Am I going to see you tonight?”

“If you want to.”

Yani stepped out. I figured she was going to grab her things from her office.

“Of course I want to. I’d love to walk through the door and into the bedroom and find you waiting for me in your birthday suit.”

“Butt-booty-naked? Umm, that sounds tempting, but you know tonight is about the girls.”

“I know. Just a wish.”

“We could have a repeat of last night. Maybe pick up a can of whip cream.” I let out a low moan.

“You better get going.” I could hear the sound of papers rustling in the background. He had changed gears on me. His voice was back to a no-nonsense tone.

“What’s going on? You rushing me off the phone now?”

“Remember, I’m at the office?”

“So am I.”

“I’m not sitting in a plush ass office like you. The privacy factor doesn’t exist here. I’m in a room full of other people with a simple cubicle wall dividing us. Even though I spend a lot time with them, I don’t want them staring at me with a rock hard dick.”

“I’ll let you off the hook then. See you later?” I smiled as I visualized the bulge that was surely growing in his pants.

“That’s a definite yes.”

Our playful banter was always sprinkled with sexual undertones. I laughed and hung up the phone. I turned off the light in my office and walked down to Yani’s. She was slipping into her shoes.

“Squared everything away with Mr. Lover Man?”

“What would I need to square away? Johnny knows the deal. Friday nights are for the girls.”

“That’s good to know. You ready?” She grabbed her purse off her desk.

“I’m only going to have a drink or two; then I’m out.”

“All right now. You know what Mama used to say about making a man your world. When he leaves it you cease to exist. Don’t learn the hard way like I did.”

“Johnny’s not the reason I’m leaving early.”

“Asia, don’t try and play me. I know getting home to Daddy Good Dick is all you can think about right now. It’s only one night a week we all get together. Don’t go changing things up ’cause you got a man now.” She turned off the light in her office.

“It’s been a really busy week and I’m tired.” While I was tired, the thought of surprising Johnny was tempting.

“Let’s get going then. Wouldn’t want to make you hang out with me any longer than you want to.” She grabbed her bag and walked out ahead of me.

“Whatever, Yani.”



“Hey, Linda!” We exchanged yuppie air kisses. Yani repeated the same motions when she moved on to her.

Linda looked cute and carefree in the sassy, pink, Baby Phat wife-beater and denim skirt with the lighter faded V piece in the front that fell right at her knees. The pink, sexy, wrap sandals with three-inch heels were the finishing touch to her outfit.

“How are things at the office? Still busy?”

“Things couldn’t be better. How about you? People still traveling; even though the economy seems to be ready to take a nosedive?” Yani asked.

“Business is still booming,” she said as she removed her heavy black plastic shades and slid them back onto the tight ponytail that fell just below her shoulders.

We tried to meet somewhere different every week. Last week it was Justin’s, this week the Shark Bar. Tucked away on Amsterdam between 74th & 75th. Half a flight above street level. The hole-in-the-wall was known as a mecca for soul food cuisine.

We made our way through the throng of people. The expected crowd. Yani had called in for the reservations on Monday so we’d be able to walk in and avoid the inevitable wait.

Brina had been relentlessly talking about the place for the past two weeks. We knew we’d end up there when it became her week to pick the spot.

The bar was overflowing with the after-work crowd. A bunch of attractive, well-dressed people. A sea of black, navy blue, and charcoal gray suits. Male and female. They all seemed to be patiently waiting for the hostess to announce their names. Inviting them to come partake of the infamous soul roll—filled with chicken, black-eyed peas, and collards. The Louisiana deep-fried crab cakes were more my thing. With an order of BBQ grilled shrimp to accompany it, I was good to go. I never ordered food at restaurants that I could make at home. So if white people wanted to know if “Black people eat a lot of chicken” for real, they wouldn’t be able to tell by examining my plate.

The intimate setting of the dining room held more bodies as we were escorted to our table. More than a few recognizable faces dotted the room. If you were into being seen and wanted to feel like you were somehow a part of the “Who’s Who” crowd, this was the place you wanted to be. That’s one of the main reasons Brina chose it. She’d been checking for a new Knicks player and they were well known for coming in here.

“Where’s Brina?” Yani asked.

“She’s on her way. She called me before I left the office.” Linda slid into her seat.

“Tracey will be your server tonight,” the hostess announced as she handed out menus. “You ladies have a good night.” After a slight bow of the head she was off to seat the next group.

“What are you ladies drinking tonight?” Linda asked as she browsed the menu.

“I’d like a Cosmo. What about you, Asia? Maybe a Black Screw would do you some good,” Yani jokingly said.

“You’re so funny. I’m going to the bathroom. I need a break from the peanut gallery.” I rolled my eyes at Yani as I stood up.

“I’ll walk with you. I’ve been holding my water all the way here.” Linda tucked her handbag underneath her arm and stood behind me.

“Don’t worry, Asia, I’ll have some more when you get back.” Yani licked her tongue out at me playfully as she reached in her bag for her cell.

“Can’t go an hour without calling to check in?”

“I’m not checking in. I need to talk to my husband about something important before I forget. Plus I need to check on the kids.”

“That’s checking in,” Linda and I said in unison.

“Fine. I won’t call then.” She snapped her cell shut.

“Yani, don’t mind us. Go ahead and make your call and we’ll be right back.” Linda pulled me off toward the direction of the bar.

“What’s up with that?”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing? Seemed like something to me.”

“You can’t help it, can you?”

“I sure can’t. I’m nosey and proud of it. Stop being a bitch and tell me what’s going on with you.”

We pushed our way past the crowded bar.

“How do you know it’s me with the problem? Why didn’t you ask if something was going on with Yani?”

“Because I know you, Asia Fenton, and something isn’t right. You’re giving Yani much attitude. So talk.” She spun around and stared into my face, with her hand on her hip in a defiant stance.

“I don’t know, Linda. I was thinking about something that’s been going on with me. Plus Yani was irking me with the lil’ smart remarks about Johnny before we left the office.”

“You’re not having second thoughts about turning down his proposal again? He seems to be moving at an above normal pace, but Johnny’s a good guy.”

“No that’s not it. I’m crazy about him.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

“We’ll talk about it once we get back to the table. I’m not about to talk freely while we’re surrounded by strangers. You never know who might be listening.” I scanned the faces of the numerous females who had congregated in the ladies room.

Linda’s head followed the same route. “Oh, okay.”

We took our place in line. A few minutes later we were back at the table. Before my butt touched the leather of the seat, Linda was on me to spill it.

“It’s nothing big. I’ve been having this crazy dream lately.”

“About?”

“I fall into the water while I’m out on a boat. I struggle to get back to the boat and Johnny’s staring down at me. His hand’s stretched out for me, but I’m slowly starting to sink. The dream’s so real, I can actually feel myself drowning; taking in water and all. I always wake up to difficult breathing. Coughing wildly. I always wake up right before I’m about to die. I don’t know what to make of it.”

I stopped playing with the corner of the napkin in my lap and looked up at them.

“How long has this been going on?”

I was about to answer Yani when the waitress came to the table. Yani had ordered our drinks during our trip to the ladies room.

“Who has the Apple Martini?”

I raised my hand and patted the space in front of me. The waitress sat the bright green liquid in front of me and handed off the other drinks—a Cosmo for Yani and Watermelon Martini for Linda.

“Whenever the last person in your party gets here, I’ll come and get their drink order, Mrs. Chance.”

“Thanks, Tracey.”

“I’ll be back with that soul roll and order of crab cakes in a few.” The overly friendly waitress walked away.

While I’d heard the food was supreme, I’d been told the service at the Shark Bar always left a little to be desired. I guessed she’d just started working there.

“So, how long?” Yani looked at me and waited for me to continue.

I shrugged my shoulders and looked down into the fancy glass in front of me. “Not too long, but I’ve had it three times this month already.”

“Is that the only time you have this dream?” Yani asked.

“When?” I took a sip.

“When Johnny’s there? Does it seem like those are the nights when you have the dream?”

I shook my head and then took a nice slow sip before answering. “No, he was only there last night. He knows about them though.”

“Umm,” Yani said and took a sip from her drink.

“Umm? You say that like you know something.”

“I’m not saying I know something; per se. I’m thinking it may have something to do with Johnny. Maybe it doesn’t.”

“Girl, don’t be ridiculous.” I waved her off.

“Wait a minute now. Hear me out.”

I rolled my eyes and looked over at Linda who was all ears.

“Maybe you were looking for Johnny to be your savior after the mess with Hayden and he hasn’t done that. You’re still dealing with a man whose time is being dominated by something other than you. While Johnny’s attentive, you only get his time when his job allows it.”

Linda looked at me and then back at Yani.

“That’s it? That’s the best you could come up with?” she asked incredulously.

“What do you mean, the best I could come up with? Doesn’t it make sense to you?” Yani took a long sip from her drink; draining the contents completely.

“You need to slow down with the drinks. That’s what makes sense to me,” I said.

Linda and I laughed. Yani threw her hand up to signal the waitress who was passing by.

“Can you get me another one?”

She grabbed the glass from Yani’s hand.

“Another Cosmo coming right up.”

“You do remember you have to drive home?”

“How many times do I have to remind you that I’m a grown ass woman? I know my limits. Tonight it’s four; or five. Depends on how strong the drinks are.” She turned her head and scanned the room.

“Here comes Brina.” Yani threw up her hand and waved Brina in our direction.

“Hello, divas.” She came around to each one of us and placed an air-cheek kiss on both sides of our faces.

“What took you so long to get here? You’re the one who picked this place.”

“Uh, excuse me. Unlike you, I happen to work for someone else.” She rolled her eyes at me. Her attitude didn’t reflect the prim and proper business attire—a pewter-colored A-line skirt with matching jacket—she was wearing. When she was with us you’d never guess she was a paralegal at a top law firm.

“That’s not my fault. Sounds like you need to do something about it if you’re that unhappy.”

“No one said I was unhappy. I happen to love my career.”

“Then stop complaining about our complaining.”

I could see Yani trying to give her a signal.

“What’s that about?” I asked Yani.

“What?”

I mimicked the hand movements she’d done to Brina. “That.”

“Brina, your girlfriend here is in bitch mode today. So consider yourself warned. Better yet, ignore her.” Yani and Linda laughed. Brina looked confused.

“You know what? I can take me and my bad mood and go home.”

“If you’re ready to leave, say you want to leave. Don’t sit here trying to look for a good enough reason to go.”

“I’m not looking for a reason to leave…”

Yani threw her hand up to silence me.

“Back to what I was saying.” I reeled back a bit in my chair and looked at her. I couldn’t believe she’d cut me off, as if I was unimportant. “Your ass is still losing out to a man and a situation.”

The waitress returned with Yani’s drink and took Brina’s order.

“Whatever, Yani. I need to talk to your mother-in-law so she can help me out. Yvonna was right on the mark with that dream about you and…”

Yani took a huge gulp of her drink this time. I could’ve kicked myself for bringing it up. We’d done our best to treat it; almost as if it had never happened. It had taken two months for her to stop crying about it. The loss of Angel at the hands of Jarrin had almost crippled Yani with grief. While Alex had also gone through his own time of mourning, he had to put it behind him sooner; so he could help Yani. Between him, the kids, and the support of the women who loved her—Mama, Carmen, and me—she came out of it fine.

“Oh, I have some good news I wanted to share,” Linda said, keeping the conversation moving. “There’s another conference for travel agents coming up for Carnival. This time we can bring up to five guests with us at a fraction of the cost. Are you guys up to it?”

“Girl, tell me when to pack my bags,” Brina replied.

We all laughed.

“We know you’re not going to let an opportunity like this pass,” I teased her.

“Who would? Hmph, you can act big money if you want, but a sistah like me is always looking for a hook-up.”

“We know,” we replied in unison.

My cell phone rang. I pulled it out of my purse and checked the caller ID. Johnny’s name flashed across the screen. I hit the talk button.

“Hello?”

“Hey. I wanted to know if you’re planning on coming over here tonight. Since you’re already in the city, you can drive here instead of going all the way out to Canarsie.”

“You don’t have to make up excuses why I should come over. Say the word and I’m there.” I smiled as I thought about seeing him.

“Bitch, get off the phone! He knows Fridays are ours!” Brina yelled loud enough for Johnny to hear her.

He chuckled. “Looks like I have to wait my turn.”

“I’m just like, so popular,” I said in my best Valley Girl impersonation.

“How much longer will you be?”

“I don’t know. We haven’t ordered our food.” I glanced down at my watch. It was only a quarter to seven.

“I’ll hit the video store on my way in. Anything you want to see?”

“Whatever you pick is fine.”

“All right then. I’ll let you get back to your girls before they curse me out.”

“Bye, sweetie.” I shook my head and hung up the phone; a slight smile on my face.

“Are you leaving?”

I glared at Yani like she’d grown another head. “No!”

“You’ve been in a funky mood most of the evening, then you get the call from DGD, and now you’re smiling.”

“DGD?” I asked. Linda and Brina were both as confused as me.

“Daddy Good Dick. Damn, get with the program, ladies.” She took another sip from her glass.

“Girl, what movie did that come from?” Linda asked.

“None. She’s been trying her hand at quirky acronyms. She thinks it’s cute.” I gave her a look of warning.

“Oh, please. You’re the damn queen of acronyms, Ms. ‘I know you’re not taking DBPs.’ Now you tell me, who would sit down and think of some shit like that.” We all laughed at Yani. It was the question I’d asked when she was wasting time waiting for Jarrin.

“DBPs? What’s that?” Brina looked over at me; confused.

“Dumb Bitch Pills,” Linda responded before I had the chance.

“Oh. Okay.”

Linda gave me that knowing look. Sometimes we wondered if Brina had her own special supplier of DBPs; especially when it came to the men she often dated. That’s a whole ’nother story.

“For your information, Ms. Yani…”

“Remember, I’m the oldest, so watch what you say.” She had her finger up as a warning.

“You’re the one…” I thought about the smart remark she’d said. “What the hell does that have to do with anything?”

“Just thought you needed reminding. I know how forgetful you are when it comes to who’s the oldest and the respect you should show me.”

“For your information, Ms. Instigator, I wasn’t about to say anything about leaving. Hell, I was checking my watch and wanted to know why he was calling me. Our night is just getting started. And being the oldest doesn’t automatically entitle you to respect.”

“Be honest with us. You know you can’t keep your mind off dick for a couple of hours.”

“You need to shut up, Yani. I know you’re not talking.”

“Yes, I am. I keep telling you, you better remember what Mama used to say.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

“Girl, we’re not stupid. We know your man is a cop…”

“Detective,” I corrected her.

“Oooohh, detective. Excuse me for breathing.” She rolled her eyes. “Anyway, like I said earlier, the detective’s job keeps him from being able to spend the time you want. He’s off tonight and y’all want to spend some quality time together. But when he’s not around you’re hanging with us.” Yani picked her drink up and finished it off.

“Wait a minute. I know this bitch here isn’t putting us down for a man. As much as she loves to throw up in your face about not dropping your girls when you get a man. I know that’s not what we’re talking about here?” Brina asked. “Besides, we hang once a week. Is it really going to kill you to be away from him for a couple of hours at the most?”

“Look, I’m fine. Yani’s the one trying to make it into something more.” I rolled my eyes at Yani yet again.

“Don’t try to blame this on me.” She placed her empty glass on the table and waved her hand to signal the waitress on the other side of the room.

“Damn, you drank that like it was water.”

“So, stop worrying about me. I’m…”

“Yeah, we know…you’re grown.” Linda and I laughed.

“Back to you wanting to run home to your man. We’ve already lost Cheryl from our circle. Got herself a man…”

“A piece of man at that,” Yani blurted out.

“But a man,” Linda pointed out.

“And now she’s put us down completely. It’s been three months since we last saw her on a Monday, let alone a Friday night.” Brina turned her head as something caught her eye; distracting her attention from our conversation.

“Oh, my God. Look at that fine specimen of a man,” Linda said as a Morris Chestnut lookalike walked by on the other side of the room.

“Umm, umm, umm. If I wasn’t married, I’d try and get a taste of that chocolate.” Yani licked her lips as she closely watched him walk by our table. Shocked the hell out of us when she stuck her hand out and pretended to palm his ass.

“Yani?!” we all said.

“What? I’m still a woman. Being married simply changes your options. Don’t trip.” She flung her hand in the air and waved us off, then turned to give Mr. Chocolate one last look before he disappeared into the crowd of people standing near the bar.

“You’re really feeling those drinks. Maybe you need to chase it with some water.” I pushed the water glass closer to her.

“And you don’t have to remind us, you’re the oldest. Everyone in here can tell you’re the oldest by looking at you.” I laughed.

“Cute, Asia.”

“Can we cut the sibling rivalry act and get our night started? I’m starving and we haven’t glanced at the menu yet.” Linda picked up her menu and urged the rest of us to do so.

My cell phone rang again. I looked around the table.

“Don’t look at us,” Yani said as she kissed the rim of her glass and took a long sip.

The phone rang again.

“Aren’t you going to answer it?”

“Not right now. I’ll check it later.”

“Don’t sit up here trying to prove something to us,” Linda threw in.

“I’m not trying to prove anything to anyone.”

“Girl, I ain’t mad at you. Hell, if I had that dark chocolate teddy bear waiting at home for me, I’d be trying to get home to him, too.”

“Mind your business, Brina.”

“Since we’re all girls, I thought your business was also my business.”

“It’s only your business when it has to do with someone hurting me. Other than that, I can handle it.”

A few hours later I was sitting in front of Johnny’s building thinking about all that had been said that night. Was I losing myself in this man? Was I making him my life and my world as I vied for his full attention?

I thought about Yani’s remark about having firsthand experience. Jarrin had been the Alpha and the Omega in her life. Nothing mattered but what he wanted. It seemed at one point, every sentence she spoke always started with Jarrin and ended with him. While I knew Johnny loved me and I him, I was conscious to be careful not to tread through that water.

I took a deep breath, then opened my car door. He’d given me a key three months ago which I used to open the lobby door. I stood in front of the door to his second-floor walkup and looked down at the key in my hand. He’d been trying for months to talk me into moving in with him, but I was too in love with Brooklyn to relocate to Harlem. I don’t care how much more convenient it was to work and my hangouts.

I slowly opened the door. “Hello?” The apartment was quiet and dark. I felt along the wall for the light switch and walked further in after locking the door behind me. I looked around the kitchen, then made a beeline to the bathroom as I felt a sharp tingle that prompted me to take the first step of the pee-pee dance. I bounced around on the tips of my toes until I could pull my pants down without wetting myself. I hate to get into a “tight squeeze” but I knew it wouldn’t take me long to get here and decided to wait. After I finished relieving myself, I was standing at the sink washing my hands when I noticed something floating around in the tub. At first sight, I was ready to break out, but upon better inspection I noticed the floating objects were beautiful pink, red and yellow rose petals in what had to be cold water now.

I walked out and headed down the hall to Johnny’s bedroom.

“Baby? Where are you?” I peeped into his room where I found him stretched out across his king-sized bed with the remote clutched tightly in his right hand. I knew he was up from the moment my key was inserted into the lock. A detective? He sees and hears everything. Since he wanted to play, I decided to go along with the charade.

“Aww, look at my big baby.” Just the sight of him made me go soft.

I bent over and kissed him on his slightly parted lips. He stirred and his eyes fluttered open. He was laying it on thick.

“You couldn’t wait?” I said in a sultry voice that let him know what I had on my mind.

“Hey,” he said as he stretched. He reached out for me and pulled me onto his bare chest. “I thought you were going to be here an hour ago.”

“I didn’t tell you that. Besides, we got into a deep conversation and I lost track of time. What happened with the movie?” I sat up and moved to the edge of the bed.

“I fell asleep. I knew you’d wake me up when you came in.” He leaned up on his elbow and hit the power button on the remote. The blue light from the television lit up the room.

“Did you eat anything?” I stood up and walked toward the door.

“I picked up some chicken on the way home.”

“You want something sweet?” I was walking out the door to the kitchen. I placed the white box on the counter and cut the strings away.

“What’s that?” Johnny asked as he came up behind me.

“A special treat for my special guy.”

He looked at the box carefully. He smiled at recognition of the name on it.

“You went all the way down to Veniero’s?”

“Don’t trip. I know how much you love these and I had a taste for one. No big deal.” I shrugged my shoulders and continued to open the box and removed the strawberry shortcake.

Johnny grabbed a couple of plates and forks and handed me the cake cutter I’d given him as a gift. I was big on having the right gadgets in the kitchen.

“Oh, now I see,” he said.

“See what?” I cut a nice-sized piece for him and a much smaller one for me.

“You’re trying to butter me up so I’ll give you some of my stuff.”

“Your stuff?” I turned and looked at him.

“You know, my stuff.” He gestured toward his midsection. Grabbing a handful of his crotch, I could see he was definitely willing to give me some.

“Oh, so now I have to butter you up to get some?” I seductively licked off the icing I’d managed to get on my finger.

“Naw, baby. All you have to do is ask.”

“Ask?”

“I meant…”

“Have your cake now. Then we’ll see about what else I’m willing to let you eat later.” I smiled and placed a forkful of cake in his mouth. It had been hanging open since the licking of the icing.

“Let me hurry up and finish this slice so I can…”

“Take your time. There’s no rush. I’ll be here all night.” I slowly brought another fork of cake to his mouth.

He leaned down and kissed me.

“Oh, and I have some things in mind I’d like to do to you.” He gave me a seductive stare and then winked.

Oh, tonight was going to be a real marathon event and I was looking forward to every minute of it.








CHAPTER 3



YANI

“Do you think that’s fair, Yani?”

“What do you mean, fair? Was it fair that she was fucking him and he was my husband? Was it fair for her to disregard me and my children when she decided to run off with him? Now all of a sudden I should be worried about being fair and embrace her and her kids with open arms? I don’t think so, honey.”

“Look, all I’m saying is maybe you should give the kids that choice. I think they should be the ones to make that decision. They are their siblings.”

“As far as I’m concerned, they’re nothing more than Jarrin’s lil’ bastard children. I can’t believe we’re even having this conversation. After all the shit he put us through—and that does include you in that us—you’re here telling me to put it behind me and deal with the woman and children he chose over me and my children.”

“That’s not what I’m saying, baby.”

“Then what exactly are you saying? ’Cause that’s exactly what I’m hearing.” I placed my hand on my hip for more emphasis. I didn’t want him to misinterpret my feelings one iota on this subject. He had pushed into uncharted water on this one.

Alex looked at me sincerely as he searched for the right words to say next. I went back to making the bed. He went on his side and joined me. After watching me beat the shit out of the pillows to fluff them back up—more so to take out the anger I was going through—Alex finally said something.

“Look, I have cousins who were never given the chance to know their brothers because their mother didn’t want them to have nothing to do with their father’s outside children. I remember how they felt once they found out. How betrayed they felt about the decision their mother had made without giving them the chance to state how they felt. I guess you can look at it as a woman who badmouths her baby’s daddy because she’s angry with him about the way they broke up. Or the situation he’s placed her in by not being there for their child like she feels he should be. Then when the kid grows up and gets a chance to know him, they see he wasn’t as bad as she claimed. They become resentful and take it out on her. Now you don’t want that, do you, honey?” He finished placing his pillows on the bed and came up behind me and grabbed me in a tight embrace. He kissed the side of my neck. I remained quiet for a moment. After everything Nat and Jay had been through, I definitely didn’t want to be the source of adding anything else.

At sixteen, Nat was extremely mature and probably knew more about the trifling acts of her father than I cared to think. But Jay was my baby and I wasn’t sure if his twelve-year-old mind could handle any more when it came to Jarrin.

“It seems like Jarrin is haunting me; even from the grave.”

“He’s not haunting you, baby.”

“You’re not the one faced with a decision like this…”

“I’m here with you. I’m faced with it, too. It’s not like I’m going to disappear when they come over.” He turned me around to face him. “I told you I would love you forever—no matter what—and I meant that.” He ran his finger along the side of my face as he searched my eyes.

I looked away from him. “I have to give it some more thought, sweetie, before I can make a decision. You have to understand the hurt I felt when I first saw those kids. He duplicated our family.” My tone pleaded with him to understand how I was feeling.

“Okay, okay. I’m not going to push you on it. You go ahead and give it all the thought you need. But remember there are four young lives hanging in the balance here. These kids never asked to come here. Not one of them asked to be in the situation they’ve been put in.” He kissed me lightly on the lips. I placed my head on his chest.
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