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PROLOGUE

The house should have been still. There should have been no other sounds save the sleeping murmurs of her infant son in the two-story row home, but Candace was certain she heard a sound coming from the basement. She hit the mute button on the remote, silencing the big-screen TV. And there it was, loud and clear, a rustling sound, a rush of whispers. Candace was silent. Her chest tightened as she listened. The sound was steady. The shuffle of feet across the floor escalated, followed by quicker, louder whispers and creaking stairs. What the fuck? Candace’s chest grew full and tight with captured breath. She stood up, back straight as a board. Her eyes darted to her son, inches away in his blue-and-gray Pack ’n Play, her breasts heaving under the heavy pressure of her thudding heart. She struggled only seconds to collect the jumble of thoughts running through her head before the basement door to her right burst open and three goons in black bandanas flooded the room, their guns drawn.

“Omigod!” Candace screamed, jumping back on the sofa. “Omigod!” Oh shit, my son! My fuckin’ son! she thought but dare not speak.

The masked bandits moved in past Emmanuel’s sleeping den and directly in front of Candace on the couch. One boy, broader in the shoulders than the rest, stepped in closer to her and pointed the business end of his nine-millimeter in her face.

“Where the fuck is it?” he asked.

Candace shriveled back. She felt faint, her body weak. She forced her knees to steady, and trembling, she faced the brazen men in her living room. The broad-shouldered boy, appearing to be the leader of the trio, gave a head nod and the two other goons moved toward her. The heavy, burly one grabbed Candace by the back of the neck and slammed her down to the wooden floor. Candace’s face slapped the hard wood only footsteps away from her sleeping son. The third thug, smelling like warm Heineken and cigarettes, quickly knelt down beside her, pressing his knee into her back while tying her hands.

Ohmigod, her thoughts echoed in her head. Breathe, Candace, breathe. They’re here for this shit…You knew this shit was coming…Ohmigod, my son! Bitch, breathe.

She struggled convincing herself to remain calm. Nausea swept over her body as she swayed helpless in the goons’ arms. Candace closed her eyes hard, hoping that if she sealed them tight enough, the reality playing out before her would all become a short sequence in a bad dream. With lids pinched shut, she could feel the sweat from between the big one’s fingers running down her arm. She clenched her teeth.

“Where the fuck’s the money, Shawty?” Shoulders asked. She opened her eyes.

Oh, God! What the fuck am I supposed to say? What am I supposed to say? Just tell ’em? Shit!

The thoughts swarmed through her mind. Maybe she wanted to hold her ground. Maybe she didn’t want them to get what they were after, but with her son sleeping inches away from these gun-slinging goons, Candace could only focus on his safety and her duty to protect it.

Smack.

Shoulders brought the gun down across the side of her face. The contact of the cold metal against her bony cheek hit like a ton of bricks. She dropped to her knees and pain surged through her face. She could not move her mouth. Her head spun and her eyes grew heavy. She could not see them, but she felt the hands supporting her, cupping and fondling her right breast.

Candace wanted to scream but the muscles in her face burned and the throbbing of her jaw rendered both her body and mouth motionless. The tears began running down the side of her face.

Oh God. Just go, please just go, she thought. Don’t touch my baby. Please don’t see my son.

“Bitch, I’m not goin’ keep asking you. This shit can get real fuckin’ ugly. Feel me?” Shoulders barked, pressing the barrel of the gun to her forehead. “Where the fuck is the money? We know that nigga Prince holdin’, Shawty. Now tell me where da’ stash at.”

Candace couldn’t move her mouth, the pain tearing through her from head to toe. Upstairs, she heard the words in her head but could not get them from her lips.

Shoulders leaned further into her face with the gun.

Her eyes closed. The pressure of the metal against her brow sent chills down her spine as her face continued to throb from its initial introduction.

“Imma ask you one more time, Shawty,” Shoulders said, stepping away from Candace and closer to the Pack ’n Play.

Fuck no! Candace’s body perked like a hunter’s ear. She struggled to stand, pulling herself away from the foul one’s grasp. Shoulders pointed the gun directly into the bedding. Candace leapt toward him.

“No! No!” she forcibly voiced, her mouth running wet with blood. She spat the words at Shoulders lunging toward him. “Get the fuck away from my son!” she screamed.

Emmanuel stirred beneath the blue covers.

“Get the fuck away from my son.” Candace’s voice fell to a whisper. “In the closet floorboard in the back bedroom.”

“Now, see. Wasn’t that simple,” he said, laughing behind his bandana. Turning to his partner, he spoke firmly, “Don’t let this bitch move.” He tucked his gun in his pants pulling another bandana from his back pocket. He tossed it to the goon beside Candace who bound her mouth as Shoulders headed for the stairs. Candace’s lips closed around the stiff, dark fabric. It was a new bandana, never worn with crisp edges. Candace eyed the covering over the putrid one’s face—his, too, revealed newly unfolded creases. She knew they had been purchased for tonight’s special occasion.

Just for me, to kill me and my son. She felt so weak, defenseless. What kind of mother am I? she wondered. They’re goin’ kill me and my son over some fuckin money. What the fuck! Oh God, my face.

As she tasted the starched material, Candace tried to convince herself the rough part was over. They gettin’ what they came for, right? They should finish up with their heist and be on their way. There was no need to kill her or her son. She’d given them what they wanted. And stickup boys aren’t killers, right? They had what they were looking for and now all she had to do was keep breathing and they would go away.

It’s almost over. Candace stood quietly concentrating on breathing when suddenly, the smelly one pushed her back down to the couch. His eyes scanned over her. She knew it was his hands she’d felt before. His breath was quick and dry like train smoke and stale urine permeating through the dark material over his face. She wanted to cough him away, but the bandana in her mouth wouldn’t permit her to catch her breath. She could only breathe through her nose and the scent of him intensified, making her sick to her stomach. He leaned in just short of her face with the gun aimed at the top of her head.

“You a pretty bitch,” he mumbled.

Candace snarled, looking up and away from him. Suddenly, she felt his hand on her breast again. Ohmigod!!! He squeezed and grunted a satisfied sound. Candace squirmed. Get the fuck off me. God, no. The boy cocked his gun.

The sound sent chills through her like shards of glass and Candace froze. She shut her eyes. His hand steady massaged her full bosom, and his fingers traced the imprint of her nipple and pulled hard. Candace winced. She could feel the weight of him leaning down on top of her. He moved his hand from her breast down to her thigh; she trembled trying to be still.

No. God, no.

Candace struggled swallowing as he stood up in front of her, massaging himself. He took a step back reaching for his zipper and backed right into the Pack ’n Play. Emmanuel stirred in his sleep and awoke with a startled cry. The gunman jerked, spinning his body and his gun toward the sound. Candace stood up; her balance strained by the weight of her bound wrists behind her. No. No. No. Her eyes pleaded behind fear and horror. The fumbling goon’s eyes, full of startle and surprise, darted back and forth in rapid succession. He drew back his firearm from the infant, turning to Candace and raising his weapon to her face. She shuddered at the relief she felt in having the pistol pointed back at her.

“Shut the baby up,” the goon commanded, reaching for her. Suddenly, the two men from upstairs came bounding down with stuffed pillowcases in hand.

“Come on, nigga, let’s go,” Shoulders shouted to the one clutching Candace.

“The baby crying,” he responded.

“Man, fuck that bitch and that baby! We out!”



CHAPTER 1

Candace stood naked in her bedroom window overlooking the cobblestone walkway in front of her apartment. She peered through the sheer gold curtains, patting the itch under her leopard-print headscarf. Candace was certain that any neighbors, regardless of how few there were on the tiny block, could see right up to her bare breasts, but she didn’t care. She enjoyed the way the sun broke through the trees, stretching a warm glow across the length of her statuesque brown body and along the spacious hardwood floor in the bedroom of her Chestnut Hill apartment. She breathed in and out slowly, taking a few moments to embrace the day.

It was 7 a.m. and her morning had just begun. There was a deep exhale to steady her calm, then a quick turn from the window. Grabbing her pink silk robe from her bedside, she covered herself as she made her way out of the room and down the hall, stopping at the second door to her right. Candace entered the room and flicked on the light.

“Good morning, Man.”

A muffled groan came from the black bed on the far side of the room followed by a tussle from under the sheets. Candace stepped further into the room.

“Emmanuel. C’mon, son, it’s time to get up.”

There was another tussle beneath the covers, but by this time, Candace was at the bedside pulling the covers back off the sleepy, ten-year-old boy in the bed.

“Mom,” he whined, face in the pillow.

“What?” Candace asked, pinching his side.

Emmanuel yelped, turning over on the bed facing his mother. Candace stared down at her handsome chocolate boy. His large, dark oval eyes, exactly like his father’s, were unmistakable. His beautiful full lips were like hers and smooth dark skin, another one of Prince’s traits. Emmanuel smiled turning over and his smile warmed her heart more than the brilliant rays of the summer sun. He yawned, his warm breath smacking her in the face. Her eyes watered.

“You’re disgusting,” she cooed, patting him on the nose. “Go brush your teeth. It’s time to get ready for school.”

The bright-eyed boy stretched, extending his budding body across the mattress. Candace patted him again. Her soft tap landed on his nose and again the boy smiled. Candace brushed the dry coal from his eyes and kissed the top of his head.

“C’mon,” she instructed, standing to lead the way. As she moved to exit the room, Emmanuel stretched again and swung his legs, long like his mother’s, over the edge of the bed. He stared blankly at the floor for a moment before standing to follow her.

“Ma,” he called. Candace stopped at the door and turned her attention to him. “It be the morning too soon, Mom.”

She chuckled. “Tell me about it, son.”

Candace was already in play mode of her morning routine, up by seven, out by eight fifteen. This gave her enough time to enjoy breakfast with her son.

Emmanuel liked waffles and apples. He ate almost any fruit, strawberries and peaches, oranges and grapes. Candace kept her refrigerator stocked with fresh fruits for their morning meal. Some mornings Emmanuel would walk the few blocks to school with his friends or Candace would drop him around the corner at Henry H. Houston Elementary School. She laid both their clothes out the night before so there would be ample time in the mornings—before she rushed off to her job as an accounting manager at a nursing home—to enjoy the company of her son. Each night she selected her version of professional attire from her closet full of tailored suits, slacks, pencil skirts, dresses and blouses. And she had shoes beyond measure, a pair for every occasion. Candace bore a selfless motto, “You can buy shoes from anywhere and you must buy them from everywhere.”

Emmanuel was his own stylist and he liked his faded jeans and colored polo shirts. He convinced his mother to buy them in every color. At ten years old, he collected a rainbow assortment of shirts that ranged from royal blue to pastel green, salmon to gray; each shade complemented the hues of his chocolate skin. Emmanuel especially preferred his white ones; of those, he had at least a dozen and he liked them clean and crisp. He stood by Candace’s side as she pressed his collars down under the hot iron making sure the heat didn’t fringe the alligator of his Lacoste or the pony on his Polo. He was quite the particular child. Occasionally, Emmanuel threw on a character tee over his jeans. He chose his sneakers with the same precision and quest for originality as his mother in her selection for shoes. His closet was full of Nikes, Vans and Adidas boxes; he wasn’t partial. He liked what he liked, just like Prince, and that alone between Emmanuel and his mother, forged a mutual bond of respect and admiration.

Fully dressed, Candace stood in the kitchen over the counter. She waited for Emmanuel to put on his clothing, knowing he’d take his time and be down to eat whatever breakfast she prepared. This mid-May morning, Candace had covered her full five-eleven frame in a blush-pink, silk chiffon, sheath dress and a pair of mauve peep-toe pumps. She was slicing into a fresh cantaloupe when a fully dressed Emmanuel emerged from the hallway into the kitchen, wearing a white Lacoste polo shirt and faded gray jeans. His black-and-gray hi-top Nikes were tied neatly on his feet. It was the end of the school year and all the kids had stopped wearing their uniforms. Candace checked the time: 7:32.

“You walking or you want me to take you?”

“I’ll walk today, Mom. Isaiah said he’s gotta tell me something that can’t wait.”

“Oh yeah.” Candace leaned into her son across the table. “About what?”

“Awww, come on, Mom.”

“You not goin’ share your little secrets with your mother?”

Emmanuel pouted his pink lips. Candace mocked him and shrugged.

“Fine, have your secrets.” She continued slicing. Candace made Emmanuel a plate of melons and fresh toaster waffles and sat down across from him in the bright eat-in kitchen of their two-bedroom apartment.

Emmanuel drowned his waffles in syrup and bit right into them whole. Candace shook her head. He smiled, setting his fork into a big juicy piece of melon and taking it down with one bite.

“Slow down, boy,” she instructed with a smile, still sipping her coffee between bites of her cantaloupe.

Emmanuel eyed his mother. He stared into her slender, soft brown face and almond-shaped brown eyes. Candace stared back. Emmanuel did not look away or avoid her gaze; instead, he dropped his head to one side and spoke.

“Mom…” he began, pausing for confirmation of her attention.

“Yes, Manny.”

“You’re cute, Mom,” he said matter-of-factly.

Candace smiled. “Awww. Thank you, son. You are a very handome young man yourself. Now, what do you want?”

Emmanuel chuckled. “I ’on’t want nuffin’. I’m just sayin’.”

“Well, thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” Emmanuel said with a shrug, diving back into his plate.

After they’d finished breakfast, Emmanuel opened the door with a small book bag slung over his shoulder. His comrades were waiting on the curb and greeted him in the warm morning light.

“Wassup, E.”

“Hey, E-Man,” the young boys chimed salutations to the other member of their pack.

Emmanuel coolly and confidently pulled the door closed behind him. “See you later, Mom.”

Candace was waving to the fresh coat of white paint on the back of her kitchen door. She slipped the plates into the soapy water and was drying her hands on the blue-and-white dishcloth when her house phone rang.

“You have a collect call from Gratersford Prison.” There was a static-filled pause and a rough voice over the receiver. “Prince,” the voice grumbled.

“Will you accept the charges?”

She spoke calmly into the phone after she’d pressed one. “You just missed him.”

“Hello.” The voice sounded confused. “Candy?”

“Yeah, Prince.”

“Hey, baby girl.” His deep voice was a groggy muffle. “Where my boy?”

“He’s gone already.”

“Damn. It’s too damn early to be sending my son off to school. Why you rushing him out the house like that?”

“Prince, please, he was out the door before I finished my breakfast. That boy got a mind of his own, and ain’t no stopping him when he wants to do something.”

“Yeah? That’s my boy.” Prince yawned with pride at the other end of the phone. “But I ain’t talk to him all weekend. I was trying to catch him this morning.”

“Try back tonight. We should be home by six.”

“Yeah? How you doin’, Candy? Work good?”

“Shit is cool, you know? I be working hard as hell; I damn near run that office. I like it, but the money could be better,” she replied.

“What?!? You bougie bitch.” He laughed. “You just can’t get enough, huh?”

“Nigga, please, it costs money to live out here. But I guess it’s been a while for ya. Speaking of which,” she crossed her arms atop her chest leaning back against the Kenmore refrigerator, “Where my money at, Prince?”

“What?” Prince asked in surprise. “You ain’t see Brother this month yet?”

“Yeah, I seen ’em.”

“Did he give you some money?”

“Yeah.”

“How much?”

“Not enough.”

“What?!? I swear you really are a bougie bitch! You makin’ nice money out there. My boy is doing good and what, you still want more?”

“I learn from the best.” She grinned, biting into a juicy piece of cantaloupe. “How ya girls doing?”

“Dey good. Aisha brought them up to see me last week. When you goin’ come up here with my son?”

“You know I am not coming up to nobody’s prison, Prince. Ya mom can keep bringing Man when she comes up there, but don’t be expecting me.”

“You’s a punk. You used to be a rider, Candy. What happened to you? You must be getting old.”

“Old? Listen here, Mr. Nigga, I am in the prime of my life and that’s just one reason why I ain’t visiting no no-good nigga on lockdown, especially when he ain’t my nigga.”

“Umm, I know what that sounds like,” Prince said.

“What?”

“Sound like you need some dick!”

“Ohimigod.” She laughed.

“I know I’m right. Ain’t no nigga out there breaking ya long ass off right. You need some good dick; maybe then you wouldn’t be so tight about ya ass…and ya cash.”

“Money is tight ’cause life is hard, Prince.”

“So’s this dick. You need some.”

“Now here you go. That’s why I’m single now. Caus’a shit like that. You locked up, you know you got ya other baby mom on ya pipe, and you still talking about giving me some dick. Dudes is trifling and I’m not for it.”

“Whateva. You need somebody to loosen up them panties. You be aight! Tell my son, I love em. I’ll call ya’ll back tonight.”

Click.

Candace could only shake her head at her son’s father. He was such a uniquely perceptive and clever man, it amazed Candace how he’d managed to go to jail for involuntary manslaughter. She thought Prince would have known better, but he didn’t and had spent the last six years of his life behind bars, because he couldn’t control his temper.

Damn dummy, she thought, wiping away the images of cleaning blood splatter off their apartment wall. Prince’s temper was the major reason Candace had left him shortly before he’d gone to jail, that and his uncontrollable and insatiable desire for street life.

Prince had a reputation for getting to a dollar. He and his identical twin—who their mother named Brother after his surprising and unexpected arrival twenty-seven seconds after Prince pushed through the birthing canal—were both notorious in their neighborhood for their street activity.

Candace knew Prince was hood and she loved everything about him from the moment she saw him. She was sixteen when they met, a year after her father, Derrin, died from a heart attack on his bus ride home from work at Hatfield Meat Packaging Company. It left her mother, Karla, a poor widow and forced them to move with her Aunt Patty in North Philadelphia. Prince lived four blocks away.

“He’s sooo cute,” young Candace told her even younger half-sister, Marcine, one afternoon when she’d seen Prince coming from the corner store.

Marcine giggled on the other end of the phone. She was only eleven but was already Candace’s closet ally. The two shared a father and though Derrin’s indiscretions deeply hurt Candace’s mother, the pretty, brown-skinned baby was welcomed with open arms and spent summers between her home and Candace’s.

After their father’s death, the girls grew closer even though Marcine lived with her mother and her mother’s well-to-do husband, Richard, in Southwest Philadelphia.

“Did you talk to him?” Marcine whispered.

“No, he ain’t even see me,” Candace whispered back.

“You gotta make sure he see you,” Marcine advised.

“Okay. Okay, I gotta plan…”
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“Mom.” Candace’s strong teenage legs galloped down the stairs. “I’ll be back,” she shouted to her mother and aunt sitting on the couch while she held the doorknob.

Karla took another sip of Slo Gin and milk, looking up at the long legs almost bare before her.

“Where you think you going?” she asked, scanning her daughter’s stretching body. Candace’s young bosom was pushed up to a full cleavage spread in her white tank top, and her tight strong thighs glistened under denim shorts.

“Mom,” Candace huffed, “I be back.”

She was out the door, taking the front steps two at a time until she hit the pavement. Long strides carried her down Woodstock Street toward Susquehanna, her heart an eager race with each step. She turned the corner with bright-eyed anticipation and there he was, Prince Reynolds—big, black, beautiful Prince Reynolds. The chocolate young man stood beside his twin, Brother Reynolds, across from a group of corner hustlers. Candace pushed down the lump in her throat and made her way toward the crowd of young men. She crossed in front of Prince’s blue Acura double-parked in front of the Chinese store. She knew some of the guys hanging out on the corner from visiting her aunt for years. Some faces were new, but all seemed glad to see the sexy young girl move into their neighborhood.

Candace smiled as she passed Prince. He smiled back, his eyes seeming to follow the length of her body as she moved.

“Damn, Candace,” one of the young men began. “Ya mama know you got them lil’-ass shorts on?”

Candace ignored him, praying only for Prince’s attention. The brothers stood out in the crowd of black men. With the striking exactness of their facial features, huge dark eyes, thick brows and strong chins under full beards, it would have been hard to tell Prince and Brother apart had they not been so undeniably different. Brother’s stance was of a grimacing beast, round about the shoulders, bulging tattooed biceps and a thick beard. He was more muscular than Prince who was cut but lean. Both kept their fades close cut, but Prince kept a trim, neat beard under his plump pink lips, big dark eyes and thick full lashes. Candace had fallen for him the very first time she laid eyes on him, on that same corner in the beginning of the summer chatting it up with the neighborhood dope boys, Rick and Juan. She didn’t paid much attention to the corner boys. She never found the young hustlers appealing, but Prince was different. His shoulders were always raised, his head always high. He walked like he shit gold. He was confident and fly.

When she came out of the store, Prince stepped beside her and began to walk with her.

“Wassup, legs?”

Candace smiled. Prince stepped into the street with her, looking her up and down her long body.

“What’s your name, pretty girl?” he asked. He stopped walking and settled his backside against the hood of his freshly polished car.

She stopped and turned to face him, her butterflies in romantic jubilee. She licked her full juicy lips. “Candace.”

He reached for her hand. She gave hers. “Candace what?”

“Candace Reign Brinton,” she replied.

“Oooh, Candy Reign.” He laughed—a grin easing across his perfectly sculpted face.

Candace trembled.

“Myyy love,” he sang, nodding his head. “Tell me what you want and I will give it to yoouuuu. Cuz you aaaarrrre myyyyyyy love, my love. Do you ever dream of candy rain? Yeeeaaah.”

Candace burst out laughing.

Prince smiled at her. “I like that, Miss Candy Reign. My name is Prince.” He bowed.

She blushed at his gesture, then asked, “That’s ya real name?”

“Yup.” He nodded. “And that’s my twin brother, Brother.” He glanced in his twin’s direction.

Brother tossed Candace two fingers, continuing his conversation.

Candace stared hard at Prince’s succulent lips.

“How old are you?” he continued, shaking her from her daydream.

“Sixteen. I…I’ll be seventeen in September,” she stammered.

Prince chuckled, his bright whites almost blinding her. “Almost seventeen?” he teased.

She pouted her full pink lips. “Yeah.”

“You long as hell, baby girl. How tall are you?”

“Five-eleven.”

“Cool, cool. You all legs, though,” he said with a smile that made the muscles in the pit of Candace’s stomach tighten.

“How tall are you?” she asked.

“Six-four. Is that good for you?”

Candace nodded.

“You live round here with ya people?”

“My aunt. We staying with my aunt, me and my mom.”

“You got a man, Candy Reign?”

She giggled at the sound of her new pet name. “I got a boyfriend.”

He laughed again. “Yeah. How old’s your man, baby girl?”

“Seventeen.”

More laughter. “I guess so.”

Candace rolled her eyes. “You guess what?”

“I guess that’s cute. I mean you a young buck ya self.”

“How old are you?” Candace asked with a neck roll.

“Twenty-one. I’ll be twenty-two in November,” he mocked.

“You ain’t that old.”

“It’s not the number, baby; it’s the life experience.”

Candace poked out her lips again.

A thin, slick grin slid across Prince’s handsome face. “So you love ya lil’ boyfriend, Candy?”

“He okay.”

“Where you meet him at?”

“We go to school together.”

“Yeah. You still in school? You see him during the summer a lot?”

“Sometimes.”

“Not enough, huh?” he said, reaching for her arm. Candace blushed. “You are gorgeous, Candy.”

“Thank you.”

“Ya lil’ boyfriend goin’ be mad if you take my number?”

Candace shrugged; she didn’t care much about Reginald Bailey at the moment. Prince opened his car door, sinking in behind the wheel. On a small piece of paper, he scribbled down his number. He nodded for Candace to come closer to the car and slid the paper into her hand.

“Make sure you call me.”

She clasped her palm tight. Candace could barely keep a calm pace as she headed back toward her aunt’s. He was in her dreams that night. She was too nervous to call him; she didn’t even know what to say. A few days later, there was a basketball game in the neighborhood and Candace and Marcine galloped around the corner.

A giggly group of teenaged girls stood on the far side of the basketball court watching the summer leagues play. Prince was there, as she expected, and Candace could hardly breathe when she saw him. Her heart thudded as Marci nudged her excitedly. He’s coming this way, she thought. He’s coming over to me.

“Take this ride with me, Candy Reign.”

It wasn’t a question and she dutifully obeyed, following him out of the playground. He opened the car door for her and the smooth leather sucked her in.

“Where we going?” she asked.

“For a ride.”

He rolled down the windows of his Acura and the cool air smacked her tenderly in the face. Warm strings of her hair stung her cheeks. She smiled. Prince made a few runs around the city, but he kept his eye and conversation focused on Candace.

“You all right?” he asked.

“I’m fine. You cool?”

He smiled and nodded, long clean teeth, pushing his cheeks back and forming high triangle dimples above the corners of his beard. Candace grinned again. He was beautiful to her and she felt comfortable in his presence.

“You really are gorgeous,” he said coolly. “I see I’m goin’ have to keep you next to me.”

“Yeah?”

“You too sweet, Candy. I can’t let you out of my sight.” She nodded, the wind and his words taking her breath away. “I like you,” he continued. “You goin’ let me take care of you?”

“I don’t need nobody to take care of me.”

Prince playfully tapped her thigh. “Oh…is that so?”

“That’s so.”

“So tell me this, lil’ mama, what kind of stuff are you into? Like what do almost seventeen-year-olds like to do? You chill at the mall with your girlfriends?”

“I…I do a lot. I hang out with my friends. I chill with my mom a lot since my dad died and… I don’t know. I’m good at school. Math is my strongest subject.”

“Is that right?”

“That’s right.”

“So you like a nerd and what not?” The car was slowing down.

“No, hell no! I ain’t a nerd. I’m just good at math. I mean, it makes sense. Two plus two is goin’ always be four. Like that, you know?”

“I guess.” Prince shrugged. “I’m pretty good with numbers too, boo.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah, like multiplying my money.” His laugh was loud and proud and Candace couldn’t help but to join in. Her genuine chuckle forced him to laugh harder, and he grinned her way as he pulled into a parking space in the open lot next to the Art Museum by the side of the Schuylkill River.

“Come here, baby,” he instructed, pushing up the armrest between them. Candace slid closer, scooting her body under his awaiting arm. She was so close to him now that she could smell his cologne with every breath, his mouth only inches from her own. Candace squirmed in her seat. He’s gonna kiss me. Ohmigod, he’s gonna kiss me.

Prince coolly placed his hand under her chin, leading her mouth into his until their lips met. He pulled passionately at her eager lips with his, sucking and sliding his tongue into her mouth. Candace melted into him. Prince held her up, pulling her closer in the embrace. When Candace was finally able to open her eyes, there was no doubt about it, she was in love.

That summer was one of the best of her life. Candace spent most of her time riding shotgun beside Prince who took all the pleasure in showing her off and kissing her plump lips. He spoiled her rotten, giving her whatever her heart desired. Candace couldn’t get enough of him.

He’d taken her out shopping for her seventeenth birthday and was stroking her long locks on his couch after dinner. She had been to his apartment a dozen times and he’d been kissing her for months, all over her neck and breasts. She liked when he licked on her nipples. Prince had even gotten as far as pressing his fingers into her wet panties and massaging her swollen clit. She groaned and squirmed all over his bed. But, Prince never pressed the issue of penetration, not until he thought she was ready.

This night after celebrating with her and taking her shopping, Prince spread her legs on the bed and began to lick and suck on her young womanhood. Candace thought she was going to die. The wet tingling sensation surged through her body and Prince pulled back on her clit with his pursed lips. She screamed. Then he twirled it, kissed it and sucked some more. He put his long fingers inside of her; first one, turning it and sliding it to let her feel every inch and muscular movement. Then another finger slid in. Candace pulled at the sheets. Prince turned and twisted the two together, then snapped his fingers inside of her. The tremors rolled through Candace like waves in the ocean. She started to shake. Prince snapped his fingers again. He then took her hand and placed it on his lap so she could feel him. Candace jumped up. Prince’s dick was just like him—big, black and meaty.

“Prince, that’s gonna hurt,” Candace whined, the innocence oozing from her eyes.

“I’m taking claim to the pussy. You hear me, baby?”

Candace nodded.

“I’mma be gentle,” he assured her as he laid her back and climbed on top of her. He pushed the tip of his manhood into her moist opening.

Candace damn near fainted. “Oh, no, baby!” She jumped back off him, crawling to the back of the bed.

Prince scooped her long body up in one arm and held her in place. “Now, don’t run, baby,” he instructed. “That’s goin’ make it worse. You gotta let me get inside of you, okay?”

Candace nodded as tears began forming in her eyes.

“Do you want me inside of you?”

Again, she nodded.

“Say it, Candy. Tell me what you want.”

“I want you inside of me.”

“I’m goin’ give you everything that you want. You hear me?”

He was moving his manhood toward the lips of her womanly opening. The pressure felt like fire trying to force its way in her. But Prince took his time. He pushed gently and slowly, making sure not to move too hard or too fast.

He kissed her mouth greedily as he grinded his waist on top of her, inching himself in. She struggled to keep still, but he held her firm in his strong grasp. Slowly, Candace began to feel the penetrating pleasure deep inside. Prince kept at his slow pace seeming to fight the urge to explode in her tight wetness. Candace nearly lost her mind as he stroked steady, filling her insides, and the convulsions came over her body suddenly. Prince’s orgasms quickly followed, damn near sucked out of him by Candace’s contracting muscles. He fell to her side.

“Did you like that, Candy?” he asked, kissing at her ear.

Candace trembled—partly from aftershock, partly from the sensation of Prince caressing her bare breast. She could only nod.

“Do you want to do it again? It gets better.” He smiled at her. “Come here; let me show you.”

He started to straddle her again. Candace’s young vagina was dripping wet and Prince found his way a little easier. This time he stood his ground and stroked on top of her for what seemed like hours. The orgasms came to her in waves, taking over her body leaving her wet and trembling. Candace’s long body oozed sweet juices. Prince kept at it until he finally could not take the tension building in his loins, and he came hard and long. Candace studied his face on top of her. She stared into the creases of his cheeks, the dimples and close-cut fade. She memorized the wrinkles of his nose while he was sleeping. She knew then merely by the way that he breathed, she would love Prince Reynolds for the rest of her life.

By the time she was nineteen, she was a mother and living with twenty-four-year-old Prince. She couldn’t deny that she liked the money he brought in and the freedom she had in shopping and always rocking the newest bags to her business classes at community college. She never had to take the subway. Prince would drop her off every morning in his big black rimmed-up Cadillac, and with her feathered hair and Louis Vuitton sneakers, Candace was the envy of all her classmates.

Candace counted thousands of dollars for Prince on any given night and he was always generous. He made sure his woman and son had the best his money could afford, even if that meant he had to disappear for days. He took care of business in the streets and Candace learned to ask few questions. There were some things she simply did not want to know. When Prince returned home one evening with a cut above his eye, Candace iced his face and bandaged his wounds. When Candace would wake in the middle of the night to see Prince’s large body squatting down tucking something in the back of their closet, she simply smiled and said, “Good morning.” When Prince and Brother drove ten kilos to Virginia, she packed them lunch.

Candace adored Prince despite his heavy hood stomping and guiltless obsession for the newest and shiniest of things. Yet, as everyone has their vices, Prince’s predicament, alongside his sometimes ravenous temper, was his boastful and showboat nature. He always had to have the biggest, the baddest and the best. Ever the perfectionist, he hated when things didn’t go his way and took it out on anyone in his path. Candace recalled seeing Prince hop out of the car while they were driving down Germantown Avenue and punch some man right in the face. The guy hit the thick glass of the barbershop window behind him and fell to the ground. Prince calmly climbed back in the car and pulled off. The scariest incident Candace could remember was when one of the young guys Prince kept around, smashed up his new Infiniti. Prince and Brother called him over and stomped size-eleven Timberland boots into the kid’s head. Candace was left to clean up the blood spatter on the walls and ceiling. She tolerated Prince’s tactics because she loved him—not because she approved.

As Prince grew, his reputation scowled its way through the Philadelphia streets and more money started coming his way. His ego boosted and arrogance swelled. Prince, in turn, became controlling and more possessive, especially of Candace. The leash was tight and he always needed to know her every move. Dollars were steady in her pocket, but the strict allowance never permitted more than he felt she needed. Candace didn’t maintain consistent friendships because Prince didn’t like her wasting time going out with a bunch of cackling girls.

One Friday night, while Prince was out of town on business and Candace had gotten paid from her new job as a receptionist, she decided to hang out a little late at an after-hour spot in University City with some coworkers. The after-hour was progressively trans- figuring into a club scene while Candace was cracking jokes and throwing back drinks with her new friends. Before she knew it, she was drunk and had six missed calls on her phone. She stumbled into the bathroom to call Prince back. It was after ten. Prince was calm. He’d gotten back early and wanted to make sure she was okay.

“You sound drunk. Do you need me to come get you?” he asked.

Candace declined.

When she walked through the door, she was met with a brutal backhand across her face. She hit the floor instantly, Prince standing over her growling.

“So, you on some sneaky shit!” he barked. “I been calling you all fuckin’ night!”

Candace was in shock on the floor. She crawled into a corner in the room holding her face. No one had ever hit her before and she was not prepared to handle it. Five years she’d been with Prince and she’d taken a few stern grabs and some choking during rough sex, but never a hand to hurt her. How could he? Prince turned and walked out of their large apartment. Tears ushered her to sleep, and when she woke up, she was still on the floor and Prince still wasn’t home. When he finally showed up, his eyes were puffy and swollen like he’d been crying. He begged for forgiveness.

“I never meant to hurt you,” he pleaded. “You know I love you. You’re my wife.”

Candace didn’t speak. Prince cried into her arms; she could smell the alcohol and marijuana oozing off of him. He forced her arms open and pressed his body into her. She did not resist and cradled him in her arms. He slept while she held him. She eventually fell asleep as well. She awoke in the middle of the night, Prince still in her arms. He did not look the same to her.

On Monday morning when it was time for work, she did not look the same to herself either. The bruise on her face was apparent and she was worried about what the other women in the office and her boss would think.

After the slapping incident, Candace was offered a promotion at work. She took it eagerly, wanting to learn all that she could. The fact that Prince controlled her whole life grew more and more terrifying. She worked harder and decided to go back to school. The more she worked, the more Prince stayed out. He would get more calls in the middle of night and come back with bloody knuckles or not come back at all until the next day or two, maybe. He never offered any excuses, but Candace knew her man was different and nothing changed a man’s actions more than another woman.

“I don’t know who the fuck you think you talking to, Candace Reign Brinton!”

“You, Prince Devante Reynolds, you sneaky mothafucka! I don’t know what’s up with you, Prince, but you actin’ real different. It’s something funny about you.”

“Funny? ’Cause I’m chasin’ this money?”

“You been chasin’ money, Prince. I’m talkin’ ’bout a bitch. You out here chasin’ some bitch and I can smell it!”

“What the fuck is you talkin’ about?”

“You out all the time chasin’ this bread, so you say; you just gotta have it. Okay, we got nice shit; we living good. Now what?”

“What? More nice shit, better living. Candy, is you stupid?”

“More shooting and robbing or more drugs? Which one is it, Prince, to get more of what the next man got? This shit is corny. You always out in the fuckin’ streets! Doin’ God knows what with God knows who.”

“This shit corny! Bitch, is you crazy?!?” Prince grabbed her by the shoulders and lifted her off her feet. “This shit corny! You know what the fuck I’ve done for this corny shit!” He tossed her onto the couch.

“You selfish bitch!” He lunged, punching her twice in the face. “You got a little associates degree and a fuckin’ paycheck and you think you big shit. I been fucking take care of you off this street shit! Ain’t nothing goin’ change! I make the bread in this bitch. This my shit and I’m only getting started!”

Candace cowered on the couch, her face throbbing. Shock rendered her motionless and she stifled the tears until she heard the front door of their Overbrook home slam shut.

She drove herself to the hospital where she was treated for swelling and pain; no broken bones even though her face felt like it had been shattered into pieces. When the officers in the ER asked her what had happened, she told them she’d fallen. One bald older officer returned to her side several times that night. His smile was genuine; she could tell he wanted to help. But she did not say a negative word against her son’s father. Prince didn’t come home that night and the next day, she packed her and her son’s things and moved out to her mother’s. Prince was gone for days without a word. He didn’t come looking for her. He didn’t call. She asked around. The whole neighborhood knew her baby’s father and she hadn’t gotten word that he’d been hurt or locked up. So where was he? Why didn’t he come after her?

The news she’d anticipated came back a few days later. Prince was crashing with Aisha, a young girl from around the way he’d been dealing with. There was a shootout the night he left Candace, and Prince was laying low with his jump-off. Candace wasn’t surprised. The real shock came less than a month later when Prince was booked on homicide charges. One of the guys he was fighting before the shootout died in the ER. Prince got twelve years. Aisha had twin girls five months later.
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Candace still had the phone in her hand when the fast busy signal started to blast through the slim grey device. She was leaning against the refrigerator in her kitchen. Quickly dropping the phone down on its base, she checked the time on the microwave. Ten after eight. Candace pulled the silk scarf off her head. Her cinnamon curls fell down to her shoulders. A snatch of her keys from the hook on the wall and she was out the door.



CHAPTER 2

Where the hell is everybody? Candace wondered, entering the empty business office suite of Wyncote Medical Rehabilitation Center. It was 8:29 a.m.; both Danielle and Allyson should have been at their desks, but no one greeted her as she pulled her keys from her black Michael Kors bag and unlocked her office door.

“Good morning,” she said to herself before looking up to see a bright yellow post-it note in front of her on the door. It read in almost illegible scribble, “Danielle called out sick. 7:15 am. Allyson out sick 7:30.”

“Oh, great, both these bitches sick,” Candace said with a sigh, “they don’t pay me enough for this shit.”

Candace hung her chunky leather bag on the back of her office door. The small room was tidy and adorned strategically with pictures of her and Emmanuel on the desk and window ledge she faced almost eight hours a day. She was alone in her office most of the time, dealing primarily with dollars and figures, a position she much preferred over interactions with people. Candace liked numbers and because of her affection for mathematics, she was damn good at her job. Candace was skillful in tracking residents’ personal accounts and finances. She billed Medicare, insurance companies and private pay families with precise calculations. She guaranteed accurate billing and professional customer service. She was always courteous, always on time, and always fly.

As business office manager, Candace supervised the receptionist and payroll clerk, who both called out. This didn’t look good for Candace or her department. She ran her fingers through her cinnamon locks, trying to push away the growing irritation. Though she had been with the company for seven years, she still worried about how this type of slack in her department would reflect on her management skills. The day was busy and with both her staff out, Candace was stuck answering the phone.

“Good morning, Wyncote Medical.”

“Bitch, whatchu doing answering the phone?” Her little sister’s voice caught her by surprise.

“Hey, Marci, what’s going on?”

“On my way to my new gig.”

“Oh yeah, that’s right. What salon are you starting at?” Candace asked her sister.

“D’s Design in Darby.”

Candace chuckled. “Damn.”

“I know, right.” Marci giggled. “But it’s cool. It’s a job, first gig since I got my certification, plus the location is good. It’s right on Sixty-ninth Street.”

“That’s what’s up. You excited?” Candace asked.

“I guess so. I mean, I’m anxious to get in there and show these bitches what I do,” Marci replied coolly.

Candace chuckled. “I know that’s right, sis. You better do the damn thing.”

“Don’t I always?”

Candace smiled. “Yeah, well. I gotta go, these damn lines are ringing. Good luck, lil’ sis. Love you.”

“You too.”

[image: Images]

Candace glanced at the clock on the car dashboard: 6 p.m. Stopping at a red light, she closed her eyes, imagining a warm bath, a chilled glass and a plush bathrobe waiting for her at home. And Emmanuel. No stress, no phones, no…the blaring of the horn behind her startled her from her reverie.

Once she arrived, Candace slipped her shoes off at the door, tossing her bag onto the table as she entered her tidy apartment. Her keys hit the kitchen counter and her bottom hit the couch, before the door closed behind her. Emmanuel burst in a moment later.

“Hey, Mom. I need seventy dollars for camp,” he hollered, walking into the living room.

“Oh, God,” she moaned lowly. “There’s always something.” It was nearing the end of May, school would be over soon and Emmanuel needed somewhere constructive to spend the day. She didn’t like the idea of her son hanging around in the streets all summer.

“Mom, did you hear me?” Emmanuel asked, leaning over Candace on the couch.

“I heard you,” she replied, reaching for her pocketbook. “When is school over?”

“Two weeks.”

Candace shrugged. She had time to work the weekly expense into her budget, but the registration fee was needed up front. “Okay, I’ll write them a check tomorrow.”

“Cool. What’s for dinner? I’m hungry.”

Candace stood and walked into the kitchen to make her son something to eat. She pulled some leftover ribs and macaroni and cheese out of the refrigerator, made a plate and stuck it in the microwave.

“Make sure you do the dishes after you eat,” she instructed.

Emmanuel nodded.

After his meal, Emmanuel wrung out the excess moisture from the cream and red dishtowel he was holding into the empty sink.

“Dishes are done, Mom,” he said.

Candace looked up from the kitchen table she was wiping clean and nodded.

“Anything else?” he asked.

“No, I’m good, boopie. You need to get ready for tomorrow.”

Emmanuel bounded down the hall but stopped instantly hearing the phone ring. Eyes wide, he leapt for it and was silent a second after answering.

Candace recognized the pause. After a moment, she heard her son speak.

“Sup, Dad.” Another long pause. “Nah, I’m good…” Without another word to Candace, Emmanuel walked off down the hall with the phone cradled on his shoulder.

Candace yelled after him, “Let me talk to ya dad before you hang up!”

She sat back at the kitchen table while Emmanuel chatted with his father and pulled out her checkbook. Money was tight and her take-home was just under $2,500 a month. Her rent was $850. Bills; cable, Internet, cell phone and the credit card payments for mistakes she’d made in the past came to around $400 a month. Car note and insurance on her 2012 Honda Accord was $410, food was about $300 a month for her and Emmanuel. She cooked a lot and was an advocate of leftovers and bulk shopping. Her cosmetics—hair and nails—were around $100. Marci styled her for cheap and Brother took Emmanuel for weekly cuts. With gas prices more than skyrocketing she averaged no less than $250 a month just to get around. There were a few dollars left at the end of the month, but the $500 or $600 Brother passed her way was always needed. Emmanuel’s camp was going to be $90 a week.

Candace worked the numbers over and over in her head. There was always just enough to cover the spread.

Never enough to quit this paycheck-to-paycheck shit, Candace thought. Gotta rob Peter and shoot Paul. However annoyed with her financial disposition, Candace did take pride in her ability to provide. Her son was well taken care of and they both wore the best of things. It wasn’t Gucci, but Candace was proud of her Macy’s and J. Crew attire, her clean ride and spacious Chestnut Hill apartment. But still she wanted more.

Never enough to have my own shit. Pay off my car. Put some money down on a house. Take a fuckin’ vacation. No, ’cause shit is always due.

Candace was curled up on the couch when Emmanuel strolled out of his room and down the hall, the phone pressed to his chocolate cheek.

“Aright, Dad. Love you, too,” he said before handing Candace the phone.

She nestled into the light, puffy fabric of her sofa and spoke into the receiver wiggling her long body, attempting to find the perfect spot. “Hey, Prince.”

“What up, Candy? How you feeling?”

“I’m feelin’ all right, Prince. How you?”

“As good as I’m goin’ be for right now, baby girl. Wassup witchu?”

“Nothing, Prince. I’m just going over these bills and it’s not okay.” She rolled her neck as she spoke.

“What’s not okay, Candace?”

“I don’t have enough.”

“Enough what?”

“Enough money, Prince.”

“Get the fuck outta here, Candace. Here you go with that shit again.”

“What shit, Prince? All I’m saying is I want a better lifestyle for me and my son.”

“My son!” Prince snapped.

A smooth shudder swept through Candace as she pulled in her breath to speak, “Whateva. Our son. I still need shit for him, for us.”

“Like what, Candace?” The agitation surged through his words.

“Like a house. A better school district. Manny will be going to high school soon. Um…let’s see, money for college.”

“So whatchu sayin’, C?”

“I’m sayin’, I need some more fuckin’ money, Prince. Whatchu think I’m sayin’?”

“What the fuck you want me to do from where I’m at, C? Stop bitchin’, like you don’t have everything you need.”

“Bitchin’? Damn right, I’m bitchin’. I got the basics. I want more… better shit. Ain’t that what you say? Am I wrong for wanting more for me and my…our son?”

“You can want what the fuck you want. You need to get ya grind on and stop thinking ya lazy spoiled ass just goin’ be handed shit.”

“Lazy!?! Fuck you! I bust my ass all day to take care of this boy!”

“And I put my fuckin’ bid in from behind bars!” Prince barked back.

Candace could not argue.

Prince was right. He did what he could from where he was and his mother, Miss P, and Brother had Emmanuel almost every other weekend. He was always invited to hang out with his cousins. Brother had five kids and three baby mamas, but never left Emmanuel out of the family fun. They were a close-knit bunch and for that, Candace was grateful.

“I take care of my fuckin’ son, too, Candy!” Prince boomed.

Candace groaned her response, “I know and that couple hundred is helpful, but I still don’t have much left at the end of the month to put away. Things cost money—clothes and camp.”

“What else you want me to do while I’m locked the fuck up, C?”

“Nothing at all, Prince.” She paused. “I’m going to bed.”

Click.
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The next day Candace stepped back into her office after a long, boring morning meeting when Allyson, the receptionist, informed her she had a call on line two.

“I think it’s your sister,” the pudgy face, cream-skinned girl said.

She closed her door and eagerly picked up the phone.

“Yo, we’re goin’ out tonight!” Marci declared.

Candace barely had time to process a response.

“And bring Man up here. Mommy wants to see him.”

“That’s crazy, you callin’ me all hype,” Candace said, laughing lightly.

“Why?”

“ ’Cause you’re hype as hell. What are you talking about?”

“Girl, I said we goin’ out tonight! My homie just came home from Iraq and his b-day is Tuesday. We ballin’ tonight, bitch. I’m talkin’ limos, poppin’ bottles, all that shit.”

Candace groaned. “Marci, you know I am trying to save my money up right now. I can’t go wildin’ out with you all crazy. I don’t have a lot of partying money in the budget.”

“Bitch, please, ain’t nobody spending nothing. Trust me, you don’t need a dime.”

“I on’t know…”

“Whateva,” Marci interjected, “just be at my house by eight. Oh, and C…”

“Yeah?”

“Stop playin’ that broke shit; it ain’t cute.”



CHAPTER 3

Marci and Candace were extremely close and Candace loved having a little sister around. Growing up, they swapped stories about boys and Marci had someone to tell all of her secrets. She would hold her lips tight until she could get to her big sister to spill the beans. When Candace lost her virginity, Marci was the first to know, and when Marci needed a hideout from her mother, she ran to Candace. At sixteen, when her twenty-year-old boyfriend needed somewhere to meet her, it was at Candace’s house. And Marci was right there when Candace met Prince. She was by her sister’s side when Prince brought her home, sore and proud. Even though Marci lived with her mother, they stayed tight. In and out of Marci’s relationships and fashion trends and even after their father’s death, they remained closely bound.

Candace supported her sister at every turn but never hesitated to put her in check. At twenty-three, Marci had just graduated from Empire Beauty School and landed a job at a nice salon. With a steady clientele of her friends and family, she brought a lot to the table at her new place of business.
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Marci stepped out of the shower when her cell phone rang.

“What you doin’ tonight, baby?” a smooth voice cooed through the phone.

“Hi, baby.” Marci was beaming. “I’m going out with my sister and some friends.”

“You not goin’ have time for me, huh?” Tommy asked.

“You told me you was busy tonight.”

“Yeah, but you know I get jealous when you go out and have all my sexy body on display for them lame niggas out there.”

“You can’t be jealous; it’s not cute.”

“Nah, I’m only teasin’. You know I’m not even that kind of dude.”

“I know, baby. That’s why I love you.”

“Good. Now make sure you be good tonight and send me some sexy pics. I need that, okay?”

“I gotchu, love.”

“What you got on now?”

Marci grinned proudly. “Nothing. I just got out the shower.”

“Yeah,” Tommy’s voice deepened. “You want me to come hit that before you start your day?”

Marci giggled. “Only if you want to, baby. You know you can get this whenever you want it.” Marci sat back on her bed, cooing into the phone naked with her legs spread, massaging herself.

She was in cutoff shorts and a tee when Candace arrived a few hours later. Marci jumped up from her messy bed to let her sister and Emmanuel in, then returned to rummaging through her massive clutter of a closet, pulling clothes from overflowing hampers and poorly hung hangers. From BCBG minis to Gucci pumps to skimpy Bebe dresses, Marci’s closet was an extensive and expensive mess. She finally tossed her dress for the evening on her cluttered bed. Emmanuel came in behind Candace, kissed his aunt and headed straight for the basement, the game room, where he found Marci’s youngest brother, Marcus, deep into his PS2.

Marci twirled Candace’s long cinnamon locks into voluminous curls, graciously framing the soft angles of her face.

“Sit still, let me do your makeup,” Marci instructed with one hand on her sister’s shoulder.

Candace’s long seductive frame gave complement to a smooth, form-fitting, light-gold dress. Stopping just above her knee, it accented her strong thighs, and thin roping straps hung tight across her bare shoulders. She comfortably slid on her strappy, gold-accented BCBG heels and stood up over six feet tall. A perfect size ten, Candace’s long athletic legs provided ample support for her firm body.
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