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Venice Taylor believes that her relationship with sexy football star, Jarvis Anderson, is unbreakable; especially since they have been intense lovers for almost 4 years. During that time, they experienced some unique events that drew them closer together than most couples their age. Jarvis and Venice have no choice but to trust that the love they share will withstand any challenge. Heading off to separate colleges would undoubtedly be a test of their undying love and fiery passion.


Even though they have agreed to see other people during college, Venice is not counting on falling in love with another man. That is, until drop dead gorgeous Craig Bennett, a Junior Architecture Major, enters her life like a hurricane. From the moment their eyes meet, Venice realizes that she is in trouble. Craig stirs feelings inside of her that she has only previously felt with Jarvis. Within weeks, Venice finds herself in a full-blown love affair. At the same time, she is hoping and praying that her secrets will not destroy her new relationship with Craig or cause Jarvis any undeserved pain.


Torn between the two most passionate men that she has ever met, Venice has to make a decision. But, at what cost?







    

        All That and a Bag of Chips is a romantic, enticing, thought-provoking novel with timely characters and a storyline that anyone who has ever been in love can relate to. Darrien Lee will quickly establish herself as one of the top African American romance novelists in the new millennium with her humorous dialogue, steamy sex scenes and eye for detail. All That and a Bag of Chips is a book that anyone, from college students to senior citizens, will enjoy.




Zane, author of Addicted,
Shame on it All,
and The Sex Chronicles









All That
and
a Bag of Chips




[image: image]




Published by
[image: image]


 


STREBOR BOOKS INTERNATIONAL
P. O. Box 10127
Silver Spring, MD, 20914
http://www.streborbooks.com
www.SimonandSchuster.com


 


ALL THAT AND A BAG OF CHIPS © 2001. All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means including electronic, mechanical or photocopying or stored in a retrieval system without permission in writing from the publisher except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages to be included in a review.


 


ISBN: 978-1-4516-9479-6 (ebook)
ISBN 978-0-9711953-0-1


 


LCCN


 


COVER ILLUSTRATION: © André Harris
TYPESETTING & INTERIOR DESIGN: Industrial Fonts & Graphix


 


A Strebor Books International LLC Publication


 


Distributed by Simon and Schuster




This book is dedicated to all the people who touched my life in college. Especially my dear friends of Wilson Hall (The Zoo).


 


Tracy Dandridge, Shirlene Goodman, Lanetta Coleman, Buanita Ray, Cheryl Dean, Toni Britt, Teresa McElrath, Janice Talley, Esperonzia Noble, Angelic Thompson, and Dollie Morrison. Thanks for the memories.





Acknowledgments



First, I give thanks to God from whom all blessings flow.


To Daddy, I know you’re looking down from Heaven with a big smile on your face. Thanks for watching over me. I miss you.


A heartwarming thanks to my Mother, Ines, who gave me life and love. You always knew I had a vivid imagination and adventurous nature.


To my loving husband, Wayne, who has supported and stood by me on this magical journey.


Thanks Sweetheart, I love you!


To my daughters, Alyvia and Marisa, you are so precious and the joy in my life. May you grow up to understand that your dreams can become a reality. Remember as long as you have God on your side, you can accomplish anything.


To my brother, Edward Jr. and sisters, Phylishia and Emily, you always knew I had it in me.


Thanks for the memories and the love.


Vanessa Harris Maston, your inspiration and encouragement help make my dream a reality; None of this would have been possible if not for you. I will always cherish the many memories we share. Never forget the green raincoat!


Devoted friends, Brenda Thomas and Tracy Dandridge, your friendship is priceless! Over the last two decades, we’ve laughed and cried together as well as shared secrets we know are safe. Thanks for being in my corner.


I can’t thank all my other friends and co-workers enough for the motivation. I appreciate all the critiquing you did to keep me focused and on the right path.


Andre’ Harris, you are a talented artist and I am indebted to you for bringing my characters to life for this cover. You created them exactly as I envisioned. You are dangerous with a paintbrush! Stay Cool!


Romance Novelist, Carmen Green, thank you for your kind words of advice and encouragement.


Romance Novelist, Deirdre Savoy, I also thank you for your guidance and inspiration.


Finally, Zane, I had to save the best for last. I would like to thank you for taking a chance and believing in me. You motivated me when I need to be motivated. You encouraged me when I needed encouragement. I hope to make you proud!




All That
and
a Bag of Chips





One



The summer afternoon seemed just like many others. The mother was working on dinner in the kitchen while the father watched Sanford and Son reruns in the den. Venice, the baby of the Taylor family and the only girl, was about to leave for college. She was a natural beauty with smooth, cinnamon skin. Track was her sport of choice so she had the body of a typical sprinter. She was five-foot-six with well-conditioned, athletic legs. Her naturally long, thick hair dangled three inches past her shoulders.


Her two brothers, Bryan and Galen, were somewhat protective of her since she was their only sister. Bryan, the oldest of the three, was married with his own family. Sinclair, his stuck-up wife, was decent most of the time. However, she could turn into a real bitch when she didn’t get her way. Bryan and Sinclair had an eight-year-old daughter, Crimson, who could be a brat from time to time. She had an attitude like her mother when things didn’t go her way. Crimson did have her sweet moments. She inherited that quality from her daddy.


Bryan was quiet and passive, almost too passive. For the most part, he went along with the flow of things. Bryan was a handsome man: tall with the build of a former pro football player. His paper sack brown, smooth skin complimented killer bedroom eyes. He was constantly grooming his mustache and goatee into perfection.


    Bryan was a sports agent for professional athletics. He’d met Sinclair, a florist, after rear-ending her car. A year and a half later, violà! They were married. A couple of years after they were married, Crimson entered their lives.


Galen, on the other hand, was closer to his sister’s age. They’d been inseparable most of their lives. However, in high school, they’d had their own things going on. While Venice was running track, Galen was on the football field. Galen had a slender build, but also carried well-defined muscles on his tall frame. To describe him, most would say he was high yellow like their mother and had all the women at his feet.


The good thing about Galen was that he wasn’t a player, player! He was entering his junior year at Dawson University. Venice was about to be a freshman there. She was supposed to go to the University of Michigan, but the administration had misplaced her paperwork. By the time they found it, Venice couldn’t get in so she decided to join her brother at Dawson instead and nevertheless remained excited. She was hoping Galen wouldn’t try to be an on-campus daddy to her; assuming he could tell her what to do. After all, Venice was about to meet college men and Mommy and Daddy were going to be six hours away. Hey!


Since the big day had finally arrived, Bryan felt he had to come over to give Venice a lecture on studying. He cautioned her about getting mixed up with the campus freak-a-zoids and dogs. This was kind of flattering, but little did Bryan know that Galen had told Venice that those were the exact kind of women Bryan had dated in college. Luckily, he didn’t let them ruin his goal of getting his education. Now it was Venice’s turn to remember to stay focused. She knew the fine men she was about to meet might be a slight distraction, even though her heart still belonged to the only man she’d ever loved.


Mr. Taylor, a retired police officer, didn’t have much to say except, “Baby girl, call me if you need anything and Galen, you better look after your sister.”


Galen nodded in acceptance of the task bestowed upon him by his father.


Mrs. Taylor had fried chicken packed for both of them. Brain food is what she called it. She said, “All black folks need a little chicken to nibble on when they’re studying.”


While Galen and Bryan were putting the last pieces of the luggage into Venice’s car, Crimson asked, “Where are you going?”


Venice explained to her that she was moving into the college dormitory and would come visit her every chance she got. After hearing this, Crimson became very silent as if she were analyzing the situation. Then she asked if she could have Venice’s room.


Venice told her, “No way!”


She chased Crimson out into the yard and around the house. Crimson was a pretty child with long, silky pigtails and dark chocolate skin. Her eyes were light brown and she had a smile that would con anyone. Her long legs had all the markings of a future track star.


Venice’s closest friend in the world, Joshua, also came down to see her off. They’d grown up together and Venice regarded him as her third brother. They went practically everywhere together. A lot of people didn’t understand how a sista and a brotha could be so close without having any sex between them. Venice’s boyfriend understood their closeness with no problem, but Joshua’s girlfriends always felt threatened by her. All of them except for his present girlfriend, Cynthia. She was cool and Venice really liked her.


Joshua was going to stay home, work the first year, and then join Venice at college later. They planned to share an apartment the following summer while they attended summer school. Venice was going to miss him more than anyone. Oddly enough, he was the one that she shared all of her secrets with. She had another friend, Chanelle, that she hung out with, but she wasn’t like Joshua. He cared a lot about Venice. They were each other’s rock.


Sinclair, Bryan’s devilish wife, drove up in her forest green SUV. She couldn’t even say hello because she was too busy scolding Crimson for running around like a wild child.


Venice hurriedly butted in by telling her, “She was playing with me!”


Sinclair gave Venice that “don’t start with me look” and asked Crimson where her daddy was. As Crimson was responding, Sinclair’s cell phone began ringing. She glared at Venice as she walked past her into the house.


“Skank!” Venice mumbled.





Two



At last, Venice could finally pull out of the driveway. Everyone came out onto the porch to exchange hugs and say their goodbyes. Galen was still in the house feeding his face with his mother’s chicken when Venice gave everyone a hug and kiss.


Joshua walked her to the car. “Girl, you’d better call me and don’t go down there and get mixed up with any thugs.”


Venice laughed. “Josh, you know I’m not going to do anything like that. I’ll call you and let you know what’s going on. Don’t forget you’re coming down for homecoming. Okay?”


He smiled, leaned into the window of her car, and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “I’m going to miss you, Niecy. I love you.”


Venice got out of the car and gave him another hug. “I love you, too!”


This was going to be the first time they’d been separated since preschool and it already felt weird. Joshua lived one street over and during their years growing up, if Joshua and his brother weren’t at the Taylor home, Venice and Galen were down at their house. It was hard to realize that they’d grown up and were moving on to hopefully bigger and better things.


Venice pulled out of the driveway and waved as she drove down the street. She had to make one more important stop. She had to say her final goodbye to her sweetie, Jarvis Anderson. He was also going to be leaving for college the next day. He was lucky to get both academic and football scholarships. He planned on majoring in Criminal Justice and figured if he didn’t make it to the pros, he could work for the FBI or some other government agency.


They’d been dating for the past four years and had been through hell and high water together. It was going to be especially hard to say goodbye to him. Venice still loved him, but their parents felt they should cool it since they were getting ready to go in two different directions. They’d shared a hot love affair over the years and had just spent their last night together before heading off to school. They vowed that if fate put them back together after they graduated, they would get married.


Venice had dated a few guys when they were going through one of their temporary breakups. But, she never found anyone she liked as much as Jarvis. Only one incident seriously tested them and they’d found themselves back together again in no time. Joshua once told her that Jarvis was born to be her husband. Venice always thought Joshua was trippin’ when he said things like that, but she listened to him anyway.


When she pulled up in front of Jarvis’ house, he immediately came out to meet her. Venice got out of the car and sat upon the hood as he approached.


Jarvis asked, “Are you getting ready to hit the road?”


“Yep! Daddy wants me to get there before dark.”


“Where’s Galen?”


“He’s leaving in a little while.”


He stood in front of Venice and wrapped his arms around her, pulling her toward him. “I had a good time last night, Niecy. I just wish there were some way we could…”


“Don’t go there, Jarvis. This is hard enough for me.”


He hugged her, rubbing her hips. “I know, Venice. Damn, I’m going to miss you. Make sure you call me. You know your stuff will always belong to me.”


Venice giggled and gave him a kiss on the cheek.


Jarvis went on to say, “I’m not playing, Venice! If you hook up with some buster down there, just remember that. I’m just loaning you out until I graduate. Then I’m coming back for you.”


Venice had tears in her eyes. “Do you think we did the right thing?”


“I don’t know, Niecy. My mind says we did but my heart says we didn’t. We can’t dwell on that now. What’s done is done.”


“I guess you’re right.”


Venice got down off the car slowly, wiping away her tears.


“What’s wrong, Niecy?”


“I’m sore! You know what you did to me last night!”


Jarvis gazed at her with his devilish, seductive eyes. “Are you having regrets now?”


She pressed her body to his. “My only regret is that I don’t have time to show you just how much I love you before I leave.”


He held her against his strong, muscular body. “Baby, if you show me any more, I’m not going to be able to walk myself.”


They held their embrace as they laughed together. Silence followed as they gazed at each other’s lips and into each other’s eyes. He held her face tenderly and gave her another sultry kiss.


“Niecy, you taste so sweet. I’m not going to make it without you.”


“I’m going to miss you, too. Everything will be okay. You’ll see. Well, baby, I’d better get going. I’ll see you at homecoming.”


“Without a doubt, but I need to see you before then.”


“Same here, Jarvis.”


“I’ll get with Pops and see what he can work out.”


She held onto him for a moment before they exchanged a series of toe-curling kisses. Venice went numb and lightheaded at the same time. She felt the warmth from his body and saw the devotion in his eyes.


“Lord have mercy, Jarvis!”


“You do the same to me, girl. Too bad I can’t take you up on your offer.”


“Don’t tempt me, baby. I really better get going. Oh, don’t go up to that fancy college and get something you can’t get rid of. Better yet, don’t become somebody’s baby’s daddy. I know you’re a big football star and all, but I’d be pissed if you let something like that happen. “


Jarvis opened the car door for her. “I’m not going to take any chances with those chickenheads up there. You know where my heart is.”


“Me too, baby. Love you and I’ll call you when I get in.”


Jarvis gave her another kiss and then waved to her as she backed out of the driveway. He hollered, “Don’t be speeding!”


She blew her horn at him and was out of sight within seconds. Jarvis stared at the ground for a moment before mumbling, “We did do the wrong thing, Niecy.”





Three



Venice had a six-hour drive to college, which she hoped she could cut into five. As she drove, she reminisced about the previous night with Jarvis. He definitely knew how to please a woman and Venice was really going to miss that. He made sure he sent her off to college well-satisfied. They’d been through a lot together, more than most people their age. Jarvis was definitely her boo. Venice was a little unconvinced that she wanted college to open new doors for her. She was also slightly nervous about possibly dating someone else since she’d been with Jarvis for so long. She knew she’d have to cross that bridge when she got to it.


When she finally made it to the college, Venice was exhausted and ready to settle in. She hoped that her roommate would be friendly and easy to get along with. Venice saw all the hustling freshmen coming into the dormitory parking lot. Some were pulling trailer hitches full of school necessities. It took Venice about an hour to get her things to the room. There were boxes in the room marked “Monique.” Her roommate had obviously arrived.


Venice plopped down on one of the beds. “I hope she’s not a nut case.”


Venice called her parents and Jarvis to let them know that she’d arrived safely. After she got off the phone, she started hanging her clothes in the closet nearest to the bed she’d selected. By the time she made the bed, two hours had elapsed and her stomach was growling. It was eighty-thirty and she hadn’t had a bite to eat. She still hadn’t heard from Galen or met her new roommate. Venice decided to page Galen to make sure he’d made it in okay. It wasn’t long before the telephone rang.


“What’s up, baby sister?”


“Don’t call me that! Why didn’t you let me know you were here?”


“I was going to call you, but I’ve been kicking it with my boys. What are you doing?”


“I’ve finished putting up all my stuff and now I’m starving.”


Galen laughed. “Look, I’m going to meet some of my boys over on the band’s practice field in a minute. Look for me over there and I’ll take you to get something to eat.”


“How am I going to find the band field?”


“Follow the music!”


“Funny, Galen.”


“I’m just playing. It’s over behind the track.”


“Oh, I know where you’re talking about now. I’ll see you after I change.”


She hung up the phone and called her girlfriend Chanelle. She gave Chanelle her phone number and told her that she hadn’t met her roommate yet. They talked a few minutes more and Chanelle informed Venice that it appeared she was going to be joining her after all. The dormitory had an unexpected opening and Chanelle was next on the waiting list. Chanelle told Venice that she’d see her in a couple of days. After they’d said their good-byes, Venice changed into a pair of royal blue shorts and a white tee, wrote her roommate an introductory note, and left out to meet Galen.


Venice took note of all the activities for incoming freshman as she walked across the campus. A vendor was selling Dawson T-shirts and baseball hats. Venice paused long enough to finger through them. Young men were trying to flirt with her, obviously sensing some “fresh meat.” Venice’s mind was on Jarvis, though. She missed him already. Only time would tell if they were doing the right thing by cooling it. Finally, Venice heard the band’s music in the air.


Venice reached the field and saw the majorettes, flag corp, and band members on the field going through their routines under the glaring lights that had come on automatically at sundown. As she walked along the fence, she could see Galen and a group of guys across the field. She took her time, stopping occasionally to watch the band’s dance routine.


Galen and his friends were hanging over the fence near the majorettes, checking them out.


One of his friends said, “Damn, look at the booty on that one! I’d love to get with her.”


Galen didn’t have much to say because he was spoken for. He’d been dating his girlfriend, Sidney, since freshman year. He did, however, laugh at the comments his friends were making. Galen hadn’t talked much about Venice during his years at Dawson. It was going to be somewhat of a surprise to his friends to find out that he even had a sister. Galen didn’t talk much about his family period to his friends because he was private like that at times. He was a little uneasy about Venice coming to college there and had tried to keep it on the downlow. When they were in junior high and high school, there were several times he had to get in the face of guys that he felt disrespected Venice. He had a pretty bad temper, but he was doing better controlling it.


As the guys continued to yell at the majorettes, one of the guys hollered out, “Lawd! Here comes another one over there! Damn, she’s fine!”


Another one of his friends said, “Man! That one’s going to be my baby’s momma.”


When Galen and his friend Craig turned to see who they were trippin’ out over, Galen realized that it was Venice. He dropped his head and smiled as Venice approached the group. She noticed everyone was staring at her and it made her feel a tad bit uncomfortable.


She walked over to Galen and put her arm around his waist. “Hey, bro! Are you ready to go?”


Galen laughed as he saw his friends’ mouths drop open.


One of the guys mumbled, “Don’t tell me Galen’s trying to be a playa.”


“Nah, you trifling fools! This is my sister, Venice.”


One of his friends said, “Negro, you ain’t got no sister!”


Venice interrupted. “No, he’s telling the truth. Can’t you see the resemblance?”


Craig leaned against the fence, looked her up and down, and said, “Galen wished he looked like you.”


Venice smiled and thanked the extremely handsome friend of Galen’s. Venice sensed that he was checking her out and wondered what he was thinking. A tingle ran up her spine as he continued to ogle her.


Craig felt a familiar yearning start to build in his gut. While he was accustomed to being aroused, a woman had never stirred him to the core like Venice did. He thought to himself, This woman is absolutely gorgeous! But…she’s Galen’s sister. Damn! Why me! Craig noticed he wasn’t the only one instantly attracted to Venice. I want to get to know you, Venice Taylor!


Galen told his partners he’d catch up with them later. As they walked away, Galen looked back to find every last one of his friends’ eyes on Venice. Under his breath, he said, “I hope I won’t have to kick none of their asses.”


Venice asked, “Who was the guy in the gray shirt?”


“That’s just Craig.”


“A friend of yours?”


Galen unlocked the door of his car. “Why do you want to know? Aren’t you still spoken for?”


“Sort of…we just decided to chill a little.”


“If you two were chillin’, I’d hate to see what you thought being together was like.”


“You just don’t understand, Galen. Our relationship’s complicated.”


“Whatever! Really, why do you want to know about Craig? You wanna hook up with him or something?”


“I think he’s cute, that’s all. He seems nice.” He is soul-stirring handsome, sexy and unbelievably fine, Venice thought secretively.


Galen started up the car and pulled off. As he drove down the street, he looked at her and said, “Don’t be rushing into anything because I know how you and Jarvis are. But, I guess if you hang out with any of my friends, Craig’s the coolest one.”


“Thanks for the 4-1-1, Galen.”


Galen smiled and pulled into a local soul food restaurant. “Let’s grub, girl!”


Venice laughed. “You’re silly and thanks for the advice because you’re right. I do still have a serious thang for Jarvis.” Then why was I shivering from being in the same air space with this Craig person? she wondered.


“Are you listening to me, Venice?”


“Huh?”


“Never mind. Go slow, Venice.”


“Thanks, Galen.”





Four



When Galen dropped Venice off at her dormitory, he told her that he’d talk to her later.


She gave him a punch on the arm after thanking him for dinner and said, “I love you, Galen.”


“I love you, too, girl. Now goodbye!”


Venice laughed because Galen didn’t like to expose his soft side much.


As Venice got on the elevator, she wondered if her roommate was back. When she entered the room, it was still empty, but she could see this Monique person had read her note. Venice was sleepy and decided to lie down and take a nap. She didn’t want to miss any of the happenings her first night on campus. She saw a sign in the lobby about a block party in the courtyard at midnight. This gave her time to take a catnap. Lying there, she wondered what she was going to wear. Most importantly, was Craig going to be there? It wasn’t long before she’d drifted off the sleep.


 


    Venice was startled awake by someone opening the door giggling.


She sat up. “Hello, you must be Monique.”


Monique walked into the room and threw her purse on the bed. “Hey, Venice! Girl, we finally hooked up! It’s been a wild day! Are you going to the block party?”


Excited, Venice answered, “I want to. Do you want to go together?”


“Yeah! There are some fine men out here!”


Monique was about five-foot-eight and was wearing some type of designer short set. She was thumbing through her closet trying to decide what to wear to the party. Venice got up and thought to herself, I think I’m going to like her. The two women selected their outfits. Venice chose a burnt orange, mini skirt set with her midsection out and matching sandals. Monique chose a red midriff blouse, which showed off her washboard stomach. She also put on some tight white jeans. Monique looked like a runway model. She was very pretty and had her hair put up in a stylish French roll. They continued to chitchat as they got dressed for the block party.


Midnight rolled around quickly and the two women headed to the courtyard. They could hear the music filling the air. It was a warm night and thankfully not too humid. Venice was a little nervous, but glad that she had Monique with her. Once they made it to the courtyard, it was hard to see faces. Some people were dancing while others were getting their mack on. Venice scanned the crowd looking for Galen and wondered if Craig was there. Monique found someone to dance with in a hurry, which left Venice standing alone feeling vulnerable.


As she continued to scan the crowd, a couple of guys came by and asked her to dance. She decided to take them up on their offer. After a few dances, she was no longer feeling like the new kid on the block. The guys she danced with wasted no time trying to get Venice’s phone number, but she wasn’t ready to give it out. About that time, the DJ slowed the music down. Just as another young man was about to ask her to dance again, she heard a husky, yet silky voice call out, “Venice!”


When she turned, she saw Craig. He took her by the hand, all six-foot two-inches of him and told the young man, “I got this one, partner.”


The young man could do nothing but stand there with his mouth open. Craig led Venice out into the dance area through the crowd. Venice knew she was looking good in her skirt and Craig was definitely admiring her. Her hair was blown straight. It had so much body that it moved every time she turned her head or the wind blew.


Venice was a little shocked, but it was a good shock. She realized she’d been blind-sided and it was scary. Her hand in Craig’s sent a heated tingle up her arm. They finally reached a good spot where Venice was able to really check him out.


Craig was wearing a nice pair of jeans and a white button down shirt and he smelled like heaven. The way his jeans were formed to his muscular thighs and buttocks should’ve been against the law. Venice felt herself trembling slightly but tried to keep her composure when Craig pulled her into his warm body and they began to dance. Chills started running all over her body as their bodies molded into each other. She could feel his gaze, but she dared not confirm it. She thought she would faint.


What is wrong with me? I haven’t felt anything close to this since I met Jarvis, Venice pondered.


She glanced over and saw that Monique was still dancing. In fact, Monique hadn’t sat down all evening. Venice tried to keep her mind focused, but it was hard. She felt his warm hands caress her bare back as they danced. Once the song ended, Craig once again held her hand and led her back through the crowd to find a seat.


Once they sat down, he asked, “How long have you been out here at the party?”


Venice surveyed the crowd, trying not to make eye contact. “Oh, not long.”


Craig sensed her nervousness and smiled. “Do you like it here so far?”


Venice finally looked into his warm, brown eyes. “Yeah, it’s nice here. Have you seen Galen?”


Craig pointed off to the left. “I saw him and Sidney over there a few minutes ago.”


There was a moment of silence and Venice noticed Craig was once again staring. He discreetly whispered, “Venice, you’re definitely wearing that skirt.”


She crossed her legs and replied, “Thank you.”


In a weird way, Venice felt like she was cheating on Jarvis. They’d been together for so long that it felt strange hanging out with another guy. Especially one who was making her body loose control the way Craig was.


Galen and Sidney found them not long afterwards. Monique also finally came over to take a breather. A few minutes later, Galen’s other friends, Spoonie and a couple of other guys, joined them. Venice introduced Galen, Sidney, and Craig to Monique. Galen also introduced his friends to everyone. As they talked, everyone began to get to know each other better. They danced and laughed together and Venice felt great that her first night on campus was so cool. Galen’s other friends seemed to admire Venice and Monique very much. Craig knew them and, in a sly way, made sure they didn’t get too friendly with Venice in particular. He didn’t mind them dancing with her. He just made sure there weren’t any one-on-one conversations. He’d made up his mind that he wanted Venice for himself.


A couple of hours passed and the party began to wind down. Sidney told Galen that she was tired and ready to go. Monique was still macking with several of the guys. Craig socialized with several friends who’d returned for the new school year. Galen asked Venice if they needed a ride back to their dorm. It was about two-thirty and getting a little cool.


Craig spoke up. “Galen, if Venice doesn’t mind, I’ll drive her and Monique back to the dorm.”


Venice was taken aback by his forwardness.


Galen asked, “Is it okay with you, Venice?”


“It’s fine with me.” She glanced at Craig. “I don’t want you to have to go out of your way.”


Craig stood up and said, “I don’t mind.”


Monique was talking to Spoonie and the other guys. She seemed to be having a great time with them. She came over and said, “Roomie, I’ll see you a little later. I’m going to hang out a little longer.”


Venice responded, “Okay, Monique. I’m headed to the room. I’ll see you later.” She stood and turned to Craig. “Well, I guess we can leave.”


Galen and Sidney walked in the same direction as Venice and Craig. When they reached the parking lot, Galen leered at Venice. “Page me when you get to the room.”


Craig laughed. “I’m not going to kidnap her, man. You don’t have to worry about her. I’ll take special care of Venice.”


Galen jokingly said, “Don’t make me have to put a cap in your ass.”


Sidney hollered, “Galen, unlock the door! Venice, don’t pay your brother any attention. You know he’s crazy. See you later, Craig.”


Craig opened the door for Venice and said, “Goodnight, Sidney.”


Venice was feeling nervous once again. She realized that she was going to be alone with Craig. She wanted to act mature and not make a fool of herself. Craig had a very nice sports utility vehicle. Venice complimented it by saying, “Your truck’s very nice.”


Craig pulled out the parking lot and grinned at her. “Thank you.” He reached down to turn on some music and slightly brushed her leg. “Excuse me.”


She smiled at him. “No harm done.”


“Do you like jazz?”


Venice looked straight ahead and answered, “Yes, it’s my favorite.”


“So, Taylor, are you hungry?”


Venice shyly said, “Not really.”


He turned down one of the streets on campus. “If you are, I don’t mind taking you to get a bite to eat. There’s a place just a few blocks from campus that stays open all night.”


“Maybe another time. I’m a little tired tonight, with the long drive and moving in the dorm and all.”


“I understand.”


The rest of the ride was silent. It only took about five additional minutes to reach her dorm. When he pulled into the parking lot, they noticed people sitting outside socializing. Most of them had also just left the block party.


Craig turned the truck off and got out to open Venice’s door. “Do you mind if I walk you to your door?”


Venice blushed. “No, I don’t mind at all.”


Craig walked slightly behind Venice to admire her beautiful figure as she walked ahead of him. Her outfit looked as if God Himself had made it especially for her shapely curves. Venice could feel Craig’s eyes, along with a weird stirring in her stomach. He finally got beside her and they walked slowly toward the entrance to the dorm.


Once they reached the porch, Venice turned to him. “Thanks again for dropping me off.”


He touched her on the arm. “No problem.” His touch was hot and fiery. “It was nice seeing you again, Venice Taylor. Maybe I’ll see you again soon.”


“That would be nice.”


He gave her a quick hug and walked back to his truck. What is this woman doing to me? Craig thought as he started his ignition.


Venice’s heart was still pounding when she arrived in her room. When she looked at her arms, there were goose bumps. Damn! She hurried into her nightshirt and paged Galen as instructed to let him know that she was in her room and went to bed.





Five



When Venice awoke the next morning, she realized that she hadn’t heard Monique come into the room the night before. Somehow, the sunlight had found a way to shine directly on her face. She glanced at the clock and realized it was only six twenty-five. She got up, went to the bathroom, and crawled back into bed.


Monique was still fast asleep. Venice laid there for a moment, not able to recapture sleep. She was still wondering about Craig. He’d made her curious and she craved to learn more about him.


She decided to call Jarvis to get Craig off her mind. He’d be leaving for college in a few hours and she wanted to talk to him. She took the phone into the hallway, so she wouldn’t wake Monique up, and sat down on the floor as the phone started ringing.


Jarvis answered in a sleepy voice, “Hello?”


“Hey, baby. Did I wake you?”


“Not really. I can’t sleep anyway. I guess I’m still missing you. How’s school?”


“It’s okay. It helps that Galen and Sidney are here. Chanelle called me and told me she’d be here in a few days.”


“That’s good. You’ll have your partner with you. So, what did you do last night?”


“I went to a campus block party with my roommate.”


“So, how many guys tried to push up on you?”


Venice laughed. “Stop being silly. I just met a few of Galen’s friends. They’re nice.”


“Uh-huh! Did anyone put their hands on you?”


“You know they had to in order to dance with me, Jarvis.”


“I know. I’m just messing with you. I’m glad you had a good time. My plane leaves around eleven o’clock. I’ll call you when I get to school so I can give you my number.” There was an uncomfortable silence. “What’s wrong, Niecy?”


“Jarvis, I had a weird feeling last night. I guess I’ve been with you so long that when I was with one of Galen’s friends, I felt like I was cheating on you.”


“What do you mean, with one of Galen’s friends?”


“We just danced. He gave me a ride back to the dorm and walked me to the door.”


“Venice, as much as I hate the thought of another man’s hands on you, we decided to chill, remember?”


“I know, but even though we’re not together, I can’t help it that I still love you.”


“The feelings mutual, Niecy. I’m sure I’ll feel the same way if I meet somebody. Just go slow, baby. Believe me when I say the last thing I want to think about is you with some other man. I just can’t handle the thought of that. I still want you, Niecy.”


“I know, but….”


“Look, Venice, if you want to try and make a long distance relationship work, I’m game.”


“I don’t know, Jarvis. We need to really think about whether it would work. Anyway, have a safe flight and don’t forget to call me.”


“I will, girl. Now quit tripping. I love you.”


“I love you too, baby. See you.”


After they’d hung up, Venice went back inside and got back under the covers. She finally felt a little relaxed. Jarvis was always able to make her feel secure and she missed him badly. They didn’t totally agree with what their parents made them do. After shedding a few tears, she eventually drifted back to sleep.





Six



After a few hours, the two women began to stir in their beds. Monique made her way to the bathroom and said, “Girl, I’ve got a nasty headache.”


“What time did you get in last night?”


“I don’t even know, but your brother’s friends are crazy. They’re cool though. We really kicked it last night.”


They talked a little more until the telephone rang. Monique reached over and answered, “Hello?” The voice on the other end must’ve asked for Venice. “No, she’s awake. Hold on a minute.”


Monique held the telephone out to Venice. “Hello?”


“Good morning, Miss Taylor.”


Her heart came to a complete stop. It was him. That husky, sexy-voiced Craig Bennett.


She tried to regain her senses and answered with, “Good morning. You sure are an early riser.”


Craig laughed. “Always! I’m afraid that I might miss out on something.”


Monique was sitting on her bed grinning and looking directly in Venice’s mouth, following every word spoken. Venice turned her back to Monique as Craig admitted that he’d been hesitant to call her so soon. He told Venice that Galen had reluctantly given him the number, along with a short lecture.


He said, “I hope you don’t mind that I hijacked your phone number. I meant to ask you for it last night, but I was distracted, if you know what I mean. I guess I was a little nervous.”


“You didn’t seem nervous to me and, no, I don’t mind.”


Craig asked if Venice had any plans for breakfast. Even though she was still in shock, she was able to tell him that she was available. He asked how long it would take her to get dressed and they made arrangements for him to meet her in the lobby of the dormitory in an hour. Venice thanked him for the invitation and hung up the phone.


Venice couldn’t move! Monique jumped up off the bed screaming, “Girl! What did he say? Was that your brother’s fine friend? What are you going to wear?”


Venice made her way over to the window, still stunned. “I can’t believe he‘s asking me out so soon. We just met.”


“Damn, girl! What planet are you from? That’s what people do when they’re in college? They meet and then hook up. I have a lot to teach you. You’ve been on lock down way too long.”


“I guess you’re right, Monique. Craig’s definitely all that and a bag of chips! I just didn’t expect to meet someone the first day here. I’m still in love with Jarvis. I’m not going to rush into anything. This already feels weird. I haven’t let another guy get this close to me in a long time. But it’s something about Craig that makes me feel…I can’t even describe it.”


“Horny?”


Venice giggled. “No, Monique! You just don’t understand.”


“You’ll be fine, Venice. Just relax.”


They laughed and slapped high-fives. The phone rang again and Monique darted to answer it. “Yes, she’s sitting right here. Would you like to speak with her?”


All the blood left Venice’s face and she felt faint as Monique handed her the phone.


“What’s up, girl?”


Venice took some air into her lungs when she realized it was Galen. Venice asked him why he’d given her number to Craig. He told her that he’d seen the way they’d looked at each other and that out of all the partners he had, Craig was the only one decent enough for her to be seen with. Somewhere in that statement was a compliment.


Venice told Galen that she was meeting Craig for breakfast in an hour and that she’d call him with all the details when she got back. Galen said okay, but stressed that she go slow. She hung up and began to get dressed.


Venice had no idea what to wear. Monique rambled through Venice’s closet digging for the perfect outfit for her date and, after about five minutes, Monique pulled out this banging pantsuit. It was too dressy for Venice so she grabbed her best pair of jeans and a colorful blouse. She picked out the perfect pair of shoes to go with her selection.


Craig would be there soon and Venice didn’t have much time left to shower and get dressed. After she accomplished that task, Monique helped Venice take the rollers out her hair and styled it with great detail. Venice didn’t want to overdo it, so she only put on a little foundation, lipstick, and eyeliner. Just when she’d touched up her lipstick, the phone rang. He was there. It was on!


Monique gave Venice her final approval before she walked out of the room. She gave Venice a high-five and told her that she wanted to know every detail when she got back. Venice made her way down the long hallway to the elevator. She could feel her heart pounding and her knees began to get weak. She told herself to calm down and take a few deep breaths. You can do this. What do you have to be afraid of?


The elevator made its way downward, passing the second floor. What will I say? She said a short prayer as the doors opened on the first floor. As she rounded the corner and entered the lobby, there he was. Damn! Damn! Damn! He didn’t see her coming so she was able to admire the fine specimen that he was. It was obvious that he worked out. He was wearing a nice pair of khakis with a pullover shirt that molded to his broad chest. Craig was a very handsome man with caramel colored skin, a beautiful smile, and the darkest, sexy brown eyes. That smile would make any girl’s heart skip a beat. He was breathtaking and just plain fine! My God! What am I about to get myself into?


Just as she was approaching him, he turned and greeted her with an unexpected hug. Venice knew that she would faint for sure. His cologne put her into an instant trance, but she was able to hug him back. Venice told him that she was sorry he had to wait on her, but he quickly interrupted and told her that he didn’t mind the wait. As they walked out into the courtyard, he told her that she looked very nice. Venice blushed and thanked him shyly. My knees…please don’t give out on me.


As they walked and talked, a few people were stirring around campus. Some appeared to be coming in from all-nighters. Most were still in bed and a few were headed to church service. She wasn’t sure where they were going to breakfast but assumed they were leaving campus. Once they reached the parking lot, Craig deactivated his car alarm. He was driving a beautiful black Ford Expedition with a soft tan leather interior. She wasn’t able to see it that well the night before. Venice did wonder how he could afford such a nice vehicle. For now, she’d chill and get the 4-1-1 from Galen later. Craig made his way to the passenger side of the truck to open her door. Yes! A gentleman!


Craig wasted no time driving off the campus on their way to the mystery breakfast. He asked her, “So, have you settled into campus life yet?”


“Yes, but I’m still adjusting to noises all during the night. You can hear people talking, music playing, and doors slamming all night long. My roommate is cool though. I think we’ll get along just fine. Craig, it was nice of you to call and invite me to breakfast. I was totally caught off guard.”


He blushed. “Well, since I couldn’t get you to hang out with me last night, I thought I’d try again while you were still delirious with sleep. I’m glad you accepted my invitation.”


He turned into the parking lot of small mom & pop style cafe. People were hurrying in and out of the exit. Most of them were dressed in their Sunday best. Little girls were giggling and playing with the ribbons in their hair. Venice could smell country ham and homemade biscuits while Craig was parking the truck. A few old-timers were lingering outside the cafe sipping coffee and reading the paper.


Venice noticed a sign: “Miss Bessie’s Home Cooking.” With a name like that, she knew the food was going to be good. As they entered the diner, waitresses hurried past them with armloads of food and hungry guests were excited to see their meals arriving at their tables. Craig and Venice were one of three couples waiting to be seated for some delicious eating.


Craig said, “I hope you like the food here. It’s like eating your mom’s cooking.”


He went on to say that he usually came there on Sunday mornings before church. Craig was a churchgoing man and Venice thought that was a definite plus. She asked Craig what church he attended and he explained that he still attended the church he grew up in.


Venice boldly said, “That would make you a local.”


“Yeah, I am. Maybe you could go to church with me one Sunday.”


“That would be nice. Thanks.”


About that time, they were seated. Craig showed her the cafe specialties and told her to order whatever she wanted. The cafe did offer a grand buffet, but Venice didn’t feel too hungry. She finally ordered some blueberry pancakes with sausage on the side. Craig, being a growing boy, decided to order the buffet.


He said, “Venice, they have some great omelets here. I want you to taste one in particular if you’d like to.”


“I’m game. Thanks!” That ain’t all I would like to taste. You know you have some juicy looking lips. She let out a sneaky giggle.


“What’s so funny?”


“Oh, nothing. I was just thinking about something Monique said earlier.”


“Are you going to let me in on it?”


“Maybe later.”


Venice was happy to keep her thoughts to herself.


After the waitress took their orders, Craig asked Venice questions about her major. She explained to him she was majoring in Sports Medicine. She told him that most of the time when people watched professional sports, you never saw any female doctors; let alone African Americans.


After Craig thought about it, he agreed. “You’ll probably get a job as soon as you graduate.”


“I hope so. I’m planning on doing it on the professional level.”


“That’s all right, Taylor.”


As they continued to talk, she found out that he was majoring in architecture. He told her that he’d always loved to draw and decided to follow in his father’s footsteps.


About that time, the waitress brought their drinks to the table. Craig had ordered water along with a glass of orange juice. Venice had ordered water and a cup of tea. As Venice and Craig continued to talk, she couldn’t help but notice the photographs on the wall of celebrities that had dined there on past occasions. There were pictures of Patti Labelle, James Ingram, and Chris Tucker, just to name a few. Miss Bessie’s Diner had been in the community for thirty years. Everyone around knew and admired her for starting a business as a black woman in an era when civil rights were constantly being fought for.


Craig gave Venice the history of the magical place and the secret of its success. He seemed to be intrigued by the nostalgia and romance behind Miss Bessie’s. Venice was hanging on Craig’s every word as he spoke passionately about the diner.


The waitress returned to the table. “Who ordered the pancakes?”


Venice acknowledged her ordered. Then the waitress gave Craig the go ahead for the buffet table. She asked if she could get them anything else.


Venice replied, “Extra napkins, please.”


The waitress softly placed napkins on the table. “Enjoy your breakfast and thanks for dining with Miss Bessie’s.”


Craig asked Venice if she’d like anything from the buffet table but she declined. Venice noticed several women in the diner watching him as he walked across the room. A woman would’ve had to be blind not to notice him. Forget it ladies, he’s with me!


Venice felt honored to be with a man admired by so many women. When he returned to the table, he said grace and began to enjoy the feast.


Venice said, “I must say, Mr. Bennett, I thought you were going to get mobbed by all the ladies watching you cross the room.”


“Where?”


“Look around. All of them.”


“Are you jealous?”


“Maybe.”


They both laughed and Venice shyly lowered her eyes to her plate. Craig was impressed with Venice’s territorial stance. She was too good to be true. He was in love. Yes, in love. He knew it the moment that their eyes had met on the band field. The second he’d held her as they danced. He just knew.


They enjoyed a wonderful breakfast and nice conversation. After the waitress came to clear their dishes from the table, Venice requested another cup of tea while they continued to talk. Before they realized it, two hours had passed.


While Craig paid the tab, Venice gazed into the glass display case at the register and saw antique jewelry and old 45 rpm records of songs she hadn’t heard in years. “Wow! Look at this! Look at the good condition of these records!”


She spotted “Want Ads” by the Honeycombs. “I used to dance to that song when I was little. My mom used to have it.”


Craig asked the cashier if the items were for sale. She explained that they were from Miss Bessie’s private collection. Craig asked her if the old gospel songs playing in the jukebox were also from her private collection.


She said, “You bet! Miss Bessie keeps these records for her customers to enjoy as they dine.” She thanked them for coming and said, “Ya’ll come back now, you hear?”


Customers were still pouring in as they left. “Venice, would you like a tour of the city?”


“Sure, I’d like to see more of this beautiful little country town.”


Craig drove past the shopping areas, the churches, and parks. He showed Venice other nice restaurants and the movie theater. “One thing I like about this town is it still has a drive-in movie theater.”


“Really! I used to love going to the drive-in.”


“Good! I’m going to hold you to that.”


“That would be cool! But, when we go, it’s my treat. You paid for breakfast so it’s only fair that I treat you to the movies.”


He smiled. “We’ll see. Maybe I’ll cook dinner for you before we go.” Venice smirked, letting him know she didn’t imagine him as a chef. “Don’t judge a book by its cover. I know my way around the kitchen. Momma made sure that my sister and I knew how to get down in the kitchen.”


They laughed as he turned back onto the campus and drove up to her dormitory.


“Craig, thank you for breakfast, the tour, and the nice company.”


“You’re welcome, Venice. I couldn’t ask for any better company myself.”


He got out of the truck. Venice slid out the door behind him. She felt the heat of his body as he walked closely with her. He opened the door and they proceeded to the elevator. “You don’t mind if I walk you to your room, do you?”


“Oh no, it’s okay.”


Venice felt her heart starting to pound as the elevator doors closed, leaving them alone on the elevator. Craig’s gaze went from her lips to her eyes.


“Venice, I want to thank you again for hanging out with me this morning.”


“No, thank you for asking.”


Venice noticed he was coming closer and closer. He leaned down and kissed her with those luscious lips. He slid his arms around her waist and pulled her to him. Venice welcomed his probing tongue as well as the heat of his body. Lord! Have mercy!


She gave into him…easily. He felt his desire awaken instantly in response to her comfortable acceptance of his kisses.


What am I doing? Venice went into a small panic and backed into the elevator’s “stop” button. Craig laughed and reached over and started the elevator again.


“Oh, I’m sorry. I’m so clumsy.”


“No, you’re not. I shouldn’t have done that. I couldn’t help myself because you have such beautiful lips.”


His cologne intoxicated her and caused her senses to weaken even more. Have I lost my mind? I have to get away from him. She was finally able to say, “Thank you.”


It was quiet as they walked down the hall to her room.


“Venice, I want to tell you again how sorry I am that I kissed you. I usually don’t act like that on the first date.”


“Craig, don’t worry about it. It was nice.”


“Thanks.”


Thank God, Monique wasn’t there. She invited Craig inside and asked him to have a seat. Craig accepted her offer. He looked around the room admiring the nice décor and sat in a chair near Venice’s bed.


Craig could tell Venice was stunned by his forwardness in the elevator. “I see you ladies have done a good job making your room look like home away from home.”


She took a bottle of water out of the refrigerator. “Would you like something to drink?”


“No, thank you. I’m still full of orange juice. But thanks for asking.”


Without any warning, he stood up, approached Venice, and stroked her cheek with his hand. “Venice, I hope I’ll get to see you again. I really like you.”


Venice shyly pulled away and sat down on her bed without answering.


Craig realized it was time to leave. “Well, I’d better go.” She stood up to see him out. He walked over to her and put his arms around her waist, leaning down to give her an unexpected kiss on the cheek, followed by a big hug. “I’ll call you later, Venice.”


“Okay. Thanks again for breakfast.”


After he’d closed the door behind him, Venice fell back on the bed, still smelling his cologne. I can’t believe I let him kiss me! A single tear slid down her cheek.





Seven



Venice dialed Galen to let him know she was back. “Hello, is Galen around?” she asked after his roommate answered.


“Yeah, he’s here. Hold on.”


Venice played the events of the morning back in her head while she waited for Galen to come to the phone. She wondered if she should tell Galen about the kiss and decided she wouldn’t dare. There was no telling what his reaction would be. After all, it was only their first date.


“How did it go?” Galen asked excitedly as soon as he picked up the phone.


Venice stuttered, “I-I had a good time. He took me on a tour of the city and we had breakfast at Miss Bessie’s Diner.”


“Cool! They’ve got some good home cooked food there. Craig behaved himself, didn’t he?”


“Yes, but I need to talk to you. Could you please come over later?”


Without hesitation, he said, “I’ll be right over. Peace!”


Fifteen minutes later, Galen knocked at the door, unaware that he was about to be put on the witness stand by a modern-day Perry Mason. Galen grabbed for the remote control upon entering so he could search for the game he’d been watching before he left home. Venice grabbed it from him and turned off the set. She had questions that she needed answered.


Venice started by questioning Galen about the seriousness of Craig’s last relationship. Galen said he was glad that the woman in question had left because she’d tried to dominate Craig’s life and bossed him around way too much.


Venice said, “I need to know if he was in love with her.”


Galen felt awkward suddenly. “I guess so, but it faded away. I’m just glad she’s gone. It was like Craig came back to life after she left. Why do you want to know all of this? You two just met and I know you haven’t fallen for him already. Have you?”


“No! I just wanted to know what’s up. I don’t need any emotional drama or any old girlfriends showing up out of the blue trying to get in my face.”


Galen grabbed the remote control again. “Craig’s pretty cool. I hang with him more than any of the other guys.”


Venice sat on the bed. “Oh! Are his parents well off? I was wondering how he was able to afford that Expedition?”


“Craig’s dad died after an accident at a job site. He was an architect also. His family got a huge settlement from the accident. Craig and his sister lost their mom several years earlier to some type of illness. He never likes to talk about it, so I’ve never asked what happened. I guess he’s still trying to cope with their deaths. It’s only been a year since his dad’s accident.”


Venice told Galen that Craig had told her he was studying to be an architect. She then assured Galen that she wouldn’t mention anything to Craig regarding their conversation. She went on to tell Galen that she did like Craig and that he had asked her out to the movies in a few days.


Galen said, “Whatever! You’ll have a good time.”


With that comment, Venice asked Galen if he would walk her to the library.


He said, “Let’s go, girl.”





Eight



A month had passed since the beginning of the semester and Venice was trying her best to study despite the loud music blasting in the dorm’s hallway. Venice was starting to feel at home, although she still missed and loved Jarvis. She still kept in touch with Jarvis and Joshua and both were doing well.


She had dated Craig several times and felt much more relaxed around him. She found herself looking forward to the weekends so they could spend time together. Craig was a magnificent kisser, but they had yet to be intimate. Venice wasn’t sure she’d be ready if the situation arose. She was still a little nervous about the possibility of sex with Craig and it was causing her a lot of emotional drama. Jarvis had been the only man close to her and she wasn’t sure she could handle adventuring out.


Jarvis told her that he hadn’t met anyone and really wasn’t looking for anyone. That made Venice feel a little guilty. She still felt like she was cheating on him. But, she was also beginning to get just a little bit horny. It was getting hard not to think about Craig in that way and Venice was getting curious to know how good he might be in bed.


“Jarvis, I met someone.”


“Who?”


“One of Galen’s friends.”


Jarvis let out a sigh and sarcastically said, “Oh really.”


“Come on, Jarvis. We agreed.”


“That doesn’t mean I have to like it, Niecy.”


Venice closed her eyes and tried to swallow the lump in her throat before saying, “I know, Jarvis, and it doesn’t change how I feel about you.”


“This is hard for me, Venice. You’re going to have to give me time for this to sink in. I’ll talk to you later. Okay?”


With her voice barely above a whisper, she said, “Okay, Baby. I’m getting ready to go study for an exam. I love you.”


“I love you, too, and good luck on your exam. Goodbye.”


The music continued to blast, making the door tremble to the beat. When Venice opened the door, the hallway was filled with zoids dancing their asses off to the latest jams. It looked like one big party. She needed a break and she wanted in. Venice saw Chanelle and Monique shakin’ their butts to the rhythm, motioning for her to join them. She danced her way through the crowd of women and showed her new dorm mates what she could do. It had been a while since she’d partied and it felt good. Someone hollered out, “Party over here!” And the gang of women repeated it in unison. They were partying so hard that Venice almost didn’t realize the time. She pulled her partners to the side and told them she had an exam the next day.


“Girl, I can’t study and party at the same time! I’m going down to the lounge to study! If I finish early, I’ll be back to hang with you freaks!” Venice shouted over the music.


Monique shouted back, “Whatever, girl! See ya!”


Venice gathered her books from the room and left for the lounge on the first floor. Her mind wandered to Craig and then to Jarvis. They hadn’t had much time to talk since Jarvis was so busy with football and classes. She talked to Craig also every night. They met occasionally in the courtyard between classes on Mondays and sometimes grabbed a quick lunch but were not able to see each other much during the week. Craig was deep into his co-op studies, which required a lot of his time. He was required to spend three days a week at an architectural firm about two hours away. He stayed there during the week and came home on Fridays. He had a demanding schedule, but he promised to set aside some quality time for them soon. Venice couldn’t wait!


Venice still had time to hang out with her girls though. She was getting a little curious about why she hadn’t been invited over to Craig’s house to meet his sister that she’d heard so much about. She figured he’d invite her over eventually. Either that or he was hiding something from her. After all, she’d been hanging with him for about a month and he’d never mentioned it.


 


    Chanelle and Monique decided to get some air from all the steamy dancing they’d been doing. They walked across the campus, sharing their experiences during the past weeks on campus. Monique went on and on about all the guys bugging her for her phone number.


Chanelle laughed. “The only people probably calling you are some jheri-curl wearing fools. Girl, I hope you haven’t already given it up to any of those no good, dope dealer wannabees.”


“No, I haven’t, but I bet you’ve given it up to that cute dude in your English class!”


Chanelle got defensive. “We’re just friends. Besides, my boyfriend’s going to college in Atlanta.”


“You must be a fool to think he’s down there being faithful. He’s probably knocking boots with anything wearing a skirt. A man can’t help himself. They’re all dogs! All they think about is how they’re going to get into the next girl’s panties.”


“You’re crazy! My man loves me, girl!”


“Whatever, but you’ll see. You better enjoy yourself while you can.”


Chanelle grew frustrated. “Monique, let’s go. I need to check my messages.”


“Chanelle, do you think Venice and Craig have got it on yet?”


“I don’t think so. She’s not talking about him a lot since he’s out of town so much.”


“I know. She’s throwing herself in the books. She says they talk just about every night on the phone, but he’s real busy.”


Monique smiled. “Yeah, but her ex still calls her a lot, too. I think Venice mentioned something about getting with Craig this weekend. He’s pretty cool. I don’t think he’s trying to run any game on her.”


“I agree. Besides, her brother would probably step in if he felt like dude was trying to dog her. I remember in high school one time, this guy did something to Venice and her brother stomped the hell out of that fool! She never had any problem with men after that. Guys knew neither one of her brothers played when it came to her.”


Monique said, “That’s deep.”


The two walked back to the dorm and went to their rooms for the evening.


 


    Venice was one of three women in the lounge trying to get their study on. It was Wednesday and she was flipping through the pages, unable to absorb what she was reading. One of the campus security guards walked through on his routine patrol. He was probably headed up to somebody’s room for a quickie or to smoke a little something something with some wild girls. He was known for making those unofficial visits. He was cute and he knew it. It would only be a matter of time before he got busted. Some of the girls in the dorm took far too many chances. Venice folded her arms and put her head down on the table. Maybe a moment of meditation and prayer could help her get back on track. She closed her eyes and took slow, deep breaths. She’d read about this technique in last month’s Essence magazine. “Food for the Inner Soul” was the name of the article. Well, it couldn’t hurt. A few minutes later, her cell phone rang. Venice snapped out of her trance.


“Hello?”


A smooth voice responded, “What’s a nice girl like you doing in a place like that?”


“Hello, Craig! Hey! How did you know where I was?”


“I know because I’m standing right behind you.”


Venice turned around and in the doorway he stood. Venice hung up her phone as Craig came into the lounge.


“I called your room and Monique told me where to find you. I couldn’t wait until this weekend to see you, so I got off a day early.”


Venice greeted him with a warm hug. “I’m glad. I missed you, too. I’m trying to study for this exam tomorrow, but my mind’s not clicking tonight.”


Showing those pearly whites, he said, “I have an idea. Why don’t I take you for a ride and maybe you can concentrate on your test when you get back. So, how about it?”


Venice closed her books. “Let’s go! First, let me call Monique and let her know I’m leaving.”


Venice called Monique from the lounge to inform her of her plans. She gathered her book bag and Craig carried it for her as they walked out into the night air.





Nine



Have you eaten?” Craig asked, opening the truck door for Venice. “No, I haven’t really had much of an appetite today.”


“Would you like me to cook you up a little something?”


Venice looked surprised. “So, you really do cook?”


Craig smiled. “Of course! If you like, you can study at my house while I fix dinner.”


Venice felt special and couldn’t hide her blush. “Are you sure? I know you’re busy with classes. I don’t want to be in the way.”


“I’m sure.”


“In that case, I accept and thanks!”


As they proceeded through town to his neighborhood, Craig said, “I’m sorry I haven’t invited you over before now. We’ve had some remodeling going on at the house for the past few weeks and it’s been a mess. We’re just finally getting things back together.”


Venice asked, “What kind of work did you have done?”


“Well, before my dad died, he’d drawn plans to have the kitchen remodeled and for me and Bernice to get our own bathrooms.”


“That’s nice. I bet it’s beautiful.”


“Bernice did all the decorating. I think she did a first-rate job.”


Venice smiled and looked out the window of the truck admiring the modest homes along the way.


Craig’s home was in an established neighborhood. All the lawns appeared professionally groomed. Craig pulled into the driveway and activated the garage door. There was another car in the garage. Venice assumed it was his sister’s car.


Craig confirmed it. “Good, my sister’s still here. I wanted her to meet you. She’s probably getting ready to go to work. Did I tell you she was a nurse?”


Venice was a little nervous about meeting his sister. “Yeah, you mentioned it.”


Craig exited the truck and before he could come around to the passenger side, Venice had already got out of the truck. Craig took her bag and put his hand at the small of her back as he escorted her toward the kitchen door. Craig unlocked the door to find his sister on the telephone. She motioned for them to come on in as she tried to take her earrings off. Craig put Venice’s bag on the kitchen table and pulled a chair out for Venice to sit down.
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