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Praise for ENVY


“[Envy] captures the drama of The Real Housewives of Beverly Hills while also bringing this well-developed work of urban fiction to a satisfyingly redemptive conclusion.”


—Kristina Giovanni, Booklist


Praise for LUST


“Murray has penned hot, steamy scenes in which her protagonist’s imagination runs wild, followed by the consequences of her realizing her dangerous dreams. A jarring twist at the end has the reader wondering who the good guys really are.”


—Booklist (starred review)


“Murray mixes quite a bit of passion, a touch of treachery, and some good old-fashioned revenge.”


—Library Journal


“Keeps you at the edge of your seat until the last page.”


—Urban Reviews Online


“A topsy-turvy tale of passion on steroids.”


—Essence


Praise for STAND YOUR GROUND


“Murray has written a tension-packed novel around the hot-buzz national topic of an unarmed black youth shot by a white male, an act then subjected to the Stand Your Ground rule as a legal defense tactic . . . Murray’s writing admirably shows the often overlooked human emotions following racial violence . . . The pulled-from-the-headlines story line will captivate readers.”


—Library Journal (starred review)


“Murray, winner of several African American Literary Awards for fiction, powerfully captures the nuances and tragedies engendered by stand-your-ground laws. A must-read.”


—Booklist (starred review)


“Using a vivid, realistic premise, she takes a 360-degree view to bring all sides to the forefront for us to enjoy, learn from, judge, and celebrate. Stand Your Ground has great literary relevance for our time.”


—USA Today


Praise for FOREVER AN EX


“Murray spices up her story line with plenty of juicy scandals . . . Readers seeking an inspirational tale with broad themes of trust, betrayal, and forgiveness will do well by choosing Murray’s latest effort.”


—Library Journal


Praise for FORTUNE & FAME


“The scandalous characters unite again in Fortune & Fame, Murray and Billingsley’s third and best collaboration. This time brazen Jasmine and Rachel, who has zero shame, have been cast on First Ladies, a reality TV show that builds one’s brand and threatens to break another’s marriage. Sorry, buttered popcorn is not included.”


—Essence


“Priceless trash talk marks this story about betrayal, greed, and stepping on anyone in your way. A great choice for folks who spend Sunday mornings in the front pew.”


—Library Journal


Praise for NEVER SAY NEVER


“Readers, be on the lookout for Victoria Christopher Murray’s Never Say Never. You’ll definitely need to have a buddy-reader in place for the lengthy discussion that is bound to occur.”


—USA Today


Praise for THE EX FILES


“The engrossing transitions the women go through make compelling reading . . . Murray’s vivid portrait of how faith can move mountains and heal relationships should inspire.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Reminds you of things that women will do if their hearts are broken . . . Once you pick this book up, you will not put it down.”


—Urban Reviews Online


Praise for DESTINY’S DIVAS


“With Destiny’s Divas, author Victoria Christopher Murray triumphs again. The depth and storytelling mastery in her latest novel demonstrate why she is the grande dame of urban Christian fiction.”


—FreshFiction.com


Praise for SINNERS & SAINTS


“Murray and Billingsley keep things lively and fun.”


—Juicy magazine


“Double the fun, with a message of faith, Sinners & Saints will delight readers with two of their favorite characters from two of their favorite authors. It’s a match made in heaven!”


—Grace Magazine


Praise for THE DEAL, THE DANCE, AND THE DEVIL


“Murray’s story has the kind of momentum that prompts you to elbow disbelief aside and flip the pages in horrified enjoyment.”


—The Washington Post


Praise for SINS OF THE MOTHER


“Sins of the Mother shows that when the going gets tough, it’s best to make an effort and rely on God’s strength. It gives the message that there is hope no matter what, and that people must have faith.”


—FictionAddict.com


“Final word: Christian fiction with a powerful kick.”


—Afro.com


Praise for LADY JASMINE


“She’s back! Jasmine has wreaked havoc in three VCM novels, including last year’s Too Little, Too Late. In Lady Jasmine, the schemer everyone loves to loathe breaks several commandments by the third chapter.”


—Essence


“Jasmine is the kind of character who doesn’t sit comfortably on a page. She’s the kind who jumps inside a reader’s head, runs around, and stirs up trouble—the kind who stays with the reader long after the last page is turned.”


—The Huntsville Times (Alabama)


Praise for TOO LITTLE, TOO LATE


“[In this book] there are so many hidden messages about love, life, faith, and forgiveness. Murray’s vividness of faith is inspirational.”


—The Clarion-Ledger (Jackson, Mississippi)


“An excellent entry in the Jasmine Larson Bush Christian Lit saga; perhaps the best so far . . . Fans will appreciate this fine tale . . . a well-written intense drama.”


—Midwest Book Review


Praise for A SIN AND A SHAME


“Riveting, emotionally charged, and spiritually deep . . . What is admirable is the author’s ability to hold the reader in suspense until the very last paragraph of the novel! A Sin and a Shame is a must read . . . Truly a story to be enjoyed and pondered upon!”


—RomanceInColor.com


“A Sin and a Shame is Victoria Christopher Murray at her best . . . A page-turner that I couldn’t put down as I was too eager to see what scandalous thing Jasmine would do next. And to watch Jasmine’s spiritual growth was a testament to Victoria’s talents. An engrossing tale of how God’s grace covers us all. I absolutely loved this book!”


—ReShonda Tate Billingsley, Essence bestselling author of I Know I’ve Been Changed
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Just got paid . . . it’s Friday night.”


I tapped the button on my steering wheel, silencing the booming bass. Even though for years this had been my jam every Friday night when I was at Spelman, I was not feelin’ the musicality of Johnny Kemp right now. Maybe part of the problem was that my life was out of sync—today was Thursday, not Friday. I was so discombobulated that I couldn’t even line my music (or my life) up right. As I rolled into my assigned parking space, I didn’t miss that irony.


I turned off the ignition, leaned back in the seat, and sighed through my exhaustion, remembering those college days a decade ago. These days were supposed to be so much better. In college I didn’t have any money, but on Friday nights, I sang this song and hunted for parties as if I did. Ten years out, a full-time job, yet I hadn’t made any kind of real strides in my life. My J.O.B. was truly keeping me just over broke.


Leaning across my seat, I reached for my tote and the envelope that lay on top. Another sigh eased out of me as I slipped out the check and paused before I looked at it, as if that hesitation would change the numbers that followed the dollar sign. But when I glanced down, the numbers were the same as they’d been when my boss had given me my commission check earlier. This was money I earned every quarter over my base salary: $1,557.19—my best commission check yet. And in the office, this was considered more than decent. Still, it was way short of what I’d hoped, so much less than what I’d worked for, and about a thousand dollars less than what I needed.


Groaning, I slipped the check back into the envelope, then grabbed my tote and slid out of the car, trying to figure out how I was going to make this check stretch so that it could do what I needed this money to do.


If I hadn’t had plans for this check, I would’ve been ready to celebrate. The first time my commission check broke a thousand? Yeah, there would’ve been a party over here. I may have even gone on a little shopping spree, which for me meant buying more than one item at Marshalls in one visit.


But fifteen hundred dollars was just not enough.


The weight of that felt like shackles on my ankles as I dragged myself to my first-floor garden apartment. The only thing I was grateful for as I struggled up the path that was flanked by more dirt than grass was that I didn’t have to climb any stairs.


Pushing my key into the lock, I didn’t even have a chance to turn it before the door swung open, startling me. Before I could take a breath, I was swept from my feet.


“Oh” was all I could get out before my mouth was covered—with Stephon’s lips.


And when his tongue pressed against mine and we danced that waltz we’d come to know over the past three years, every single care that had tried to take me down and knock me out this week faded away. Dropping my tote and the check and everything else onto the floor, I wrapped my arms around my boyfriend’s neck as he cradled me like a baby, then carried me, stumbling over a couple of paint cans and almost knocking down his easel before we stepped into our bedroom.


By the time he laid me on our queen-size bed, I was ready. That was how it always was with Stephon. He could take me from zero to full throttle with a glance and a kiss. That was who he was. Forget about whether a woman was black, white, brown—if red pumped through her veins, she was hot for Stephon. Because he had the best of everything: he had the smoldering eyes of Idris, the sexy smirk of Kofi, the swagger of Morris, and just enough gangsta in him like M’Baku (which is the name I would forever call Winston Duke). And then, can I talk about his body? Michael B would come in second to my man. So all I wanted to do was undress him, straddle him, and love him until I forgot that we were on Earth. But when I reached for his T-shirt, he pushed my hand away, then pinned my arms above my head.


He straddled me and kissed me again, just so gently. When he eased up for a moment, my breath had already been taken away.


He said, “Tonight, it’s all about you. This”—he paused and glanced around the bedroom—“is for you.”


I followed his glance and, for the first time, noticed the candles, even though the softening light of dusk filtered through our bedroom window.


By the time my eyes were back on him, he had already slipped my sweater from my shoulders and unbuttoned my blouse. I blinked twice and he was down to my bra. Just a dozen more blinks and I was naked, on my stomach, and the soft sounds of Arabesque 1 by Debussy (I only knew that because of Stephon) played from the dock on the nightstand by his side of the bed. My man did his best work listening to the instrumental tales told through classical music. I closed my eyes and inhaled the fragrance of the lavender almond oil (from the nightstand on my side of the bed) that scented the air.


The moment Stephon’s fingertips touched my shoulders, I moaned. And if there was any residual stress inside of me, it melted beneath the hands of my man. When he kneaded his knuckles into my back, I groaned through the pleasure of the pain, breathing in rhythm with him. I had no thoughts; my senses all centered on his touch, his scent, as he pressed and plied my skin and my mind to his will. I floated outside of my body, gliding like I was high—my drug: Stephon Smith.


There was no way I would have been able to say how long Stephon massaged me into submission. I slipped into that euphoric state where my body tugged me toward unconsciousness, but I was still aware.


The passage of time . . . and then Stephon lay next to me. Even then, so many moments passed before I was able to flex enough muscles to roll over. When I faced him, his brown eyes, his full lips were right in front of me.


I said, “How did you know . . .”


“That was what you needed?” he asked, completing my thought. And before I could nod, he finished with, “Because on days that end in y, I’m in tune to your every need.”


If I weren’t already lighthearted, his words would have made me so. And since it was one of those days that ended in y, there was something that I wanted to do. “Hand me the oil,” I said. “Your turn.”


When he shook his head, I frowned, or at least I tried to. I was still so relaxed, the muscles in my face hadn’t reawakened.


Stephon leaned so close to me that when he spoke, his lips grazed mine. “I don’t want a massage,” he whispered. “I just want you.”


He had just kneaded me into a noodle, and still, I weakened from his words. “I love you,” I told him.


“Beyond infinity,” he said, before he sealed our love with a kiss that went on and on and on.
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I wasn’t sure if it was the sun that pressed between my eyelids or the heat that warmed my cheek—maybe it was the sensation of both that awakened me.


Morning. Already.


I stretched, then I remembered. Last night. I sighed. I smiled. Stephon and I hadn’t spent a moment making love. Even though I’d craved him, Stephon had loved me in the way I needed most yesterday—he’d just held me.


He’d held me as we first listened to his favorite classical playlist. Then he’d held me when we’d turned on a Netflix movie. The only time he’d released me from his embrace was when he’d left our bed and apartment to get our dinner: hamburgers, fries, and one chocolate shake that we shared from Big Daddy’s Burgers (Stephon’s favorite eatery). It had been complete love, complete rest.


My eyes were still closed as I reached for my boyfriend, wondering if now, I could do to him what I’d wanted to do last night.


But all I felt was the coolness of the sheets on his side of the bed. I was disappointed, but not surprised. He was already at work.


Pushing myself up, I stood, then lifted the T-shirt Stephon had worn yesterday from the chaise. Slipping it over my head, I opened our bedroom door and the sound of music met me—I paused, taking in the melody of the piano and violin. Mozart’s Sonata No. 17.


The fact that I could name these tunes always made me smile. That was just one way Stephon had lifted me up. While I had a profound love for the ole-school jams my dad had raised me on, Stephon had expanded my ear, if not my tastes. I may have been the one with the college degree, but in so many ways, he was far more educated than me.


At the end of the hallway, I paused, and like every morning, I leaned against the wall that opened to the living room, soaking in the sight before me. The living room’s light was bright; the blinds were raised and the windows were open, welcoming the warmth and sounds of the birth of the morning. No matter the sun’s angle, it always seemed to shine like a spotlight on the highlight of my life. Stephon looked like he was the subject of a portrait himself.


This was one of my favorite things to do—look at my man in his office. Stephon was perched in front of his easel, the centerpiece of our living room. The tan sofa (covered with heavy plastic) and the coffee table faded as if they were created for the background, minor accessories to the main attraction. It was hard to notice anything when Stephon was anywhere.


I loved watching him in the morning, with his bare back to me, his muscles flexing as he glided his paintbrush across the canvas. For the last weeks, he’d been working on this masterpiece—a rendition of the National Museum of African American History and Culture that he’d been commissioned to create for a private school here in Atlanta.


Only half-done, his painting looked like the actual museum already. He’d been so excited when he’d been asked to paint this—if Stephon hadn’t been a painter, he would have found a way to be an architect. So this was the merging of his two loves, and in the image that was unfolding, he’d captured the African and American elements of the design—the three-tiered crowns used in Yoruba art and the intricate ironwork that were distinct American aspects of the architecture.


He was working with a ribbon tip, moving the brush with the precision of a surgeon, the grace of a maestro. Like always, I watched with wonder. His focus that could not be broken, his discipline that was unparalleled—this was where Stephon and I differed so much.


Often I asked myself, Who was the soul inside of Stephon’s skin? Where did he find his passion? Was it his education versus mine? I’d sat inside rooms off the hallowed halls of the preeminent college for African American women. Stephon had spent almost six months in a juvenile detention center for continual truancy when he was in middle school, and his high school diploma came not at a graduation ceremony, but as a GED certificate delivered in the mail.


Or did his commitment to his craft come from being raised by a single mother, which was the opposite of my upbringing—raised by my father alone?


Really, I couldn’t blame my education or my parentage for the way I was wandering through my life. I’d chosen a career in sales over what I really wanted to do because I wanted to make money to live a certain kind of life, one that was worthy of a Spelman graduate.


When Stephon tapped the edge of his paintbrush on the corner of his easel, his biceps popped like he was a construction worker who lifted bricks rather than an artist’s brush. And those bulging muscles served as my invitation.


Moving behind him, I wrapped my arms around his chest and pressed my lips against that soft spot right beneath his ear. “Good morning.”


He twisted, turning his torso toward me long enough to give me a peck on my cheek. Then his attention, his focus returned to the canvas.


With a sigh, I stepped back. I wasn’t annoyed or anything like that. Stephon was already at his office, and the truth was, I needed to get to mine.


So, after another long stare at my man, I returned to our bedroom. It was a quick ritual for me, and in less than forty-five minutes, I had showered and was dressed in a cream suit (my nod to the beginning of spring) and was once again standing in the middle of our living room.


I kissed the top of Stephon’s head. “Have a great day, babe.”


He twisted once again to give me another quick kiss, then lowered the music playing through his iPhone. When he lifted the envelope from the sofa, I couldn’t believe that I’d forgotten about that check.


“Oh, yeah. That’s my commission.”


He nodded. “I hope you don’t mind, I took a peek.” He grinned. “Congratulations.”


“Thanks.” I took a breath. “It’s less than I expected, though. I’m sorry.”


“Babe.” He frowned a little. “What do you have to be sorry about?” Standing, he crossed the living room to where I was, pressed me back against the door, leaned into me, then covered my lips with his. “This check is great; it’s your best one yet, and I know it’ll only get better.”


“But our vacation with Audra and Joseph.”


He shrugged a little as he backed away. “Well, we won’t be able to go this time around.”


My shoulders slumped. We hadn’t been able to go the last time around, nor the time before that, nor the vacation before that one.


He said, “But those two take so many trips, we’ll catch them on one of these islands.”


As Stephon slipped back onto the stool in front of the easel, I sucked my bottom lip between my teeth. “I was thinking,” I began.


He looked up at me.


“I know we don’t have much in savings, but I was so looking forward to this vacation.”


Now it was his shoulders that slacked a bit. “I know, I was looking forward to it, too, but the only way we would’ve been able to go was if . . .”


He stopped short of telling me that I’d failed, even though I knew he didn’t see it that way. Those were my feelings I was projecting.


“I know,” I said, and now my words rushed out. “And I’ll figure out a way to make it up next quarter, but we can take a thousand from savings and go to the Cayman Islands just this once.”


I took in a breath, and Stephon blew out one as if he thought that was better than speaking the words he wanted to say. Words that he’d told me before. Instead, he said, “Zuri, we barely have three thousand dollars in the bank, and you want to take out a third of our savings? Not to mention the spending money we’d need once we got there.”


“But it’s not like we won’t be able to put that money back. We’ll have the rest of the money you’ll receive from this painting.” I pointed to his easel. “That’ll be five thousand, right? And my commission next quarter . . .”


“But we don’t know what your commission check will be,” he said in a tone that sounded like he was explaining this to a two-year-old. “We have to have a backup. We’ve had to take money out of savings for the last six or seven months to pay our bills. It would be crazy to go on vacation and then come home and not be able to pay our rent.”


I crossed my arms and wondered (not for the first time) how I’d ended up with a man who was an artist, but acted like an accountant.


Bouncing from the stool, he pulled me into his arms again. “Come on,” he started, “you know I wanted to take that vacation, too, but the fact is we can’t. But that doesn’t mean we will never go on vacation; we’re just not going right now. Our time will come. For lots of things.”


When I closed my eyes, he kissed my eyelids.


“Don’t be mad,” he said.


“I’m not mad; I’m just . . . I feel stuck. We never go anywhere; we never do anything. We’re always concerned about money.”


“Correction: I’m always concerned about money.”


Even before he smiled, I knew he was trying to make a joke, but I found no humor in being told we couldn’t take this trip that I’d been looking forward to since my best friend had told me about it last month. I’d worked hard, brought in two new accounts to the advertising agency, and now I was standing in the middle of my living room, blinking back tears because I was way too old to cry over this.


“This is just the season we’re in right now.” Stephon’s voice was softer, as if he knew my emotions needed to be soothed. “We’re doing what we’re supposed to do now so that . . .”


“We can do what we want to do later,” I finished the quote he always said to me.


“Exactly. So you go out there and make that money. I’ll be right here painting up some money. And then soon, we’ll have lots of it to do whatever.”


I nodded. “Okay.” I tried not to sigh as I turned away from Stephon. Right before I got to the door, I said, “Oh, I’ll be a little late tonight. Remember I have that appointment with the woman from the Girls First Foundation.”


“Oh, yeah. Great. I’m so glad you’ll be doing that. Have a great day, babe,” he said as he came to the door to give me another quick kiss on my forehead. Then he slid back onto his stool, turned up the music, and now The Marriage of Figaro filled the apartment with notes so crisp, it felt like the orchestra was in our living room.


Stephon didn’t even look at me when he picked up his brush, and I’d been dismissed. I left Stephon to his passion and hoped one day I’d actually pursue mine.
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The quick knock startled me, made me sit up straight in my chair and swivel toward the door.


“Hey,” my supervisor said as he peeked his blond-spiked head into my office. “You’re gonna have those forecasts to me this afternoon?”


I nodded, then tapped a couple of keys to awaken my computer. “Working on that now, boss.”


He gave me a thumbs-up and a grin, and I returned the gesture, holding the pose, until he stepped away. Then my smile faded and I stood and closed my door. That was something I should have done hours ago, when I walked into Silver Sky, the advertising agency where I’d worked for the last year.


Returning to my chair I plopped down, feeling as if my energy had been drained even though I hadn’t flexed a single mental muscle since I’d walked into this building. It was hard to get my professional juices flowing when all I was doing was calculating forecasts and scouting new clients. What was creative about that? My sales account job here wasn’t much different from my last job in medical equipment sales, and the one before that in textbook sales, and the one before that in skin-care sales.


It was all the same, including my boss, always a blond-haired white boy (that was why I called all of them boss, never bothering to commit their names to my memory), ten years or so out of college like me, but already running things while I was still skipping along, trying to find my place.


Pushing myself from the chair, I wandered to the window, taking in the downtown Atlanta skyline. I had such dreams ten years ago, always imagining myself on the thirtieth floor in one of these high-rise buildings, conquering the world (or at least Atlanta, since I’d never even been on a plane).


I sighed. There seemed little right with my life—except for my man. That thought turned my sigh into a smile. My shirtless artist of a boyfriend . . . who never budged from our budget. But even with not being able to convince him to take this vacation, there was little I could find wrong with that man. He was the blessing that God had chosen for me. It was so clear that he was God’s gift, beginning with the way God had brought him into my life—or should I say the way God had brought him back three years ago . . .


My eyes were blurry and the Riesling was sweet.


And this sweet wine was the reason why I wasn’t slumped over this table wallowing in my misery.


Audra said, “See? You’re having a good time. And you didn’t even want to come out.”


I had to squint a bit to bring her into focus even though she was sitting right in front of me on the other side of this small round table. The blue light made her look like a ghost, and that made me giggle.


We were at a club called Blues—and it was either a corny name or the best marketing ever. Audra had chosen this place because she and Joseph loved the local blues performers who were here on weekends, mostly students from nearby colleges.


I’d agreed to come because the place matched my mood. The only light inside was blue, and that was how I felt tonight—just blue, just pathetic.


“See, this isn’t a bad birthday.” Audra leaned across the table and squeezed my hand before she settled back into her husband’s arms.


Didn’t she realize how crazy this was? Her words and then the way she was able to snuggle back into her man’s arms? She was having a better time than I was, and this was my thirtieth birthday. But my celebration options had been few—either dinner with my father or hanging at this club with my best friend. Since I was older than twelve, dinner with my dad on my birthday was out.


For a while, this wine had made the night great. Then Audra made me remember what I was trying hard to forget. My eyes were blurry again, but now the haze was from the heat of my tears that pressed behind my eyelids.


Just pathetic.


But I, at least, needed to be happy that my best friend had dragged me here so I wasn’t with my dad or in my bedroom, wallowing in my latest breakup, this time with Chris. I was only thirty, and I’d had more boyfriends than I had shoes—and my closet was filled with those.


Someone from the outside might think I was doing a poor job of searching for my father. But my theory was that this was all about my mother. I didn’t remember her, not really since she’d passed away the day before I turned five. I was doing all the things she’d never been able to teach me not to do.


The thought of that made a tear drip right into my wineglass.


“You want another drink?” Joseph asked.


At least there was a man here to ask me that.


Before I could wipe away my tears and tell him, Yes, get me two more glasses, Audra said, “Babe, let’s get something to eat.” She gave me one of her hard, full-of-knowing side glances, a look that was meant to say she thought I was on the way to drinking too much. Not that I did this very often, but she’d been my college roommate, so she knew secrets, the kinds of things that all college roommates knew about each other.


Joseph glanced over his shoulder and looked at the line for the food. This was one of those old-school clubs where the waitstaff served drinks, but there was a buffet line for the soul food that went along with the soul blues. “Okay, I’ll get us plates.”


“I’ll go with you.” Audra pushed back from the table, and I sipped the last of my now-tear-flavored wine. When Joseph reached for Audra’s hand, I sighed. That was what I wanted in my life.


“Zuri?”


I glanced up at the sound of a man’s voice and again squinted through the fog of the blue light and my wine haze.


“It is you,” the voice said with what sounded like a bit of glee.


Now like I’d said, it was dark in Blues, but it wasn’t dark enough to hide the black Adonis who stood before me.


“Hell . . . oh!” I leaned back in my chair to get a more unhindered view, my tears totally gone for the moment.


“I can’t believe it,” he said. “I was standing over there”—he paused and pointed to the opposite corner—“trying to figure out if it was really you. Wow, it’s good to see you.”


If I hadn’t already had two glasses of wine, I may have tried to play this off until I could figure out how I knew this hunk. But because wine always loosened my tongue (and other things, which was why I’d had so many boyfriends), I said, “Do I know you?” and right away, I wanted to take those words back because of the way his shoulders slumped.


“I mean”—I added a lie—“you look so familiar, but it’s dark, and this . . .” I held up my empty glass.


The explanation must’ve been good enough, because he said, “Yeah, I guess it’s hard to see in here, and it’s been quite a few years since you last saw me—twelve, to be exact,” he said as if he’d been counting the days. But there was no way that I knew this man; someone like him, I wouldn’t forget.


I squinted, trying to think. He’d said twelve years. That would put me all the way back in high school. Was he a dude from school? Nah, there were some serious guys who strutted through the halls of Stone Mountain High, but no one this fine.


He lowered himself onto the seat next to me. “I’m Stephon Smith.”


“No!” My loosened tongue spoke ahead of my mind. And since it had started, I let it keep going. “No way. Stephon?”


He bobbed his head.


“I don’t believe it,” I said, the words coming out of me a little louder, and a lot faster than I wanted. “Stand up again so I can see if it’s really you.”


Now I didn’t actually expect him to do that, but when he did, I took full advantage of the sight. This man couldn’t be Stephon. Not with those shoulders that were the top of the frame for the rest of the perfection that was his body. He was fully clothed, but I felt like I had some serious magical power going on, because I could easily imagine each one of those muscles that gloriously folded together into his six-pack and his thick but toned thighs.


Whew! I shook my head to shake that image.


Looking at my empty glass, I wondered what brand of wine I had been drinking. This was some good stuff, because there was no way that lanky kid who always sat in the back of every classroom with headphones covering his larger-than-average ears could have developed into the man who stood before me.


He said, “Yeah,” as he sat back down. “I guess I grew into my skin, grew into my ears, grew into my body.”


I laughed, not remembering him having a sense of humor. “That’s one way to put it.”


He did that bobbing-of-his-head thing again, like there was music playing in his mind, then said, “You haven’t changed a bit.”


“Really?”


He shook his head. “You still say whatever you think.”


“I guess.”


“And you’re still really beautiful.” He shook his head. “I always had such a crush on you.”


“Get out of here.” I waved my hand, though I scooted my chair a little closer so that he could tell me more. “I never knew that.”


“Hello?”


I looked up at Audra and Joseph as she placed a paper plate in front of me and Joseph lowered the two he held onto the table as well.


Stephon stood like a gentleman, and I said, “This is a friend of mine from high school.”


As Stephon introduced himself and shook hands, I studied him. No, it hadn’t been the wine. The white crew-neck sweater he wore told the truth about his shoulders and even revealed just a bit of the muscles that bulged beneath. And his jeans. Yeah, well . . . he’d found the jeans that did his body (and my eyes) good.


Still standing, he glanced down at me. “Well, I don’t want to interrupt you guys.”


“Oh, no, please join us,” Audra said, and I wanted to bump fists with my girl. “We’re celebrating Zuri’s birthday.”


If I’d bumped fists with her, I would’ve taken it back. Really? She put me on Front Street like that? What would Stephon think? My birthday, Audra and Joseph together . . . That meant that I was alone—just pathetic.


“Really?” He sat down again. “Well, then if it’s just the three of you . . .”


Oh, God! Embarrassing!


“I’d love to join you.”


Now I smiled. It wasn’t that I was interested in Stephon. I mean, yeah, he looked good, but from what I remembered, we had little in common. He was one of the rougher guys in school. Not in a gang-rough sort of way, because he was more of an introvert than anything else. But he was always in trouble—coming to class late, drawing in class instead of listening to the lesson . . . and every teacher had to tell him multiple times to remove his headphones, which he always had plugged into a CD player. He’d been suspended more than a few times for that, I recalled. I wasn’t even sure if he had graduated with our class.


But having a common link or not, I was glad he’d decided to stay. With him sitting next to me, I wouldn’t look—so pathetic.


Stephon said, “I just happened to drop in. I don’t live far from here, and I love coming and checking out the new talent.”


“I remember you were into music,” I said. “You and your headphones were always getting kicked out of class.”


He shrugged and looked a little embarrassed. “Yeah, that was me.”


“You were into music and art, right?” I asked.


But before he could answer, Joseph said, “Oh, really? What kind of art?”


“All kinds. Everything intrigues and inspires me, but what I paint are portraits.”


I leaned back. “You’re a painter?”


He chuckled. “An artist. If I said I were a painter, you might ask me to come over tomorrow and paint your house, and if I did that, oh, what a mess that would be.”


We all laughed, and Stephon went on to tell us what he’d been doing since high school. Painting African American portraits, some posed, some not. “I try to tell a story through my art. Of black people’s struggles and our progress. I’m hoping to leave a footprint, a picture of this time in history through my paintings.”


He spoke with a passion and a knowledge that was impressive. And in between, we listened to performers stand before the mic and sing their stories. Through each performance, Stephon moved his head closer to mine and, in whispers, explained the blues to me: its origins in the Deep South, the twelve-bar sequence, and its influence on other genres of music and in our lives overall.


I listened with fascination, not because I was interested, but because of the way he sang to me. He was just speaking, but there was a musicality to his voice that made me want to . . . dance with him.


When we all stood at the end of the last set and Stephon grinned at me, I felt pathetic no more.


“So, how did you get here?” he asked me. “Did you drive?”


“No, I rode with Audra and Joseph.”


His expression brightened like I’d just told him the gospel of good news. “Well, I can give you a ride home.”


“Okay,” I said.


But before those two syllables had passed all the way through my lips, Joseph held up his hand. “Look, man, it’s been really nice meeting you and chatting it up, but we don’t know you like that, so if you don’t mind, we brought her here, so we’re gonna take her home.”


If I weren’t so wobbly, I would have raised my hand and objected. First, I was grown—thirty today. And second, couldn’t Joseph see how fine this man was? But Joseph’s words came from a pact Audra and I’d made all the way back when we went to a party the first weekend of our freshman year.


If we go together, we leave together. No matter what. That is our protection.


That had been Audra’s demand, and I’d always complied.


But really . . . how many years ago was that? There was no way those college rules applied tonight, though from the look on Joseph’s face he thought those old rules were good rules.


Then there was Stephon. He wasn’t any help. He bobbed his head like he had mad respect for Joseph, and when he gave him dap, it seemed like everyone was cool with Joseph and Audra taking me home—except for me.


Still, I said nothing, and Stephon strolled out with us. When Joseph and Audra walked together to get the car from a lot two blocks away, Stephon stayed behind with me.


“It was really good seeing you again,” he said.


“You too. It was cool.” And I meant that. Not only had Stephon changed physically, but it seemed like he’d grown in other ways, too. I’d enjoyed talking to him, something I wouldn’t have been able to imagine twelve years ago.


He nodded. “So if you mean that, pull out your phone.”


“What?”


“Let me give you my number.”


I did what he asked just as Joseph and Audra pulled up in their BMW. He led me to the car, opened the back door, and right before I slid inside, he said, “I hope you’ll call me, because it may be your birthday, but tonight, I was the one who got the gift.”


THAT WAS JUST the first time Stephon Smith had made me swoon. When I’d called him the next evening to thank him for joining us, he’d said, “Your turn. I spent time with you last night. Now you can spend a little time with me tonight.”


After that, there weren’t too many nights in the last three years when we weren’t together, and when it came to the personal side, this time in my life was the happiest I’d ever been.


From the outside, we probably seemed like an unlikely pairing—he with his passion and love of culture, which he celebrated through music and art . . . and me with my search for my passion and my idea of culture that didn’t go much further than the reality shows on VH1.


But even with our differences, we could sit and talk, though I always called it singing. Stephon still sang to me when we talked about the weather or politics, when he discussed a new commission he’d received, or when he wanted to encourage me in my career. He sang when he inquired about my father or when we sat together and did our budget.


He sang, and together we were hitting almost every note.


Returning to my desk, I sat, then hit the mouse and reawakened my computer. I had to get some work done since I was leaving early to meet this woman, Ms. Viv, with the Girls First Foundation.


But once I got through work and this meeting today, I was going to give my life some serious thought. If I wanted things to change, then dangbangit, I was going to have to do a few things to make those changes. I didn’t know if it was going to be my job or my goals or what—but I was going to change something. Because skipping along in life was no longer good enough for me.
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I double-checked the address and then turned off the ignition to my Chrysler. The modest ranch-style brick home with a shingled roof that extended over one side of the house surprised me a bit, though it shouldn’t have. This house looked like all the others in this Greenbriar neighborhood, very much like the homes in the Stone Mountain community, where I grew up.


But even after Ms. Viv had given me this address, which was just a couple of blocks from my church, First Greater Hope, I’d expected something that resembled a minimansion for the fifty-, sixty-, or seventy-year-old woman (I could never tell with a black woman) who I’d met at the African American Women in Sales conference’s meet-and-greet cocktail hour at the Ritz-Carlton last month. Ms. Viv was the first person I’d spotted. She was surrounded by a trio of women, all in the standard take-me-seriously business suits. But Ms. Viv stood tall among them, even though she was the most petite, not more than five two, maybe five three, and that Carolina Herrera polka-dot silk shirtdress she had on that day was no larger than a size four.


I chuckled now as I remembered how after I’d peeped her designer dress, I’d checked out her shoes, and she hadn’t disappointed. I didn’t even have to see the soles to know what was up.


I’d been so intrigued with her, especially once I found out that she wasn’t even in sales. She’d been at the conference to recruit mentors for her Girls First Foundation.


“You would be so perfect, Zuri. You’re so polished, so well put together,” she’d said to me that first night. “And it’s not just the way you look, it’s everything. You know what the book of Colossians says: ‘We must clothe ourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness, and patience.’ You have all of that, and seeing someone like you is what my girls need.”


Her words had surprised me. Very seldom had I heard anyone quoting Scripture at any kind of professional event. It was like whoever you prayed to had to be left at the corporate door if you wanted to climb the corporate ladder.


But Ms. Viv had quoted Scripture that night (several times), and again when I’d met her for lunch a couple of weeks after so that she could tell me more about her mentoring program.


“The Word of God tells us in Galatians that Paul told the leaders of the church to carry one another’s burdens and in this way they would fulfill the law of Christ. That’s why I started Girls First Foundation. I want to carry the burdens of those whose shoulders are not broad enough yet. This is a commandment—to fulfill the law of Christ.”


I had been impressed with the whole package that was Ms. Viv—her love of Christ, her chic appearance, her vision—and her consistent follow-up. She called every two days to see if I was still interested.


“I’m not going to let you get away, Zuri,” she’d kept telling me. “You’re one of the good ones. GFF needs you.”


Sliding out of my car, I checked the address once again before I walked up the path to the house. I had to roll back the story I’d created in my mind about Ms. Viv being the rich widow of some famous pastor.


Seconds after ringing her bell, Ms. Viv stood at her opened door, dressed like the last two times I’d seen her—this time in a mauve St. John sheath, with pumps that looked like they’d been dyed to match.


“Zuri.” She held out her arms and greeted me with a hug. “Welcome to my home.”


I stepped over the threshold . . . and then paused. As my eyes glanced around the living room, my first thought was, Never judge a house by its front door.


“Wow!” I did nothing to hide my shock. This home was fit for any celebrity—or rich widow. It had certainly been decorated by someone who worked for the stars. I knew because this—interior design—was my passion. “Your home is beautiful.”


“Thank you. I give all honor to God, all of my blessings flow from Him,” she said as she led me to the pearl-colored sofa, which wasn’t just a couch but a Kate Spade Drake tufted piece that cost over five thousand dollars. I’d fallen in love with it when Audra let me decorate her home. But this sofa had been too much for the budget Audra and her doctor husband had given to me.


Kate Spade seemed to be the designer of choice for whomever had done this living room: two Pierce armchairs (another five thousand dollars) and then the Elsie table lamps, which popped with their bright red bases and sat atop Sheffield end tables, the only pieces that didn’t carry Kate’s name, though that was still another thousand dollars—for each one.


From the area rug that sat atop the carpet at the front door to the accessories—the two armed sconces and the chandelier that twinkled with hundreds of crystals and hung above the Rossetto Dune dining table (a ten-thousand-dollar piece)—Ms. Viv had spent somewhere approaching fifty thousand dollars in just the part of the house that I could see.


Who was this woman?


“I’m so glad you could join me,” she said, drawing my attention away from taking an inventory of this room. “I love getting to know potential mentors in my home, away from all the distractions of a restaurant or even an affair like where we met. Here is more private, and we can be open.”


“Yes,” I said, wondering why I sounded a bit breathless. Maybe it was because sitting in the middle of all of this fabulousness did take my breath away.


She said, “Well, you’re right on time, dear. Four o’clock. The perfect time for afternoon tea; let me go get that.”


When she rose, I said, “Do you want me to help?”


“Oh, no. Please, you just sit and relax, and I’ll be right back.”


I nodded as I watched her saunter (yeah, saunter, even for a woman her age) from the living room.


I set my purse onto the coffee table next to what looked like a photo album. I wasn’t sure, though—it was a thick leather-bound book with an embossed gold monogram—GFF. Just as I reached for the book, Ms. Viv called out my name.


When I looked up, she held up a silver tea set on a tray. “Would you mind?”


Springing up, I lifted it from Ms. Viv’s hands and then, as gently as I could, I lowered the heavy tray onto the coffee table. Like everything else in Ms. Viv’s home, the silver service set was expensive; I could tell from the weight and the way the silver sparkled.


As I adjusted the teapot on the middle of the tray, Ms. Viv grabbed the photo album and moved it onto the dining room table. For a moment, I wondered if I’d offended her by almost looking at the album, but when she turned back to me, her smile was as bright as always.


When we sat together, I asked, “Would you like me to pour your tea?”


“Yes, dear, would you? And I hope you like blueberry scones.”


“Actually, I love them. I get way too many from the Starbucks in my building every morning before I go to my office. I’ve gotta stop that—after today, of course.”


She chuckled as I handed her the cup. “What are you talking about? You are such a beautiful young woman; you don’t need to worry about your weight.”


“Thank you,” I said as I took my first sip.


I had so many questions for Ms. Viv, but I couldn’t just blurt out, How did you get so rich? So I was trying to figure out a polite way to get all up in her business when she said:


“So, tell me about yourself.”


I blinked. That was what I wanted to say to her. “Well . . .” I began, but then got stuck. What could I say about myself and my life that would interest Ms. Viv?


Ms. Viv prompted me. “I already know you’re in sales, with the Silver Sky Agency, right?”


I nodded as I sipped my tea.


She asked, “Do you like working there?”


I shrugged. “I’ve been in sales for about ten years. Ever since I graduated from college . . . Spelman.” I paused when she raised her eyebrows then gave me an approving nod. “I chose sales because a speaker at one of our career days said commission jobs were the way people really made money; commission was the road to wealth.”


She nodded, as if she understood. “That’s something I learned a long time ago. When you’re paid on your performance, you will always earn more money than on a nine-to-five job.”


So . . . maybe she’d held a sales position before—was that how she got all this money? I said, “The only thing is, it hasn’t delivered the kind of financial security I expected. And I’ve tried several industries, though I’ve been most successful in advertising. Still”—I sighed—“relying on a low base and high commission doesn’t always pay the bills.”


As I set my cup on the tray, not wanting to leave any rings on the coffee table, Ms. Viv rested her cup down as well and then patted my hand before she broke off a piece of scone. “You’re just getting started. You’re young, you’re beautiful, you’re intelligent. You have to be patient with life. Romans 12:12 tells us ‘let your hope keep you joyful, be patient in your troubles.’ ” She paused. “Just pray, Zuri. Like the Word of God says, pray at all times, and I know what you’re hoping for will come your way.”


Okay, I’d been right. Surely, Ms. Viv was the rich widow of a pastor. That would explain everything—her home and those Scriptures.


Finally answering her, I said, “I do pray. My spiritual life is very important to me.” I paused. That was the truth, even though I didn’t go to church as much as I wanted. “And I know what God has for me is for me, it’s just that . . .” I paused again, wanting to say this in the right way to this woman of God. “I sometimes feel like I shouldn’t be sitting around waiting for God to do His thing. Doesn’t He say that He wants us to do our part, too?”


She nodded. “He does. Faith without works . . .”


“Is dead,” I said, finishing one of the few Scriptures I knew.


Her smile showed that she was pleased.


I said, “So that’s why I sometimes get antsy. I feel like I’m not doing enough to change my life, and that’s why I was thinking about getting involved with Girls First. I need to get out and do for others, and maybe some good things will come to me.”


“That is a great philosophy to have. But don’t belittle the questions you do have about your life; they’re good ones. Tell me, what are some of the things you’d like to change?”


I tilted my head. With the exception of Audra, no one had ever asked me that question. And Ms. Viv’s words, her tone—she sounded the way I imagined a mother would talk to her daughter. The way a mom would help her little girl dream.


Ms. Viv urged me on. “What kind of life would you like to live? What are the things you’d love to do?”


It was the way she looked at me, her eyes, her expression so welcoming. I opened up. “I imagined that when I graduated, I’d be living in a penthouse in Midtown or in one of those downtown lofts. I had pictured myself being way too busy to cook . . .”
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