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Prologue


1986

There they go again.

It seemed almost ritualistic. He’d come home past midnight—high, drunk, or both.

Aja touched the award she won at the school history fair. How she had hoped to be able to show it to her father and watch him beam with happiness. But it looked like there would be no happiness tonight.

“Why does she put up with him?” Aja muttered.

Bam!

Now he was trying to break down the bedroom door. That shouldn’t be too hard since it was hanging on its hinges from all the other late-night fights.

“Open this damn door!” Her father was screaming in a high-pitched, slurred sound, muffled only by his constant banging and kicking on the door.

“Stop it, Gerald!” Aja heard her mother shout. “You’re drunk! Just go to sleep!”

“Don’t tell me I’m drunk in my own fucking house! Open the door!”

Aja threw back the covers on her bed and got up. This was one fight she wouldn’t be able to sleep through. She knew the commotion had woken up her brother, Eric, by the sounds of Run-DMC blaring from his room. As usual, he had turned up his rap music to try to drown out the sounds of fighting.

Her six-year-old sister had already retreated to the closet, her comfort zone when their parents fought. There, Jada would cry while holding and rocking Felix, her stuffed and tattered teddy bear. Felix was a gift from Daddy and a reminder of happier times.

“Open this door before I blow this fucking house up!”

At sixteen, Aja was used to the fights. She stopped praying that they would stop a long time ago since it was obvious God wasn’t listening.

Wham!

She heard her mother scream.

He had made it in.

“Woman, don’t you ever lock me out of my own bedroom! You hear me?”

Even though her parents’ bedroom was on the other end of the house, Aja could hear everything like they were standing right next to her.

“Gerald, please don’t do this.”

Aja hated when her mother used that all too familiar begging-for-her-life tone of voice.

Whap!

A slap. Another scream. More cries. From her mother. From Jada.

Aja slowly opened her bedroom door and saw Eric’s door swing open. She looked at her thirteen-year-old brother standing there in a pair of Batman boxers and a T-shirt. He looked aged beyond his years, his eyes red with rage, his light-freckled complexion turning crimson.

Aja’s eyes made their way down to her brother’s hands where he tightly clutched his prized baseball bat, signed by Hank Aaron. Eric kept that bat in a special case and never took it out for anything.

“Eric,” Aja whispered. “Eric, what are you doing? You know better than to come out when they fight.”

Eric looked Aja straight in the eyes, then turned and headed down the hall toward his parents’ bedroom.

“Eric, don’t.”

He ignored her.

Aja began a silent prayer as she headed down the hallway after her brother.

Eric stopped at the entrance to his parents’ bedroom while Aja remained just outside. The door lay on the floor. Their mother was in the corner near the bathroom. Her gown was torn. Tears were streaming down her face and blood was dripping from her nose.

“Leave her alone,” Eric firmly said.

“What . . . ?” their father muttered after he spun around and noticed Eric.

Aja looked at the difference in sizes between her father and brother. At 6 feet 4 inches and 280 pounds, her father towered above her little brother. Standing in front of their father, Eric’s frail body reminded Aja of David and Goliath. Aja noticed her father’s appearance—his usually hazel eyes were bloodshot, the obvious effect of a night with Jack Daniel’s. His broad shoulders that used to stand so proud were slumped over and his shirt was torn at the sleeve. He looked like a madman.

“What you goin’ do with that bat, you little sissy?” As he spoke, drool trickled out of the corner of his mouth.

“Eric, please, go back to bed. I’m fine.” Aja watched her mother try to get up off the floor.

“I said, leave her alone.” Eric wasn’t backing down. He was shaking, but determined. Aja hovered behind him, silently willing him to just walk away.

“Well, well, well. If the little piss-in-the-bed, sissy-ass son of mine ain’t trying to have him some balls,” their father laughed. “Boy, if you know what’s good for you, you’ll put that bat down and get your ass back to bed before I break you in half.”

Again, Eric didn’t move. He just clutched the bat tighter.

“Oh, so I guess you gotta see to believe.” Fear gripped Aja’s body as her father lunged forward and hit Eric in the chest so hard, his 85-pound body went flying out of the bedroom entrance. Eric hit his head on an antique table across the hall and slumped to the floor.

“Eric!” Their mother struggled to get up.

“Sit down!” Aja felt her heart drop as her father reached back and slapped his wife across the face. The impact knocked her back to the floor while out of nowhere, Jada came rushing in.

“Mommy, are you all right?” Jada cried, trying to clutch her mother’s neck.

“Baby, just go. Go back to your room.” Their mother tried to ease Jada off her, but before Jada could respond, their father had her by the neck.

“Get your ass back to your room!”

Jada began wailing. “Mommy!!! Mommy!!”

“Shut up!” Her father struggled to get his belt off with one hand; the other hand was gripped firmly around Jada’s neck.

“I’ll teach your little behind to mind!”

Jada continued to scream. The louder she got, the angrier her father became.

“Gerald, please, you’re hurting her.” Aja saw her mother stretch her arms toward Jada, but it seemed that she couldn’t pull herself up off the floor.

Their father was out of control—this was one of the worst scenes ever: Aja stood in the doorway, still unable to move. Jada’s tiny body dangled midair. Her long, black ponytails swung from side to side as she frantically tried to get away from her father. Eric lay unconscious on the hall floor.

“Gerald, let her go!” Aja continued to watch in horror as her mother—barely able to stand and her face covered with blood and tears—pointed a twenty-two caliber pistol at her husband. “Don’t make me shoot you. Put my baby down.”

“Has everybody in this house lost their fucking minds?”

Aja remained frozen as her father dropped Jada and stumbled toward his wife.

“Baby, don’t.” Her mother’s beautiful brown eyes softened, pleading for this all to end. She backed up but kept the gun pointed. “I don’t want to use this. I just want you to go get some sleep.”

“You pull a gun on me and then tell me you don’t want to use it?” Aja’s father and mother were face-to-face. “Go ahead, shoot me,” he laughed as he placed his chest to the gun’s barrel. “Your little weak ass doesn’t have the nerve.”

Nervous and in tears, Aja’s mother held the gun firmly and said, “Just go.”

Their father laughed again and turned as if he were walking away. In a matter of seconds he turned back, knocked the gun out of his wife’s hand, and pushed her to the floor. A scream started building in Aja’s throat as her father grabbed the gun, grabbed their mother by the hair, and then put the gun to her head.

“Okay, Superwoman, who’s bad now?” He laughed.

Aja wanted so much to help, but she couldn’t move. She couldn’t move to see if Eric was all right, or to come to her mother’s aid. It was as if her feet were glued to the floor. Aja watched the tears pour down her mother’s cheeks. She watched the man she had once loved so much hold her mother’s life in his hands. Then she watched as Jada came running out of the corner, racing toward her mother, screaming, “Nooooooooo!”

Aja watched as the gun went off and her mother’s blood splattered all over her little sister’s face.



Part One




One


Twelve years later

“If you could change one thing about your life, what would it be?” Aja read the question in Cosmo magazine out loud as she sat waiting for her sister.

“Well, that’s easy,” she answered. “I’d take the gun from my daddy and shoot him instead. Maybe my life would’ve turned out a whole lot different.” Aja didn’t realize she was talking to herself. The puzzled look from the elderly lady passing by made her snap out of her vengeful thoughts. She managed a slight smile at the woman as she imagined how she looked, sitting there talking to herself. Probably like I belong here.

Aja closed the magazine and glanced around the lobby of Memorial Greens. She hated coming to this place. It was heartbreaking to watch the people wander aimlessly about, some muttering to themselves, some in their own world, and others with no idea who they were or why they were even here.

If only I could get Jada out of here. If only things could be different.

But they couldn’t. Aja had come to terms with that fact years ago. It had been six years since her sister was committed, and Aja knew it was for the best.

“Good morning, Miss Ah-jah. Your sister will be out shortly.” Aja hated the commanding, bullish tone of Jada’s primary nurse, Mrs. Overton. The fifty-nine-year-old, 220-pound woman looked like a prison warden. Her beady eyes seemed buried in her head and her thick, bushy eyebrows met just above the bridge of her nose, forming a V. She wore her long, stringy gray hair tied back in a bun. Her nostrils were permanently flared.

“It’s A-ja, like the country, Asia, with a J.” Why must they go through this every time? It’s like that woman was doing this on purpose. The nurse shot a fake smile before spinning around to go back to her station.

Aja sat near the window that overlooked the large courtyard, where she and Jada had spent many evenings. They both loved the shade the sycamore tree provided from the hot summer sun. With the high humidity, it could get unbearable sometimes. But for the most part, it was always extremely soothing to sit outside.

Even though Jada seemed to be improving, it hurt Aja’s heart to see her sister here. After their mother died, their father was sent to prison and Aja and her siblings were shipped off to different relatives. Aja stayed in Houston and finished high school, living with her father’s sister. Jada was sent to Alabama to live with another aunt and Eric was sent to Chicago with an uncle. Their mother was an only child, so Aja, Eric, and Jada had to grow up with their father’s family, which wasn’t easy because all of his relatives thought he should be forgiven. And for Aja, that simply wasn’t happening.

At first, everyone thought Jada was simply traumatized. After the shooting, she barely talked for months. At their mother’s funeral, she sat emotionless and didn’t shed a tear or say a word. It was a silence that had stayed with her, even through her horrible nightmares when the only sounds she made were screams in the middle of the night. She was withdrawn at school, speaking only when absolutely necessary. They even placed her in a special school after she refused to do her work. After a year, relatives started suggesting to Aunt Millicent that Jada get help.

“That child don’t need to see no head doctor,” Aunt Millicent would always say. “Ain’t nothing wrong with her that time can’t heal.”

But time didn’t heal her. In fact, as more time passed, the more Jada withdrew. Eventually, she just stopped talking altogether. When she tried to slit her wrists at the age of twelve, Aunt Millicent knew there was no other choice.

Luckily, Aja managed to convince her aunt to let Jada come back to Houston, where the mental health facilities were among the best in the world—not to mention that Aja could be close to her sister. In actuality, Aja thought Aunt Millicent was relieved. She didn’t know how to handle Jada. Plus, she had already raised eight children and wasn’t too happy about having to take Jada in the first place.

“You have exactly two hours.” Nurse Overton’s deep voice jolted Aja out of her thoughts. The nurse was gone before Aja could even say thanks.

Aja saw her sister, Jada, standing in the entrance of the hospital lobby. She looked like an angel in the white sundress Aja had recently bought her for her eighteenth birthday. Jada’s long, golden brown hair was pulled back and tied with a matching white ribbon. Her caramel complexion was free of the acne that had plagued her early teen years. Had it not been for her eyes, Jada would have looked like a normal, pretty teenager blossoming into a woman. But her eyes revealed the real story—they were sunken and dark, like they were being swallowed by her face. The light that was there as a child had burned out long ago.

“Hi there.” Aja walked over to hug and kiss her sister on the cheek. “You look great. Let’s go to our favorite spot.”

Aja took Jada’s hand and the two of them walked outside to the bench under the tree. It was the same thing every Saturday afternoon—Aja seldom missed a week. Coming here was important to her and she felt to Jada as well. During their visits, Aja would recount her week, all the while trying to remain upbeat and as if nothing was wrong. Today, as usual, Jada said nothing and Aja continued talking. She knew she was rambling but she knew that sooner or later her weekly conversations would get through to her sister, so she never let up.

“. . . and Mrs. Atkins, you remember her—she used to live across the street. She up and got married. Seventy-nine years old and she gets married to a fifty-six-year-old man. I can’t buy a date and here she is getting married.” Aja laughed. While she tried to joke about being dateless, it did bother her. She wanted a family of her own one day, but at the rate she was going, it would never happen.

Aja continued talking, stroking Jada’s thick hair as she made conversation. People always used to tell them they had “good hair” because it was long and wavy—something they inherited from their father’s Indian ancestors. Her great-grandmother was Cherokee, and although she never met her, Aja was sure that’s where her butterscotch color and reddish brown hair came from.

Aja had taken pride in her hair when she was a teenager, until one day her mother got angry because Aja kept telling a friend she had “bad hair” because it was short and kinky. Her mother told her there was no such thing as “good hair”—that was just something society used to unfairly label people. Since then, Aja had worn her hair shoulder length and kept it dyed dark brown.

“Jada, did I tell you I got a cat?” Aja stopped rubbing her sister’s hair and they were now face-to-face. “This guy at work gave her to me because he moved someplace they can’t have pets. I named her Simba. She’s a beautiful, gray-colored calico. I never in a million years thought I would own a cat. I’m a dog person myself. Remember that dog we used to have? The Labrador, Cooter?”

Aja looked at her sister to see if there was some sign that she was taking it all in. There was none. Aja continued her stories, telling Jada about her plans for the weekend and the leak in her kitchen sink. Through each anecdote, Jada sat with a blank stare on her face.

It was difficult for Aja to keep up her enthusiasm. As a child, Jada had been very talkative. She’d constantly gotten on Aja’s nerves. Jada’s response to everything had been “Why?” Aja smiled as she recalled how absolutely crazy it had driven her. Now what she wouldn’t give to hear her sister say that one little word.

After another hour of talking, Aja got up to go. “Well, I hate to run, but I’ve got to stop by the office and check on some clients.” Aja reached into her big DKNY tote bag and pulled out a plastic shopping bag. “But you know I brought you something.” She pulled a long, light pink silk dress out of the plastic bag and held it up. “I got it on sale at this boutique when I went to New York last week. I’m so glad they let you wear your own clothes here. I know how you like to look pretty.”

Jada slowly reached up to touch the dress. She gently ran her hand over the fabric. For a moment, Aja thought she saw a twinkle in her sister’s eyes, but it passed so quickly, Aja wasn’t sure if she had imagined the whole thing.

“Yeah, see how nice and soft it is. That’s what sold me on it. I bet it’ll feel good on you. Will you wear it for me next Saturday?”

Please God, let her say something. Jada just kept gently rubbing the dress.

“Okay, then,” Aja said, trying not to let her disappointment show. “We’d better go. Nurse Overton will be calling out the dogs in a minute.”

Aja put the dress back in the plastic bag and helped her sister up. Together they walked back up the path to Memorial Greens.

As Aja waved good-bye she yelled, “Next time, I’ll bring Eric.”

She knew that was a long shot. The last time he’d come, Jada had sat in a trance and Eric had left in tears. That was more than a year ago. He hadn’t been back, saying he couldn’t stand it. Aja had been working to convince him to come again, but he had problems of his own. Problems that were another story entirely.



Two


Ringgg!

The ringing telephone startled Aja awake just as she was dreaming about making love to Denzel. He had just slipped his hand up her back to undo her bra strap . . .

Ringgg!

Aja pulled herself up and looked at the alarm clock. Two-thirty.

“This had better be good,” she muttered as she leaned over to answer the phone.

“Hello.” Aja made sure the irritation in her voice was evident.

Aja heard what sounded like somebody crying. Oh no, not a client problem. That was the thing she hated about working with at-risk teens—drama happened twenty-four hours a day. It had already been a long day. After leaving Jada, Aja had worked at the office for three hours, so she was not in the mood to deal with a client.

“Aja?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m sorry to call you so late. I just didn’t know what else to do.”

It was Elise, her brother’s fiancée. “Oh, hey girl . . . What’s going on?”

“I can’t take it, Aja. Why does he do this?” Elise cried.

Aja sat up, leaned over, and flipped on the lamp near her bed. She hated seeing Elise upset. Out of all her brother’s girlfriends, she really liked this one. A honey brown–skinned girl with sparkling eyes and deep dimples, Elise had her head on straight. Not like all those other gold-diggers, hanging on to her brother because they thought he was going to go pro and wanting to be seen on the arm of an NBA player.

Elise was different. She stuck by Eric’s side after he got kicked out of Michigan State University for fighting. He had beaten the crap out of one of his basketball teammates after they argued during a practice. Getting kicked out of school had destroyed his life, making him an even bigger and more bitter jerk than he already was. But Elise had moved home to Houston with him two years ago and she was still hanging in there with him, even though Eric’s trifling ass hadn’t found a job.

“What’s wrong?” Aja asked.

Elise paused.

“Look, you called me, so talk to me.”

“It’s Eric. We had a fight and he hit me.”

“He hit you?” That was the last thing Aja wanted to hear. Her baby brother could be as sweet as he wanted to be—until his temper took over. He had inherited that trait from their father. After Yolanda, Aja thought he was beyond hitting women.

Aja leaned her head back against her headboard. Damn Eric, don’t mess this one up like you did with Yolanda.

Yolanda was her brother’s girlfriend before Elise, and the only other girlfriend Aja liked. They went to school together and were such a great couple. But when Eric had gotten furious about some guy talking to her at a party, they’d argued, he’d slapped her, and it was all over. Yolanda hadn’t had two words to say to him since.

“Aja, I love him to death. But you know me and I’m not going to have any man putting his hands on me.”

“Elise, I’m sorry. I don’t know what to say.”

“I guess I really didn’t expect you to say anything. That’s your brother and I know you love him. I love him too. I just needed someone to vent to—someone who wouldn’t tell me to leave him. You know that if I call my family, they’d never forgive him. But, Aja, he needs help. Right now, I don’t even know if I can forgive him.”

Aja could understand. Forgiveness was a task she had yet to master. She thought back to her childhood, to after what relatives called “the family tragedy.”

“Aja, it’s your daddy,” she could still hear Aunt Shirley say as she held out the phone. Aja didn’t move. “Honey, it’s been three years. Please talk to your daddy.”

“Baby, your heart won’t be able to heal until you face your father,” she’d tell her.

But nothing had ever worked. At first, Aja would just cry and run into the other room. Soon, she would just ignore her aunt when Gerald called. Finally he just stopped calling.

Aja shook away the memory. “Hey, don’t ever hesitate to call me when you need to talk. I’m sorry, okay? I’ll talk to him.”

“Thanks, Aja. Like I said, I love him, but during my parents’ forty-one years of marriage, I’ve never known my father to lay his hands on my mother in that way and I expect the same from any man I’m with,” Elise sniffed.

“I understand. Talk to you later.”

“Thanks again. Bye.”

Aja placed the phone back on the cradle and flipped off her light. She lay back down and pulled the cover over her head.

She had never been one for religion, but Aja felt Eric needed a prayer tonight. Dear God, please help my brother. Don’t let him be like our father. Aja lay in the darkness and hoped that sleep would come before more memories did.

*  *  *

It seemed that Aja had just fallen asleep again when the alarm went off. She grumbled in frustration—she didn’t have any plans today, except to sleep in. But it was too late. Once she woke up, it was hard to go back to sleep.

“Might as well get up,” she mumbled. She reached over, pounded the alarm clock, threw back the covers, and slowly eased her way out of bed.

Aja had planned to be a total bum today. Turn on the answering machine, order a pizza, throw on some sweats, lie around and watch Lifetime. They had the best movies for women. She wasn’t even going to comb her tangled hair or put on a drop of makeup. Just brush her teeth because she couldn’t stand morning breath.

But Elise’s call had changed all that. She had to go see Eric before he lost the best thing that ever happened to him.

Aja popped in her Whitney Houston CD, turned the volume way up, and jumped in the shower.

After a long, steamy shower, she dried off and threw on a sleeveless denim dress. She surveyed herself in the mirror hanging on her closet door. Ughhh. I look a mess! The dress had a small hole in the bottom and desperately needed ironing, but Aja decided it was okay. She wasn’t planning on making any more stops.

She brushed her hair back into a ponytail, slipped her feet into her favorite thong sandals, and headed to her brother’s.

It took about thirty-five minutes for Aja to get to Eric’s. Maybe I should’ve called. Nah. Calling would give him time to make up an excuse about having somewhere to go.

Aja pulled up to the gate of her brother’s overpriced apartment complex and punched in his code. Even though Elise lived with him and paid half the rent, living here was sure to eat up all the money Eric had gotten from their mother’s life insurance policy. The money had been placed in a trust fund until they turned eighteen. Aja rarely touched hers, however, since Eric wasn’t working, she knew he had nearly depleted his.

Aja drove in and parked next to Eric’s red Toyota 4Runner but didn’t see Elise’s black Honda Prelude, which meant she probably had stayed somewhere else for the night. Aja rang the doorbell three times before Eric answered. He was wearing nothing but boxer shorts and obviously had been asleep. The lines from the bedspread still dented the side of his face.

“Hey, little brother. Can I come in?” Aja said through the crack in the door. Eric had opened it just enough to see who was outside.

“Hey yourself. What . . . time . . . is it?” He rubbed his eyes like a little boy.

“Time for you to get up.” Aja pushed the door aside and walked in.

Her heart dropped when she saw the beer cans on the coffee table. He must have been drunk last night. Aja had to play it cool. She didn’t want her brother to jump on the defensive. He was quick to do that whenever Aja tried to talk to him about his temper.

“Rough night?” Aja tried to joke.

“Something like that.” Eric shut the door. “What brings you by?”

“I can’t just stop by and check on my kid brother?”

“Yeah, right.” Eric eyed her suspiciously. “Cop a squat, then.”

Eric yawned, stretched, and then plopped down on the sofa. He grabbed the remote and started flipping channels, looking for a basketball game.

“If I can find someplace to sit.” Aja picked a dirty T-shirt off the sofa. “Why don’t you clean this place up?”

Eric ignored her and kept flipping channels. “What channel are the Rockets and Lakers playing on?”

Aja looked at her brother sitting there trying to act like nothing was wrong. She knew how much he loved Elise, what he struggled with, and who he struggled to keep from becoming.

“Hey, I need to talk to you.”

“Yes!” Eric said to himself after finding the game.

“Did you hear me? I said, I need to talk to you.”

Eric didn’t respond. Aja looked at the television and noticed it was nearing the end of the second quarter. She would have to wait until halftime if she was going to get anywhere with him.

Aja sat back and watched her brother watch the game. He was truly a handsome man. At twenty-five, he was well-cut, 6 feet 5 inches tall, and 210 pounds with a bald head—which he said he sported long before bald was in—and features that looked like they were chiseled from stone. His butterscotch complexion was smooth and flawless. Thank God those reddish freckles had faded years ago.

Those freckles used to get Eric in so much trouble. Kids would always tease him and Eric would always get into a fight because of them. Aja’s one and only fight had been with an older boy who had taken a red marker and lightly drawn spots on Eric’s face as he slept on the bus on their way to a school field trip. He’d only gotten a few on before Eric had woken up. But Aja was still furious. She and the boy argued and he popped her in the eye. Aja and Eric tag-teamed the boy and he ended up walking away more bruised than they did. Their mother wanted to punish them for fighting, but their father talked her out of it, saying he was actually proud of his kids for standing up for each other.

The final four minutes of the half seemed to take forever, but finally the commentators took over and Aja seized her chance. “Eric, can I talk to you?”

“I knew it.” Eric scowled at his sister.

“You knew what, Mr. Know-it-all?”

“Why you’re here. Elise called you didn’t she? Why she gotta be calling my people?”

“Would you rather she called her father and told him?”

A deep silence hung in the air. Aja could tell Eric really didn’t want to hear this, but he knew with her he didn’t have much choice.

“Look, sis.” Eric got up and walked to the kitchen. “I know what I did was wrong.” Eric opened the refrigerator and took out a Heineken. He snapped the cap off, took a sip, and walked back into the living room. “I’m sorry and I’ll tell Elise I’m sorry. But don’t go giving me no psychobabble about how I need help.”

Aja knew this conversation would get nowhere. She had tried to talk to Eric time and time again about his temper, but he always jumped on the defensive and their talks were never productive.

“Eric, I’m just scared for you, that’s all,” Aja said solemnly. She shot a disapproving look as he turned up the beer and guzzled it down.

“There ain’t no reason to be scared for me. I’m a grown man—I can handle my own business.” Eric stood in front of the television, trying to focus his attention on the halftime commentators. He turned and saw his sister looking pitifully at him. “I’m fine, okay?”

“I just don’t want you to turn out like him.”

Suddenly Eric kicked over a side table. He thrust his index finger in Aja’s face.

“Don’t you ever compare me to that man! I had a little fucking argument that got out of control! That doesn’t mean I’m going to turn into a murderer!”

“Eric, calm down. I’m not trying to say you are.”

Eric glared at his sister before plopping back down on the sofa. Both of them sat silently for a few minutes.

“Why won’t you ever talk about it?”

“What’s there to talk about?” Eric sat the now empty beer bottle down, picked the remote up, and started flipping channels.

“Come on, Eric. We were all pretty messed up behind what happened. I hate him. I hate what he’s done to us and I’ll let the whole world know it. You, you don’t say anything, bad or good. I’m the only one you even acknowledge his existence with. It might help to talk about it.”

Eric turned his attention back to the game. “Look, I don’t need to talk about it. I don’t want to talk about it. And if that’s all you have to talk about, then you can leave.”

Aja rolled her eyes in frustration. “Okay then.” She realized it would be pointless to push the matter.

“I saw Jada yesterday.” Aja tried to change the subject. “It sure would make her day if you went to visit her.”

“She wouldn’t even know I was there,” Eric mumbled.

Aja knew this was another pointless discussion. Something about visiting Jada in that home made Eric extremely uneasy. She had been trying to get him to go for months. At first, he just made excuses, and then he just flat out said he didn’t want to go.

“All right.” Sometimes her brother could be so pigheaded. “I guess I’ll just go then, since it’s obvious you don’t want to be bothered.”

“Yeah, that sounds like a good idea,” Eric muttered without looking away from the TV.

Aja leaned over and kissed her brother’s head. “You know you can’t run me off with that nasty attitude, because I know the real Peanut.”

Eric reluctantly smiled. Aja was the only one who still called him Peanut. “Would you stop calling me that? My head has rounded out—it’s not shaped like a peanut anymore, okay?”

“Maybe not.” Aja opened the door to leave. “But you know you still like your big sister to call you that.”

Eric threw a pillow at the closing door.

Aja smiled as she made her way back to her car. It had been a while since she had called her brother Peanut. That had been his nickname when he was little. It reminded Aja of happier times, and happy hadn’t visited their doorsteps in a very long time.



Three


Aja glanced at her watch. It was nearing eight o’clock. She was starving and as usual, Roxie was late.

“Excuse me.” Aja flagged down her waiter. “I’m going to go ahead and order an appetizer.”

The waiter dragged himself over to Aja’s table. He acted irritated, like he was mad about having to be at work. “Yes, ma’am. What’ll it be?”

“Just a cup of gumbo and a Swamp Thing, please.”

“Anything else?”

Aja shook her head. “No thank you—that’ll be it.”

The waiter gave a look of relief, seeming to be thankful that he didn’t have to write anything else down. “You still waiting on somebody?” He pointed toward the empty seat across from Aja.

“Yeah, I guess she’s just running late.”

The waiter threw an exasperated look. “I’ll have your Swamp Thing right out.” He picked her menu off the table, then turned and walked off.

Good, I definitely need that Swamp Thing. The icy drink mixture of margarita, hurricane, and tequila was just what Aja needed to calm her nerves after a crazy day at work. Before she could even get out of the bed, her pager had started going off. Aja knew she shouldn’t give her pager number to her clients, but she wanted them to know they could call her any time—and they usually did.

This morning it had been Octavia, near tears because her boyfriend, Javier, had walked out on her and she was eight months pregnant. Aja had managed to calm Octavia down and convinced her that Javier would be back, since he’d come back the last twenty times he had walked out. Aja really wanted to tell the fifteen-year-old she’d be better off if he didn’t come back. All he was good for was making babies.

Aja really enjoyed her job as assistant director of The Texas Youth Authority, but she had to admit that sometimes she got too wrapped up in it. The Youth Authority was a social service agency for at-risk teens. Aja was supposed to step back and let her staff deal with the actual clients while she handled the administrative end and made sure things ran smoothly. But she never had been able to step back since she had been promoted from counselor. She had a roster of clients that she dealt with on a regular basis and since the organization was so short-staffed, none of the other counselors seemed to mind.

Octavia, what will it take to get you to see Javier is no good for you? Aja lowered her head and rubbed her temples as she thought of Octavia sitting at home crying her eyes out while Javier ran the streets. Octavia was by herself; her mother had put her out when she’d turned up pregnant. So now the teen was living with a sister who could care less what she did and only let her come live with her because she was counting on the welfare check Octavia would be getting once the baby was born.

Then, on top of everything else, Eric and Elise hadn’t made up and it had been a whole week. Aja had called Eric before she left the house today, and her brother had still been in a funk, which put Aja in a bad mood.

“Roxie, why can’t you ever be on time?” Aja glanced at her watch again. She was starting to get irritated.

“Speak of the devil and she shall appear.”

Aja looked up at Roxie, standing over her, a huge grin plastered across her face.

“Hey, girl. Hope you didn’t order without me.” Roxie pulled out a chair and plopped down across from Aja. She looked great in a fuchsia shirt that exposed her firm stomach and black boot-cut stretch pants that looked like they were especially carved for her size-six figure. Her sandy brown hair was swept up into a ponytail, and she wore a pair of sunglasses on top of her head. Her high arched eyebrows set off her slightly slanted eyes.

Roxie had been Aja’s best friend since their days at Texas Southern University in Houston. They’d both dated members of the same fraternity. Roxie had dated a guy named Warren, and Aja had been head over heels for Darwin. When they found out Warren and Darwin were cheating on them, they cursed the guys out, then got together and had a pity party to bond. After that, they became best friends, pledging to the same sorority. Both of them tried out and were rejected from the cheerleading squad. They moved in together their junior year and had been in each other’s lives ever since. Aja was the maid of honor in Roxie’s wedding three years before to a wonderful man named Brian. And she was also the godmother to Roxie’s son, Brendan.

“Just one time. Just one time will you get somewhere on time.” Aja tapped her watch and rolled her eyes in frustration.

“So whatcha eating?” Roxie completely ignored the irritation in Aja’s voice. Roxie was free spirited and didn’t let much get to her.

“Gumbo.”

“Ewww! Why’d you order that? You know this restaurant don’t use no seasonings.”

“I happen to like it like that, okay?” Aja snapped. “And why don’t you use correct grammar?”

“Dang. Why you so nasty? I’m sorry I was late okay?” Roxie poked her bottom lip out in a pouty expression. “You forgive me?” Aja shot a disgusted look. The waiter brought her drink and bowl of gumbo and set them down in front of her.

“Are you ready to order?” the waiter asked Roxie. He still had an I-don’t-want-to-be-here look. Of course Roxie didn’t care. She scanned the menu, taking her time, despite the waiter’s obvious huffing and sighing.

“Yeah, I’ll take the same thing my mean-ass friend is having.” Roxie pointed to Aja’s drink. “And bring me a bowl of crawfish bisque. That’s just for an appetizer. I’m hungry, so I’ll be ordering something else in a minute. I just don’t know what I want yet.” The waiter nodded—more like grunted—and then took off.

Roxie scanned the menu a little longer, then closed it and set it down. She tore open a pack of crackers, dipped one in Aja’s gumbo, and popped it in her mouth. She grimaced at the taste. “Yuck! This is horrible!”

“You don’t have to like it. I do.”

Roxie cocked her head to the side. “Maybe this was a bad idea. I don’t know if you’re on your period or just plain irritable. But I didn’t come here for you to be constantly snapping at me.”

Aja’s expression softened. “Look, I’m sorry. I just had a bad day at work.”

“Well, don’t take it out on me. Nobody told you to take that depressing-ass job in the first place. Everyone has problems, lives constantly falling apart, and everyone is ten seconds from killing themselves or somebody else. As if you need that shit. To this day, I swear I can’t understand why you turned down that marketing job with Coca-Cola. That’s what your major was in school. Not to mention the fact that you would’ve made twice as much as what you’re making now. But no, you turned it down to work with juvenile delinquents.”

“Those kids need me.” Aja hated defending her work. It was something she did with great pride. It didn’t pay the best of money, but it was her way to help young people out, the way she couldn’t help her own family. Everybody had told her how stupid she was to turn down that Coke job, but she knew that it would never have made her happy. What she was doing with those kids made her happy.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. What about your needs? When’s the last time you had your needs fulfilled?” Roxie raised her eyebrows, leaned forward, and lowered her voice. “Come to think of it, when’s the last time you had you some?”

“Some what?”

“Don’t play dumb with me. Some nooky, some dang-a-lang, some good loving?”

“You sure have a filthy mouth to be a fifth-grade teacher,” Aja laughed.

“Hell, I learned half this stuff from them. Now answer the question.”

Aja sipped her drink. When was the last time I had sex? Six months ago? Nah, that was Marcus, he didn’t count. They’d just fooled around. She’d played sick after she’d gone to the bathroom and saw that herpes cream in his medicine cabinet. That was one time Roxie’s advice to always check the medicine cabinet paid off. Before that it was Troy, and that was more than a year ago.

“That long, huh?” Roxie said when Aja didn’t answer. “You can’t even remember, it’s been so long. You’ve probably converted back to a virgin.”

“Shut up, Roxie. You have a husband and can have sex every night.”

Roxie took Aja’s drink from her and slurped it up through the straw. “Honey, the only thing I’m getting every night is Brendan’s bottle.”

Aja snatched her drink back. “Could you order your own stuff please?”

“I did. That slow-ass waiter is just taking his time getting it to me and I need a drink. Those damn kids got on my nerves today.”

“You talk about me? I will never understand why you became a teacher. You act like you can’t stand those kids.”

Roxie leaned back and rolled her eyes. “I can’t. Bad-ass, no-home-training little bastards. But it pays the bills and I like having my summers off. Now, back to what I was saying . . . we’re talking about you. I’m married. I don’t have to have sex but once a month. Now, that brings me to the point of this dinner. Have I got the perfect man for you.” Roxie flashed a huge grin.

There she goes again, trying to fix me up with someone. Roxie had made it her goal in life to find a man for Aja, even though Aja tried to convince her friend she wasn’t interested in dating. It was a mission she had taken on since their college days.
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