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Vegas Nights










Damn, Nina, how much of that shit did you put in his drink?”




“Same amount as usual. Why?”




“ ’Cause his ass looks dead.”




Nina glanced at the middle-aged white man lying across the bed. He was in a deep sleep from the mickey she’d slipped him less than thirty minutes ago. “Kennedy, ain’t nothing wrong with that man. He looks like that ’cause he drank everything the bar had to offer! Just hurry and finish wiping everything down. We can’t afford to get sloppy now.”




“I’m through wiping. You hurry up and crack that safe so we can get that shit and be out.”




Nina tried but couldn’t crack the code to the hotel-room safe.




Kennedy was becoming impatient. “Look, Nina, fuck whatever is in that safe. We got his Rolex and four thousand cash. We need to go ship this shit and catch our flight!”




“Ken, I’ve always told you patience is a virtue,” Nina said calmly, never taking her eyes from the safe.




“Haven’t you noticed I’m not big on virtues?”




“Besides, I know this old bastard got way more paper in this safe. You should have seen how much he was spending on chips—about ten Gs a table. His bar tab was a G and he paid everything in cash.”




Nina continued to give her full attention to the safe. She looked like a high-fashion runway model, not a hustler and part-time scam artist. All five feet ten inches of her was slim but curvy in the right places. Her 36D cups were perfect for the knee-length red Valentino tube dress that she was wearing. Her legs were especially beautiful in the Manolo Blahnik stilettos. The rich white Vegas gamblers couldn’t keep their eyes off her smooth chocolate skin and her shoulder-length jet-black hair.




Once she had worked her way into their rooms, Nina would slip them a mickey while her cousin robbed the gamblers blind.




Kennedy was the mastermind behind the scheme. At twenty-two, she was a genius at crime. If it had been a major in college, she would have graduated summa cum laude.




She’d come up with this particular scheme after the ATF and DEA had raided them. The only thing that had kept Kennedy and Nina from going to state or federal prison was that thirty minutes before the raid, they had been robbed. Nina’s boys’ father and his brother had hit them for four kilos and all of their firearms. After everything was over, Kennedy considered the robbery to have been a blessing.




Kennedy looked on, aggravated, as Nina continued to try to crack the safe’s code.




Nina exhaled. “There, I did it. Told you, ma, just be easy.” As she pulled the safe’s door open she could not believe what she was seeing. She covered her mouth with a gloved hand to keep from screaming.




Kennedy slid off the bar stool and walked toward her cousin to see what the excitement was about. “Nina, what is it?”




“Yo, it must be fifty Gs in here! And, Ken, look at this black bag. It looks like diamonds, ma.”




“Nigga, let me see! Damn, it’s like thirty loose stones in here. This nigga must be a criminal himself. Come on, bag all this up. Let’s be out.”
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Kennedy drove back to their hotel on the outskirts of Las Vegas. She was tired and weary; they had checked in four days earlier. That meant four days of not much sleep and no play.




The night before, she had worked three different casino hotels, getting four different men for their loot. She had cleared forty-five thousand dollars in cash and jewelry. She’d worn a black Gucci minidress. Now she was wearing a white tee and cutup jean shorts with a crispy white pair of uptowns to replace the Jimmy Choo stilettos. Her beautiful makeup job was gone. Her long reddish-brown hair was pulled back into a neat ponytail. Her lips were covered only by a hint of MAC Lip Glass.




Kennedy had to take No-Doz to stay awake while driving. Nina had already fallen into a deep sleep. Kennedy thought about playing a prank to get her up but decided to let her cousin sleep for the remaining thirty minutes of the ride. Kennedy thought,Nina did a wonderful job tonight. She was determined to get that safe open.




After what felt like an eternal thirty minutes, they arrived at the hotel.




“Yo, Nina, get up. We’re here. Come on, it’s six-fifteen already.”




Without opening her eyes, Nina groggily responded, “Just let me sleep twenty more minutes.”




“No. Get up! We have to pack all this shit up, ship it, and get to the airport by nine forty-five. In case you forgot, our plane leaves at ten-fifty.”




Nina rose up from the reclined seat with an attitude and fresh drool on her face.




“All right, all right, damn! You get on my nerves. Everybody ain’t like you! I can’t stay up for forty-eight hours with no sleep.”




“Nina, I don’t want to hear that shit. You can sleep as long as you want when we get home.”




“Stop bugging, chick, I’m up.”




Inside the room, they got right to the job at hand. Kennedy lined souvenir vases with cash and jewelry. Nina carefully wrapped each one in tissue paper and plastic bubble before placing them in the box.




After they finished, Kennedy stood up and scanned the room to make sure nothing had been left behind. “Is that everything, Nina?”




“Yeah, ma, that’s everything.”




“All right, then, we only have forty-five minutes to get ready. I’ll go ahead and get in the shower! I already have my clothes out.”




They finished dressing, packed the rented Suburban, and headed for UPS. Kennedy was glad to see the same black man who had been there each day, working the counter.




He had openly flirted with her, even though he was old enough to be her grandfather. He had even given her a discount on shipping. He began to smile now, revealing a gold crown, at the sight of Kennedy in a pair of tight Chloé jeans, a black halter top, and spike sandals. Her tanned red skin and her beautiful smile entranced him. With his husky voice, he greeted her. “Hey, young lady, I see you came back to see me.”




Showing her pearly whites, she responded, “And how are you this morning, sir?”




“I’m a lot better now that I’ve seen your pretty face. Now tell me, did you come back to take me up on my offer of marriage?” The greasy old man and his gold crown literally made Kennedy sick. But she played along with him, licking her lips and smiling as she answered. “Not this time, baby, but I will let you know next week.”




“Girl, you can have all my money.”




Kennedy thought to herself,I’d rather be broke.




She was tired of playing, so she got to the point. “I have to catch a flight to Louisiana, and I need to overnight these to my sisters in New York. I need to insure both boxes for ten thousand dollars apiece.”




“Damn, girl, what you got in the boxes, gold? You wanted the same amount on all those other boxes.”




“Only thing in those boxes is antique vases. Only reason I insure them for so much is because I know they won’t get messed up or stolen. If anything happens to them, someone will lose their job when United Parcel Service has to kick out ten Gs or more.”




“Well, look here, baby girl, just pay for the insurance. I won’t charge you for the shipping and handling.”




“Okay, that’s what’s up.”




She paid him and turned toward the door. As she walked away his eyes were fixed on her ass. He thought to himself,I’m going to have some of that sweet young thing.




When Kennedy approached the truck she saw Nina bending down in the seat. As she looked closer, she saw three white lines on Nina’s compact mirror and a rolled-up fifty-dollar bill up her nose. Her nostrils vacuumed the powder trails clean. Kennedy yanked the door open, jumped in.




“What the fuck are you doing?” she barked at Nina.




“Come on, Ken-Ken, with that self-righteous shit—”




Kennedy cut her off. “No, Nina! I don’t want to hear that shit. One, how can you even ride around with that shit knowing what we are out here doing? Come on, B, how fucking stupid is jeopardizing everything we came out here for over some fucking blow? Damn, bitch, are you twenty-nine or nineteen?”




Nina couldn’t believe how her baby cousin had just blown up at her. “Kennedy, it’s not that serious. I always have to toot a little powder before I get on the plane. You know I get nervous about flying.”




“That’s no excuse. You can get a doctor to prescribe you something for that. How long you been back on that shit? I thought you was clean.”




Tears welled up in Nina’s eyes as she thought back to a time when crack and heroin had ruled her every move. At the time, Kennedy was only eighteen, but she had helped Nina overcome her addiction after their entire family had given up on her. At twenty-two, she’d been strung-out with two kids. After nearly killing herself and her younger son, she checked into a twenty-eight-day program at a clinic.




No one had expected it to work; she had been there and done that so many times before. While Nina was away for that particular stretch of sobriety, Kennedy had gotten tired of hearing family members talking about Nina like she was some stranger in the street. They were the same people who had kept their hands open for a handout when Nina’s money was long.




Furthermore, she was just sick of seeing her older cousin, whom she admired so much, fading away. All of her life she had looked up to Nina: she liked the way Nina got her own paper. While most girls were begging boys for sneaker, doobie, and nail money, Nina was getting her hustle on. Kennedy had always thought that her cousin was the flyest chick in Harlem. Plus, Nina’s beautiful dark skin enhanced her beauty.




The heroin addict that Nina had turned into was someone whom Kennedy did not know. At the time, her once-meticulous cousin was wearing the same clothes for days on end. Her smooth chocolate skin had become blotchy and dry. Her long, thick hair became simply long and stringy.




At the end of the twenty-eight days, Kennedy had been there to pick her up. She moved into Nina’s house, cooked good meals for her, and took care of her sons. A year later, Nina was back on her feet and clean. She was even more beautiful and healthier than she’d been before the drugs.




She could not deny that Kennedy was one of the few people who loved her unconditionally. Now, as she sat in the Suburban, she knew her cousin was only barking on her out of true love. It had been three years since Nina had closed the book on that chapter of her life.




Nina snapped back to reality. “Ken-Ken, I swear I only toot every now and then. Only when I’m completely stressed or I’m about to fly. And I promise you I’m not fucking with that heroin.”




“Look, Nina, I love you no matter what, but I never want to see you go through that shit again. I’m not eighteen anymore. I don’t have the energy to go through that shit with you again. And what about your kids? Niko and Taylor are old enough to know now. And Madeline is only two. She needs you to be there for her.”




“Kennedy, I promise I’ll never go back to that again.”




“Aight, ma, whatever you say. But check this: whatever you got left, you need to toss it. I be damned if I get knocked for some petty blow shit.”















Home to Harlem










The ride to the airport and the flight home were silent: Kennedy was still upset about the blow. They picked up their luggage and caught the shuttle to the parking deck to pick up her X5.




Once they were on the highway, Nina broke the silence. “Kennedy, I said I was sorry, so can you kill the cold-shoulder act already?”




“Nina, I’m past that already. I’m quiet because I’m exhausted.”




“Well, what are you going to do tonight?”




“First, I’m going home and I’m going to sleep, and sleep, and sleep.”




“When are you going to Aunt Karen’s house to pick up the boxes?”




“Nina, I thought you were going to pick up everything.”




“I can’t. Once I pick up the truck, I have to drive all the way to Central Islip and pick up the kids from my stepmother’s.”




Kennedy was too tired to negotiate, so she gave in. “Well, I’ll just wait until tomorrow so that the packages we sent this morning will be there, too. Besides, I already have plans for tonight,” she said with a sneaky smile on her face.




Nina was curious about that smile. Everyone knew that Kennedy had not had a steady companion since she’d given birth to her son, Jordan, a year ago. “Ken-Ken, who do you have plans with?” Nina asked, still studying the expression on her cousin’s face.




“It ain’t nothing special. Hassan is coming over to hang with me.”




“Hassan who? The rapper from Lincoln Projects?”




“Yes, Nina, the same Hassan.”




“You still fucking him? Don’t he still go with that same girl he been with forever?”




Kennedy looked at Nina from the corner of her eye. “Yeah, why? You gonna call her or something?”




Nina rolled her eyes. “No, bitch, don’t play yourself. I’m just saying, you got mad niggas chasing you from everywhere, with crazy paper, trying to wife you. And you still fucking with this rapping nigga who got a bitch at home? Come on, what part of the game is that, ma?”




Kennedy felt her face turning red. She kept her eyes on the road. “Are you through?”




“What?”




“Are you through expressing your opinion on my life?”




“What are you talking about, Kennedy?”




“Look, ma. I like my relationship with Hassan. The rules are clear and defined. I know he got a girl. We don’t lie to each other about the obvious. You heard what Hova said:‘Our time together is our time together.’ And as far as all these niggas out here chasing me, they don’t want to do nothing but play with my mind. I’ve been through all the games before, and I ain’t for it now. Plus, I’m not trying to have no frivolous niggas around my son. I’ve been through too much. What you think I should do? Be like you and Cream? Well, that’s not the type of nigga I want in my cipher.”




Nina folded her arms across her chest and began moving her neck as she started speaking. “And what the fuck is that suppose to mean, Kennedy?”




“Ohplease, don’t play coy with me, ma. So what, you got a nigga at home! Are you happy with him? Tell me, are you? How can you be happy with a man who punches you in the face whenever you say something he doesn’t like? Or better yet, a nigga you caught fucking your best friend!”




An annoyed Nina finally interrupted Kennedy before she could go any further. “Please stop with all that bullshit you kicking! You making it sound worse than what it is. And so what he fucked that bitch? You see who he’s with. And don’t act like he just be hitting me for no reason because I do provoke him most of the time.”




Kennedy nearly crashed the truck from laughing so hard at Nina’s last comment. Nina was frozen, holding on to the dashboard. “Bitch, what is wrong with you?”




Kennedy, still laughing, replied, “I don’t want you to say anything else to me, just for saying that bullshit!”




“What bullshit?” Nina asked, looking bewildered.




“That stupid shit you just said about you be provoking him. Ma, you really sound like you suffering from battered women’s syndrome. That’s exactly why I don’t want you to call me no more when he choking your simple ass out.”




“Oh, so you wouldn’t help me if you saw that nigga beating me?”




“Fam, come on, don’t even play me like that. Every time I jump in a fight between you two, you go right back to him. And let’s not forget that night in Club NV when he was fucking your face up and I hit him over the head with that Hypnotiq bottle. You had the nerve to buck up to me, screaming on me and shit, in front of all those people. I should have duffed your ass. So hell yeah, the answer is no.”




“Damn, Ken, I didn’t know the shit was that serious.”




“Yeah, it’s that serious, ’cause I can’t understand how a bitch of your caliber be fucking with these bum-ass niggas. And no, I’m not talking ’bout their financial status. I’m talking about their mental capacity.”




Nina didn’t want to discuss it anymore, so she just let the remark go with no response.




Kennedy was beginning to hate the way the day was going. She and Nina had never argued that much. She really hated it when people tried to analyze her life, especially when they didn’t have their own in check.




As Kennedy pulled into the garage Nina began going off. “Damn Cream’s ass! Nobody told him to come get my truck and leave this fucked-up shit here.” She pulled out her cell phone and made a call, with no luck.




Kennedy asked, “What’s wrong with the Lex? Don’t you have keys to it?”




“Yeah, I got keys to it, but don’t you see all those key scratches all over it?”




“Oh shit, yo, I didn’t even peep that.”




Nina hopped out of the truck and began tossing her bags into the back of the Lexus. Still heated, she walked over to Kennedy’s side of the truck. “I know one of his bitches done keyed his car. I hate him so much. Anyway, what time do you want to hook up tomorrow?”




“Early! The rest of the boxes are supposed to be there by nine. We have to do everything early, Nina, ’cause I’m going down south to get Jordan.”




“You driving all the way to NC by yourself?”




“Nah, Kneaka is going to ride with me. Yesterday was the last day of summer school at Fordham.”




“I might ride with you, too. I need to go see my mother.”




“Well, let me know. I have to go. I’m about to pass out. Holla back.”




“One.”




Kennedy drove down the hill to her apartment; she did not even bother to go to the garage to park. She was too tired to walk or catch a cab. She parked on the street down the block from her building.




Kennedy walked into her apartment and dropped everything by the door, including the mail she had picked up from the mailbox, not even bothering to look at it. She fell onto her bed, kicked off her shoes, and within seconds was in a deep sleep.




 




As Nina pulled up to her building, she saw her Benz truck parked on the opposite side of the street. Cream and about twenty other guys were standing by the truck playing C-Lo.




When Cream spotted Nina, he walked across the street, smiling from ear to ear. “Hey, Nee, baby, when did you get back? Give me a hug, ma.” He grabbed her with his six-foot-five, well-built body and hugged her tight.




She squirmed until she broke free of his firm grasp. “Cream, get the hell away from me before I smack fire out your trifling ass. And take this keyed-up shit so I can go get my kids.”




“Ma, what the fuck is wrong with you? Why you breaking? Damn, ain’t you happy to see your man?”




“I might be happy to see your ass if, when I came home, drama didn’t hit me dead in the face.”




“What are you talking about, Nina?”




“What am I talking about? Don’t play stupid: you know what I’m talking about. That bitch keying your car up like this.”




“No, I don’t know what you’re talking about, ’cause some little punks did that shit.”




Nina was becoming furious. She hated when someone tried to play on her intelligence.




“Look, Cream, stop while you are ahead. If your lazy ass ever bothered to check the voice mail, you would know she left me a long message concerning your relationship with her. Oh, you don’t believe me? Her name is Tasha Eaton and she said she is pregnant by you. And before she became pregnant, you was all in love with her, spending money, taking her on trips with you and your boys. And the two of you even have a little love nest over in Lenox Terrace. But as soon as she said she was pregnant by you, that is the first time you ever mentioned Mattie or me to her. And you told her she better get an abortion.”




Nina gave him the business from the top of her lungs, so everyone in the street was staring. It was already a hot July day. Nina’s confrontation had made Cream sweat even more than he was already sweating. His crisp white tee and baggy jean shorts were soaked in perspiration. He looked over his shoulder only to see his boys laughing at him. He turned back to Nina. “Oh, so you don’t think we could have discussed this shit in private rather than putting all my business out in the street?”




Nina began laughing like a madwoman.




“You already put your business out in the street when you were flaunting your little whore in front of all your niggas. And furthermore, there ain’t shit for us to discuss. I want you to get your shit and get the fuck out of my house.” Nina pushed past him, walking toward her truck. All of his boys were staring at her, which really ticked her off. Because they all knew what was going on and yet they came into her house every day, eating her food and smiling in her face. “And what the fuck are y’all looking at?”




They all turned their heads and looked the other way.




Nina got in her truck and merked off, leaving Cream in the middle of the street, looking like an ass next to his keyed-up car.




“Get your shit and get out!” one of his boys jokingly yelled out to him. Laughter roared on the block.




Cream walked back to the corner, trying to laugh it all off. “You know I ain’t going nowhere, nigga. All I have to do is buy that big baby a gift and she will be okay.”
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The loud ringing awakened Kennedy. Just as she reached for the phone the ringing stopped. She rolled over, and as soon as she closed her eyes her cell phone began to ring. She fumbled around the bed until she found it. “Hello!” she called out, irritation in her voice.




“Dang, girl, where you at?” Nina asked on the other end.




“I was in the state of sleep—a good sleep, too. What time is it?”




“It is a quarter to ten.”




“Damn, I been asleep for six hours?”




“You was taking all them No-Doz. When you come down off them things, you come down hard.”




“Tell me about it. What up, though?”




“Ain’t nothing, packing up Cream’s shit.”




“Say word.”




“Word, my nigga.”




“Why?”




“Come to find out he been messing with some young girl from Jefferson the last six months. He moved her into Lenox Terrace. And now she pregnant. So you know she keyed the Lex because he wants her to have an abortion.”




Kennedy sat listening in silence. She had known about Cream and Tasha’s relationship but had not bothered to tell Nina. Kennedy had learned her lesson about telling Nina things she heard in the street. Nina would go back and tell Cream what she had heard from Kennedy, and then take Cream’s word over Kennedy’s.




Kennedy’s line beeped. “Hold on, Nina, I got another call.” She clicked over. “Hello?”




“What up, ma? Where you at?”




“Hi, Has. I’m home. Hold on right quick. Let me get off the other line.”




She clicked back over to Nina.




“Yo, Nina, I have to go. That’s Hassan.”




“Oh, so you just gonna hang up with me like that? For that nigga?”




“Come on, Nee, you know it’s not like that.”




“Go on, Kennedy, you know I’m just messing with you. Handle your BI and hit me later.”




“Aight, Nina, be careful, and don’t let that nigga buy his way back in. I love you, ma. Be easy.”




“I love you, too, Kennedy. Holla back.”




Kennedy clicked back over. “What up, Has?”




“You know I was about to hang up.”




“My bad. You still coming over?”




“Yeah, I’m still coming over, but can you come get me off my block? I already put my truck in the garage for the night.”




“That’s cool. I’ll be there in about thirty minutes. I need to take a shower first.”




“Aight, ma. One.”




Kennedy got up and slipped off her sweaty clothes then turned up the air conditioner to counter the muggy and humid air outside. She took a ten-minute steamy shower, washing away the sticky sweat with peppermint soap.




She felt like a new person after her long nap and refreshing shower. She rubbed her body down with lotion then put on a pair of gray cotton short shorts and a gray fitted tee. She stood in the mirror brushing her hair, thinking,I need a fresh doobie and maybe a relaxer, too. Then she was out the door.




When Kennedy pulled up to Hassan’s block, everyone turned around and tried to figure out who was in the gray X5 with the gray tints. She rolled down her window and called out to Hassan. “Yo, you going with me?”




“Yo, Ken, what up? I didn’t know that was you. Hold up, I’m coming.”




Hassan’s cousin EB began questioning him. “Yo, who that pretty young thing pushing that X?”




“You remember Kennedy from a Hundred Forty-first and Eighth.”




EB squinted to get a closer look. “Li’l thick Kennedy, who used to rap? That’s her?”




“Yeah, man, that’s her.”




“Damn, I didn’t know y’all still kept in contact.”




“I hadn’t seen her in almost two years. I bumped into her last week at the Gucci store, but she was on her way out of town or something.”




“You know I could hit that, right?” EB told Hassan with a sly smile on his face.




Hassan just laughed. “Nigga, you couldn’t hit that with a bat. Anyway, I’m out. Get at me tomorrow.”




Hassan exchanged pounds with everyone on the block before going to the truck.




EB walked over to speak to Kennedy. “What up, girl? How you been?”




“I been okay. What about you, EB?”




“I’m straight, you know, doing my thug thizzle.”




“Aight, then, be easy, my nigga.”




Hassan got in the truck and gave Kennedy a hug. “What’s poppin’, Ken? I didn’t know who you were pulling up on me like that. I thought you still had the Acura.”




“I got rid of that after I had my son.”




“Yeah? How’s your baby doing?”




“He straight. He down south with my mother. I’m going to get him tomorrow.”




“That’s what’s up. What was you doing out in Vegas, vacationing?”




“Something like that.”




“Ma, what you out here doing in the world? And don’t lie, ’cause I heard you was doing your thing-thing.”




“Come on, you know me, Has. And now I got my son, so I have to grind harder.”




“I feel you. Just be careful. You know these streets is ugly.”




“Trust me, I know,” she replied, her voice full of emotion, then shook it off. “You hungry, Has?”




“A little. Why?”




“Cause I’m going to get something from the Jamaican spot on Forty-fifth and Eighth. I haven’t went food shopping, so ain’t shit to eat at my house.”




“That’s straight. Get me whatever you getting, as long as it’s not pork.”




“Boy, you know I don’t hardly eat no pork. I’m getting curry chicken, rice and peas, and plantains.”




“Get me that and some half-and-half. Here, is twenty enough?”




“Keep that; it’s my treat. You’re a guest in my home tonight.” She got out of the truck and walked toward the store.




As she walked away his eyes were fixed on her thick thighs. He just sat and reminisced about how good she was in bed, especially that thing she did with her tongue. It had been more than two years since they’d slept together and just thinking about it made his dick hard.




The sound of Kennedy opening the door brought him back to reality.




“Damn, Has, what was you thinking about? You didn’t even see me standing here with the bags in my hand.”




“I was just thinking about hitting that,” he said, slipping his hand between her legs.




At Kennedy’s, they ate, drank Heinekens, and talked about life. Hassan pulled out a sandwich bag filled with weed. “Ken, you ever smoke purple haze?”




“I tried that shit before; it’s strong as hell. I just stick to dro and a little Branson from time to time.”




“Well, you ’bout to smoke some of this haze with me.”




He pulled out an Optimo cigar, cracked it, emptied the contents, and filled it with the haze. Before they had finished smoking the first blunt, he had already rolled another. Kennedy was able to take only two hits of the second blunt.




“That is enough for me. I’m stuck,” she said. She got up and attempted to cross over Hassan. He grabbed her by the hips and pulled her in front of him, caressing her thighs with his hands. He slid his hands under her shorts and massaged her throbbing, moist, warm middle.




“Let me take these shorts off, ma.”




She could only nod her head up and down as he removed the shorts. The haze had her gone, and it had been so long since she had slept with anyone. The touch of his hands alone simply made her melt. He stood up; his six-foot two-inch frame towered over her five-foot seven-inch body.




He removed his T-shirt and dropped his shorts and boxers. He pulled her tee over her head, revealing her bare breasts. He bent down and began giving her ears and neck wet tongue kisses. Hassan sat back on the couch. He grabbed Kennedy by the thighs and pulled her down on top of him.




She held her breath as she slowly slid onto him, letting out a slight whimper when he was all the way in. She was extra tight after about a year of no sex. Hassan moaned from the tightness and wetness of her walls. The quicker she began to move, the better it felt to both of them.




He stood up, never pulling out, and carried her to the bedroom. He laid her on the bed, placing both legs on his shoulders. He pulled halfway out and dropped all the way down, causing her to moan.




As he began to stroke her faster, she bit down on her lip to keep from screaming. She was getting wetter and wetter, and he could feel it.




“Ma, you coming?”




Still unable to speak, she just nodded.




“Wait, don’t come yet.”




He flipped her onto her stomach and entered from the back. He stroked her faster and faster until her body trembled in ecstasy.




“Oh my God, baby,” she moaned over and over as she came all over his dick. He pulled out and let off all over her back. Out of energy, he collapsed on her back, gasping for air, heart racing. Once he caught his breath, he got up and went to the bathroom. A few minutes later he returned with a warm rag. Kennedy was laying in the same position, unable to move. Hassan cleaned off her back and in between her legs.




“Ken, you okay?”




“I’m aight.”




“Get up and get under the covers.”




She lifted her body as much as she could and crawled under the covers. Hassan got under as well and wrapped his arms around her.




“Ma, that shit was bananas!”




Already half-asleep, she responded, “Am I suppose to say thank you?”




“You ain’t got to say shit. Just don’t get ghost on a nigga again.”




“That you don’t have to worry about.”




Kennedy fell into a deep sleep, still fatigued from the past week. Hassan wasn’t tired, but he knew she could not go another round. He rolled another blunt and watched television until he fell into his own nod.




 




Nina sat on the couch watching episodes she had missed ofSex and the City on TiVo. Hours ago she had bathed the kids and put them to bed. She had also finished packing all of Cream’s belongings and had set them by the front door. It was 2A.M. and he wasn’t home yet.




Two forty-five, she heard his keys in the door. He saw all his bags packed. Moments later she heard him say, “She can’t be serious.”




He walked into the living room holding two dozen roses and bags from Chanel. Nina never took her eyes from the screen, even when he tried to start a conversation.




“So you gonna act like you don’t see me standing here, huh? Look what I bought you. I got the Chanel sandals and the matching bag that you was looking at.”




Nina looked at him, then at the bags, and turned up her nose. “I don’t want that shit.”




“This shit cost three Gs.”




“So what? Give it to that young bitch. And while you at it, get your shit and take it to her house. My bad—I meanty’all house.”




“Nina, come off it. It wasn’t that serious. That bitch didn’t mean nothing to me. I love only you, and I am so sorry I hurt you. Now come over here and give me a hug.”




Nina was becoming irritated that he wasn’t taking her serious.




“Cream, are you listening to me? Do you understand what I am saying to you? I want you to get your things and get thefuck out of my house.”




“Bitch, I’m not going anywhere! This is my house. I take care of Mattie and them damn boys that ain’t even mine! Bitch, you tripping if you think I’m going somewhere!”




“No, nigga, you bugging, ’cause I have never asked you for anything. I got my own paper. And as for Niko and Taylor, I never asked you to support my kids. And everything you do for Madeline, you’re supposed to. You’re her father. You know what? You are just as pathetic and trifling as Kennedy said you were.”




“Kennedy! Oh, so now you listening to that bitch again? Is that who put it in your head to put me out? Since you want to listen to her, see if she’s willing to take this ass whipping.”




He smacked Nina, causing her to fall backward over the top of the couch. She landed on the floor with a loud thump that woke up the boys. They ran into the living room and saw Cream picking her up by her shirt and punching her repeatedly in her face.




“Mommy!” Taylor screamed out.




Between punches and efforts to fight back, she answered her older son’s cry. “Tay, take your brother, go in the room, and lock the door.”




Taylor grabbed the phone off the hall table and ran into the room with Niko. His hands shook as he dialed Kennedy’s phone number.




Kennedy’s phone rang five times before she woke up; she looked at the caller ID before answering.




“Nina, why are you calling me at three in the morning?”




“Ken, this is Tay,” a tearful Taylor answered.




“Baby, what’s wrong?” Kennedy slid from underneath Hassan’s arm and sat straight up.




“It’s Mommy. Cream is beating her bad.”




Kennedy jumped out of bed, waking up Hassan. “Okay, baby, where are you now?”




“I’m locked in the room with Niko.”




“Where is Mattie?”




“She’s in her room.”




“Listen, Tay, stay in your room. Don’t come out until I get there. I will be there in five minutes, okay, baby?”




“Okay, Ken.”




“See you in five minutes, bye.”




She threw on the first T-shirt and jeans in sight.




“Where you going, ma?” Hassan asked her.




“Cream is beating Nina’s ass again. The kids just called, terrified. You can stay here as long as want, the slam lock is on the door.”




Kennedy rumbled through her drawer until she found the spare keys to Nina’s apartment. She pulled out a 9mm semiautomatic handgun from under her mattress. She checked the magazine to make sure it was loaded.




Hassan saw the gun. “Kennedy, what are you taking that for? Are you sure you don’t need me to go?”




“Nah, Has, that’s okay. I’ll call you tomorrow. I’m out.”




Meanwhile, at Nina’s, Taylor cracked the door and looked out of the bedroom, despite Niko’s protests. He saw Nina and Cream still going at it. Cream was hitting her with hard blows all over her body, but she wasn’t taking them lying down. She fought back as much she could, scratching, kicking, and swinging her arms. She reached onto the coffee table, grabbed an iron candlestick holder, and hit him in the eye, causing him to lose his balance. As he fell backward she stood up, dazed, and tried to make it to the bedroom to get her gun. She wasn’t quick enough. In one swift movement he was up and right behind her.




He grabbed a handful of her hair, yanking her through the air toward him. He spun her around and began choking her. She wanted to fight back but couldn’t. She could only try to remove his hands from her neck.




He released his right hand, pulled back, and hit her with a strong punch, right between the eyes. The punch packed so much power he could not even hold on to her with his left hand. She fell backward, hitting her head on the steel bar that was affixed to the glass dining table.




Glass shattered everywhere, and blood flowed from Nina’s mouth and nose. She was unconscious. Cream was frozen with fear. In all of their earlier fights, nothing like this had ever happened. Blood was flowing out so fast. He knew that she had suffered more than a busted lip or nose.




He didn’t know what to do. He started to panic and ran to Madeline’s room and grabbed her out of the bed. He picked up one of the duffel bags that Nina had packed and ran down the stairs to the car. He laid Madeline down in the backseat, hopped in the car, and pulled off.




 




As Kennedy drove up to Nina’s building, she saw Cream driving away. She thought to herself,Good, the drama is over.




She used her key to get into the building then ran up the stairs. The door to Nina’s apartment was ajar. She stepped in and called out, “Nina, baby, are you okay? Taylor called me. Where are you?”




From the corner of her eye, she saw Nina lying on the floor. She ran over to her, knelt down beside her, and lifted her head. “Oh God, Nina, wake up. Taylor,” she called out, “you can come out now. I’m here, baby. Hurry.”




Taylor came out of the bedroom and got a surreal view of his mother.




“Tay, baby, I need you to dial 911. Tell them we need help. Tell them your mommy has been hurt very bad, and she is not moving.”




Niko stood over Kennedy and Nina, his face covered in tears and mucus. “Ken, he took Mattie.”




“He did? I didn’t see her in the car. Well, we’ll get her back. Niko, baby, I need you to go get me a glass of water and a wet rag.”




Nina started coughing and gagging and more blood came out of her mouth. She looked up at Kennedy. “Ken-Ken, take care of my kids, please. Don’t let nobody take them.”




“Nina, stop talking like that. You’re gonna be okay. The ambulance is on the way.”




“I can’t, Ken. The pain is too bad in my head. I want you to take my kids. Please promise me.”




“I promise. But you’re going to be okay. You can’t leave me yet. I won’t let you get off the hook that easy.”




“Tell my kids I love them so much. And I hope I didn’t upset you.”




Kennedy had tears streaming down her face.




“Ma, I’m not upset with you.”




“ ’Cause you were always right about me. You were the only one who kept it gully with me. I love you.”




“I love you, too. Now stop talking. Save your breath.”




“Ken, please don’t be mad, but I…I can’t make it.” Nina’s eyes closed as she took her last breath.




A cool breeze ran through the room, causing the hair to stand up on the back of Kennedy’s neck. She shook Nina’s lifeless body. “Nina, wake up. No, Nina, you are not leaving me now. Come on, ma, we have too much to do.”




Kennedy wiped the blood from Nina’s mouth and tried CPR to no avail. Niko and Taylor looked on, crying, as Kennedy continued to talk to Nina. She rocked back and forth with Nina in her arms. “Nina, why, why, sweetie, why didn’t you call me? Why didn’t you call me? I would have come. I was only playing when I said don’t call me.”




Moments later, the paramedics and police rushed through the door. The police took Kennedy aside for questioning. She answered their questions to the best of her knowledge. She continued to watch as the paramedics worked on Nina with no success.




Kennedy looked over and saw Niko and Taylor on the couch. Niko had his head buried in Taylor’s chest; Taylor was trying to console his younger brother. He was crying just as hard as Niko. Kennedy attempted to wrap up the conversation with the police. “Can we finish this later? The boys—they need me.”




The short, round lady officer who happened to be a mother empathized with Kennedy. “That is perfectly fine. We’ll be here for a while, but I need you to give me a recent picture of Madeline. And we need to speak to the boys once they settle down a little. Is there anyone I can call for you?”




“No, my aunt is on her way here now.”




Kennedy went and sat down between the boys, pulled them close, and wrapped both arms around them. They sat still while the EMTs bagged Nina’s body and took her away. Kennedy stared straight ahead as she spoke to the boys. “This is why you never put your hands on a woman. Always honor your mother’s memory, and never hit a woman. Promise me and your mother right now you will never hit a woman.”




Tearfully they answered, “I promise.”




 




Later that morning, everyone gathered at Karen’s house. Of Kennedy’s seven aunts on her mother’s side of the family, Karen was the strongest. Whenever something went wrong, she was the one the family called. Kennedy was her favorite niece and everyone knew it. She had favored her ever since Kennedy was a child because Kennedy reminded her of herself.




Karen could see from the other side of the living room that Kennedy looked run-down and tired. She saw others attempt to talk with Kennedy and not receive a response. She knew that Nina’s passing was going to tear Kennedy to pieces sooner or later. Karen decided that it was time for her to get away from the crowd. “Kennedy, baby, come on, you need to go lay down.”




“I’m aight, Auntie. I just wish she would have called me.”




“Sweetie, you can’t carry on like this. You can’t blame yourself.”




Kennedy laid her head on Karen’s shoulder and broke into tearful sobs. “Auntie, you don’t understand. We had an argument about Cream when we came back from Vegas. I told her not to call me the next time he was beating her. I didn’t mean it; I just said it in the heat of the moment.”




“Baby, I know you didn’t mean it, and Nina knew you didn’t mean it. You were always there for her, even when the family gave up on her.”




“I know, Auntie, but we were more than cousins. She was my sister.”




“I know, baby, I know. Have you talked to your mother again?”




“She called me from Auntie Klarice’s house. She said Auntie Klarice was in denial.”




“I can only imagine what she is going through, losing her oldest child at the hands of that low-life nigga.”




“My mommy said they will be here sometime tonight. She was going home to book plane tickets for them and Grandma.”




Karen fought back the tears as she looked down at Kennedy, lying in her lap like a child. For the first time, she noticed that Kennedy’s dark jeans and hot-pink T-shirt were covered in blood.




“Kennedy, let me take you to your house so you can take these clothes off. You need to get away from all these people for a little while.”




As they got up to leave, Cream’s mother, Vivian, walked through the door, holding Madeline. Kennedy took Madeline out of her arms and hugged her, glad to have her back safely. She sat back on the couch and placed Madeline on her lap.




Vivian was very humble. She apologized many times for Cream’s actions and explained that Cream had dropped Madeline off around 5A.M. Vivian honestly felt bad and humiliated, so she didn’t hang around any longer than necessary. “Mattie, honey, come give Grandma a big hug. I’m getting ready to leave now.”




Madeline attempted to get up, but Kennedy wouldn’t let her go. For the first time, Kennedy looked directly at Vivian. “Miss Vivian, please don’t take this the wrong way or don’t think I’m trying to disrespect you when I say this. But the next time you talk to your son, you need to tell him his best bet is to turn his self in to the police. Because if me or any of my cousins see him, you’ll know exactly what my aunt Klarice is going through right now. But then again, he won’t be safe on Rikers, or any jail in the state of New York, will he?” Kennedy smiled coldly and let Madeline go. “Go give your granny a hug so she can go.”




Vivian hugged Madeline quickly and walked so fast to the door she almost ran.




Kara, Kennedy’s mother’s snooty rich know-it-all sister whom no one got along with, especially Kennedy, looked at Kennedy and shook her head. “Kennedy, you ought to be ashamed, talking to that nice lady like that, after she came over here so humble. I swear you have no couth.”




Kennedy got right in Kara’s face. “Kara, take that snooty, I-got-my-master’s-degree shit back to Queens and shove it up your tight ass! I’m not for it today, not when my cousin, my sister, my best friend, just died in my arms.”




Kara was scared to even breathe.




Karen placed her hand on Kennedy’s shoulders and gently pulled her away. “Come on, Kennedy, sweetie, don’t do it. She is not even worth it.”




Kara was fuming. “Karen, why are you taking her side? She was rude and disrespectful to Vivian, and now me.”




Karen stepped up to Kara’s face. “I want you to leave her alone. She may have been crass in her approach, but she was right. We’re glad Mattie is back, but Vivian knows where her son is, and I didn’t appreciate her coming in here with all her self-serving apologies either. Come on, Kennedy, let’s go.”




“That’s okay, Auntie, I’ll drive myself. I’ll take Mattie with me and get her cleaned up, too.” Kennedy picked up Madeline and walked out of the door, slamming it behind her.




Kennedy placed Madeline in the backseat of the car and strapped her in. She got into the car, put on her seat belt, but could not move. After a minute or so, she took a deep breath and started the engine. She drove down Lenox in a daze, feeling like the world was moving thoughshe wasn’t.




She sat at the red light on 139th and Lenox, looking at all the kids in the park playing with not a care in the world. Their innocent faces were so beautiful, so full of hope. She continued to watch them play, wondering what they would be when they grew up. Her thoughts were interrupted by Madeline’s tiny voice.




“Ken-Ken.”




“Yes, baby?”




“Can I have an icy?”




Kennedy looked at Madeline, who was watching the kids outside, lined up at the icy cart. “Yeah, li’l mama, I’ll get you one by my house after you eat some food. Okay?”




“Okay.”




Kennedy turned around in time to catch the light turning green, but Madeline wasn’t finished talking.




“Ken-Ken, are you taking me home?”




“We’re going to my house right now. Why?”




“I want my mommy.”




Kennedy had not given any thought to how she was going to explain Nina’s death to Madeline.How do you tell a two-year-old she will never see her mother again? With tears streaming down her face, she gave the only response she could. “Baby, I want your mommy, too.”







OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/halftitle.jpg





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/Images/fm.jpg
5. (0

A Novel

DANIELLE SANTIAGO

ATRIA BOOKS
New York o London ¢ Sydney * Toronto





OEBPS/Images/space.jpg





OEBPS/Images/MSRCover.jpg
5. (r0

A Novel

DANIELLE SANTIAGO

®

ATRIA BOOKS
New York o London e Sydney e Toronto





