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Praise for

Real Wifeys: Get Money

“Mink’s brisk combination of insult, profanity, and pop culture is what street lit is all about . . . Another powerful story of women orbiting the hip-hop world . . . Luscious is both a villain and a heroine whom readers will embrace. Order in anticipation of high demand.”

—Library Journal

“A gritty new urban series with a down and dirty intensity that’s heartbreaking.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Unexpected storylines . . . very realistic . . . a quick read with an engaging main character.”

—Huffington Post

Praise for

Real Wifeys: On the Grind

“Marking her solo debut with this new series launch, Mink . . . gives Kaeyla a snappy and profane voice laced with sarcasm. She’s a charismatic woman, both vulnerable and tough. Female readers will love her, but men may want to check their own woman’s purse for taser wires. Load your shelves with multiple copies.”

—Library Journal

“A gritty new urban series with a down-and-dirty intensity that’s heartbreaking.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Main character Goldie from Real Wifeys: On the Grind is unforgettable, shocking, and filled with sassiness. But there’s something to be learned from the notorious wifey. Bravo!”

—Cydney Rax, author of Brothers and Wives

“A never-a-dull moment, real life ride. Strap on your seatbelt. Meesha Mink goes sexy and deep!”

—Pynk, bestselling author of Sixty-Nine

Praise for

Desperate Hoodwives

“A can’t miss new series.”

—Essence

“Let’s just say this sassy, sexy, streetwise story could kick some butt over on Wisteria Lane.”

—New York Post

“The authors hold back little in this cautionary tale dripping with sex, vice, and yearning.”

—Publishers Weekly

“A wonderfully written story with colorful characters that will keep you flipping the pages—I loved it.”

—K’wan, Essence bestselling author

“Move over Wisteria Lane. Drama and scandal have permanently moved to Bentley Manor. . . . A wonderfully written novel that is sassy, smart, and unadulterated!”

—Danielle Santiago, Essence bestselling author

“A sexy tale that will keep you gasping as you turn the pages.”

—Miasha, Essence bestselling author

Praise for

Shameless Hoodwives

“Diamond and Mink deliver a compelling hood tale that is a true page-turner.”

—RAWSISTAZ

“This is the ghetto Wisteria Lane, called Bentley Manor, and anything can and will happen here.”

—Coast 2 Coast Readers

“Invigorating plots magnify the intensity of each scene that creates a breathless anticipation as you delve further and further into the sordid lives of the people that occupy this notorious neighborhood.”

—Urban Reviews

Praise for

The Hood Life

“A great page-turner! It’s easy to get lost in this novel. The story is so vivid . . . it will keep you on the edge of your seat the whole ride of this book about four men in their story of struggle in Urban America.”

—Savvy Book Club

“A scandalous tale of four men who found themselves always at the wrong end of the track. They ultimately got what they deserved. This book was definitely a page-turner.”

—Q.U.E.E.N.S. Book Club of Mississippi
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For those with big dreams and the inner hustle to make them come true.


Wifey: (n.) a girlfriend, usually live-in, who does all the work of a wife without being legally married.


“Hustle ’caine, hustle clothes, or hustle music/

But hustle hard in any hustle that you pick . . . ”

Jay-Z, “No Hook”



Prologue

I am all about my business. Be it my career or my man, I go hard for mine. I put in work like I’m starving and I love him like a drug that has me fucked all the way up. I hustle with the same intensity of any hip-hop entertainer or dope boy.

I’ve busted my ass for the last six years climbing the corporate ladder. Good grades in high school. Better grades in college. Dean’s List. Internships. Graduating magna cum laude with a job offer that I was too smart to even think about turning down. I was on track to become a chief financial officer at the same firm and then my income would damn near triple.

Yes, this little mixed African American and Puerto Rican girl from Newark, New Jersey, was one of those “success stories” that the press makes you think is so damn rare in this “inner” city, “ghetto,” or “hood.” Don’t let the news fool you into thinking nothing good grows in Newark. That’s bullshit. I know plenty of people who thrived: graduated college, worked hard every day, owned homes and paid rent with no problems, but those stories were outshined by the bad elements that every city has—even whitewashed middle America. I rep just as hard for my hometown as I rep for myself.

Growing up in this city, I am that mix of common sense, street smarts, and book smarts. Humph. Fuck with me. Don’t get it twisted. When pushed, I am not a bitch you want to try lightly. I mean, I can’t front like I’m the kind of chick to hide a razor blade under my tongue ready for a fight but I go hard for mine, “25/8,” like Mary J. Blige: “Every minute of every hour, Still it ain’t enough time . . . ” I have the skills, brains, and the class to broker a seven-figure deal and the right hook to straight knock a bitch out if she make the mistake of thinking I’m too bougie to fight.

I float between two worlds and although I’m comfortable in both, I am ready for some changes. The man I love doesn’t live within the law. Not slinging dope or gang banging or some shit like that; but nothing about his job is nine-to-five. Nothing about his hustle is safe or easy. See, living in fear of your man getting killed or arrested is torture.

When he is out in those streets, deep into the world that he keeps from me, I can’t sleep or eat right. When he’s not by me, where I can lay eyes on him and feel him, I live life on the edge of sanity. I have fear that the wrong move on his part will lead to the feds taking him from me or some nigga on the come-up taking his life. And then where will I be?

And on some real shit, the thought of losing him in any way scares me so much that I stay on the move. I stay busy. I’m a hamster on a fucking wheel. Going. Going. Going. Going. Going.

Trying like hell to keep my fear from making my sanity completely . . . gone.

Because I care about him. I love that motherfucker for real. I love to say it and think it and feel it. Emphasize it. Declare my shit.

But our worlds are different and there ain’t shit about it that’s easy.

All I need—all we need—is to make our shit legit. Professionally and personally.

I sit down in front of my dressing table and use my brush to work the tangles from my hair. I do my makeup. I almost get by without really looking into my own eyes. Almost.

The sadness I see in the chocolate depths has been there for such a long time.

I glance at the clock. It’s just after midnight. Dane wasn’t home and the house felt empty as hell.

My mind wasn’t on dumb shit like another bitch or nothing like that. His tricking and treating whores isn’t our issue at all. I just wanted him safe.

For a second I look at myself. I mean really sit back and take a hard-core look at me. But I don’t see the pretty face people always tell me about. Or the hair a lot of women groan about me cutting. Or the curvy body my man loves. Or the smarts that were certified by Rutgers University.

No, I don’t see any of that shit.

All I see is a woman afraid of being left alone by a game I don’t even understand or have any part in.

Somehow, I gotta figure out how to convince my man to get out the game before the game get us completely fucked up, because losing him isn’t a fucking option.



Part One [image: Images]


Same old shit, just a different day

Out here tryna get it, each and every way . . .

Times are getting hard, guess what I’m gonna do . . .

—Ace Hood, “Hustle Hard”



1
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I was so fucking tired it didn’t make any sense. Not even sitting in the club with the bass of the music beating against my body could keep the yawn from escaping through my gloss-covered lips. Sipping on a glass of Moscato wasn’t helping a damn thing either. Really I wanted to carry my ass home to our comfy king-size bed in our beautifully renovated home in Weequahic in Newark, New Jersey, and not be sitting in the VIP of Club 973 in Newark. I put in nine hours of work today with another full day waiting for me at 9 a.m. sharp while a lot of these motherfuckers just woke up out of their bed a few hours ago.

Great club. Good drinks. Banging music. I just wasn’t in the mood for this shit. Hell with it.

“You lookin’ good as fuck, Suga,” my fiancé, Daniel “Dane” Greenley, whispered into my ear, pressing his large and warm hand onto my bare thigh.

I instantly felt the heat of his touch and that crazy “can’t keep my hands off of you” fire that burned steady between us. In the six years we been together, our sex was loco, our love was atractivo, and our friendship was mad refresque. Crazy, sexy, and cool. Cutting my eyes over to him, I slightly opened my thighs in the fuchsia sequined skirt I wore with a white silk tank.

I arched my eyebrow and smiled when he looked over at me like: “Word?”

I licked my lips and opened my legs wider even as I moved my bare shoulders to the sound of Ace Hood’s “Hustle Hard”—a 2011 oldie but goodie and my inner theme song.

We were sitting in a dark corner of VIP behind a table covered with buckets upon buckets holding our bottle service. I didn’t need my bachelor’s degree in finance to know my man had already easily blown a couple of grand or better. That was nothing to Dane, not with Friday right around the corner. Thursdays was party night because on Fridays, Dane and his crew were all about collecting money he was owed.

Behind the table, he slid my black lace panties to the side and eased one thick finger against my pussy lips. I leaned over to lightly lick the side of his mouth as he pressed that finger inside my wetness. “¿Quiere al me carajo?” I asked in a whisper with a soft moan against his ear before sucking the lobe.

His body tensed as he leaned into me. Dane loved when I talked nasty to him in Spanish during sex. He couldn’t speak a lick of it—hell, I wasn’t that fluent—but he recognized whenever I asked him did he want to fuck me. I felt a shiver race across his body and I leaned back to look at his profile. My man was fine. Caramel-brown complexion. Jet-black hair cut into a low caesar. High cheekbones. Strong jaw. Slanted eyes surrounded by long ebony lashes. Lips built to kiss me—and only me—everywhere. Strong and muscled athletic body built to please me in every way.

Dane turned his head to eye me with a smile on his lips as he used his thumb to press against my juicy clit.

It was my turn to shiver. My mouth opened a bit as my eyes closed just a little.

This sexy motherfucker just did it for me. Not even the faded scar just above his right eye could fuck up the pretty picture. “Let’s get out of here,” I said, taking in the deep navy V-neck sweater he wore with a long diamond chain glittering around his neck and in full competition with the rest of his diamond jewelry.

I wasn’t envious of his shine. Dane made sure I had plenty of my own. Four-carat diamond studs. Watch. Encrusted heart-shaped locket on a long platinum chain. Rings. Bracelets. And that’s only what I wore at the moment. He loved to surprise and I loved to be surprised.

And let’s not get it twisted. I did the same for him. My job provided me the funds to spoil him at times and also to pay my share of the bills—I wouldn’t have it any other way.

Dane nodded and slipped out his finger to suck my sweet juices before he rose to his Gucci-covered feet and removed a wad of bills from the front pocket of his jeans to peel off enough hundred-dollar bills to cover his tab and the tip for the waitress already included on it.

Yes, let’s be out!

He held out his hand for mine and I grabbed my crystal heart-shaped purse as I rose to my five-inch hot-pink satin heels. It felt like heaven to ease my hand into his. A perfect fit.

As we made our way downstairs and through the crowded club, I made sure to stay close to him and he made sure his grip on my hand was unbreakable. When we came to a sudden stop, I looked past his broad shoulder to see some bitch with more weave than clothes backing her ass up against him. I straight eyed her from the top of her Beyoncé blonde weave to her Trina outfit and Nicki Minaj ass.

Dane tried to sidestep her but I sidestepped him and stood there looking at her now grind her ass against my skirt. I lightly mushed that trick against the back of her head and she looked over her shoulder to see me posted up and looking really ready to slap the hell out of her.

The look of shock on her face was priceless.

I arched my brow and raised my hand to shoo the bitch away dismissively.

Even though Dane kept tugging on my hand, I stayed my ass locked in place as I eyed this chick hard. Females were always trying to push up on Dane. He looked good as hell and he made a lot of money. Bitches were forever trying to fill a spot that wasn’t vacant. Thirsty tricks dying to be a side chick and then fight hard for their come-up.

And since I wasn’t always at his side in the club or always with him when he was handling his business in the streets, some bitches really tried me like I was a joke or some weak spineless chick. And yes, I made it a point to school a bitch on how big a mistake it was.

Never underestimate me.

She slowly straightened up and turned to move away with a stank-ass walk.

“Come on, girl,” Dane said jokingly, tugging my wrist one last time. “Like you can beat somebody.”

I laughed and playfully pinched his arm. “I ain’t no killa but don’t try me,” I said as I let him lead me out of the club and into the warm summer night.

“I’m glad we goin’ home. I’m tired as fuck,” Dane admitted as he reached up to stroke my hair from my face as we strolled the short distance down the street to the gated parking lot.

“You didn’t get in until three this morning,” I said, trying hard as hell not to sound like his mother or prison guard or some shit.

Dane looked over at me. “I thought you were sleeping when I got in bed.”

I shrugged it off. “I can’t really fall too deep asleep until you get into bed with me,” I admitted.

He grabbed my waist and came to a stop as he pulled my body against his. My heart pounded as he pressed his mouth to mine. I moaned in the back of my throat as he traced my bottom lip with the tip of his tongue. Damn.

Right there on the street as cars whizzed by and people passed us on their way in or out of the club, Dane kissed me like I was water for his thirst. One hand on my ass. The other twisting my hair. His hot body. His hard dick.

Damn. It was always like that between us and the older we got the better we got together.

My nipples and clit was just as hard as his dick. “I’ma ride the fuck out of you tonight,” I moaned into his mouth before hotly licking at his lips.

Dane leaned back and looked down at me with a smile. “Backward?” he asked, his voice deep and rough.

I nodded in earnest as I let my hand ease between us to stroke the long and thick length of his dick in his denims. “Shit, backward . . . sideways . . . ”

Dane slapped my ass, making it jiggle like Jell-O.

“Damn, at least take that shit to one of y’all rides.”

Dane gave my ass one last tap and my lips one last kiss before he turned around. I leaned my head to the side to look over his shoulder at his best friend, Keno, and his wifey, Hunga, standing behind us enjoying the show.

I forced a smile to my face. I really didn’t give a fuck about either one of them.

Keno and Hunga were cliché as hell. The thug and his ride-or-die chick. Bonnie and Clyde. Just him and his bitch. They lived together. Did dirt together. Didn’t give a fuck about much out of life but clothes, partying, and smoking weed . . . together. In hood heaven all that bullshit sounded real good . . . if I didn’t know the real on their relationship. Both of them were fucking around on each other and those fools fought each other so hard that weapons were drawn.

So uhmmm . . . yeah. What the fuck ever.

Me and Dane’s love wasn’t shit like theirs but I wouldn’t judge them if they didn’t make it clear they side-eyed us.

“Hey, Suga,” Hunga said, tossing her waist-length jet-black weave over her shoulder with her four-inch colorful fingernails, eyeing me up and down, from where she stood behind Keno’s tall and thin frame in a body-hugging blue sequin jumpsuit and some “fuck me like a ten-dollar corner ho” heels.

Hunga had that smooth and dark “black don’t crack” complexion with a curvy body and china-doll features.

I gave her another fake smile and a hand wave.

“Y’all out?” Keno asked, barely glancing in my direction before locking his coal-black eyes on Dane’s face.

“Yeah,” Dane said, releasing my hand to press his palm to the small of my back.

“A’ight then. Call me tomorrow. There’s a problem with—”

Dane raised his hand and motioned it across his neck.

Keno instantly closed his mouth, his eyes darting over to me real quick before he nodded in understanding. Hunga sucked her teeth and let out air pressure.

Dane never talked business in front of me. Never. He felt like the less I knew the better it was for me if the shit hit the fan. He always promised that his business would never affect our home. We’d been together since before I graduated college—more than six years. So far, so good.

“Yo, ain’t that Poppi?”

I felt Dane’s body go stiff as he whipped his head to look where Keno pointed to one of those old-school, long-ass Cadillacs pulling into the parking lot at the other entrance. “Hell yeah. That’s that motherfucka.”

Just that quick the energy flipped.

Keno went striding across the parking lot at a run-walk that looked mad crazy. Soon the sound of raised and angry voices filled the air along with the thump-thump of the club’s bass-heavy music.

“Oh fuck no,” Hunga snapped before she took off toward the scene in her high heels.

She damn near fell as she turned the corner of the building.

“What the fuck is going on, Dane?” I asked, my nerves completely shot. This did not feel right.

“Stay here, Sophie,” he said, surprising me by using my real name.

He always called me Suga. Ever since I told him that was the nickname my mother gave me when I was a baby, he hardly ever called me Sophie. It seemed silly and insignificant but I knew shit was about to get real. And that scared me.

“Dane,” I called out, reaching out to grab his arm as he took off at a run.

He shook off my touch. “Just stay here,” he stressed, his deep brown eyes hard and cold and serious. Too fucking serious.

With one last stare, Dane raced down the street and around the corner to the closest opening of the gate surrounding the parking lot.

I felt dumb as hell standing there not doing shit but literally kicking at the tiny rocks of concrete from cracks in the street. My heart was racing and pounding as I paced. As far as I knew, Poppi was a good friend of Dane and Keno’s. He’d been to our house plenty of times just to chill with Dane and the rest of the squad. I frowned as I looked down the street. What the fuck was this shit all about?

“No, Dane, man! My bad man. Damn!” a male voice hollered before he cried out in a high-pitched tone like a bitch. A bitch in pain.

I felt my heart leap up into my throat as I turned and raced toward the parking lot. My pulse was pounding as hard as my stilettos to the pavement. I came to a stop at the entrance to the gate and my eyes got big as hell.

Dane was standing there as Keno beat the shit out of Poppi’s short ass until his face was a bloodied mess. He was on the ground, his slight-built body curled into a ball. I wanted to turn away but I couldn’t, even as I felt like I could throw the fuck up. Blow after blow of Keno’s fists landed. And landed. And landed. Echoing against the night, it was like the sound of meat being pounded to tenderness.

“Motherfuckin’ sneaky-ass thief!” Hunga spat, stepping forward from her spot behind Keno to viciously kick Poppi’s ribs.

I cried out as his ball became smaller. “Stop it!” I screamed from behind the hand I held to my mouth in shock.

They all turned and looked over at me.

Dane’s face was tight with anger.

Keno’s eyes were crazed.

Hunga’s face was filled with annoyance.

Poppi’s eyes were closed in what could only be relief as he enjoyed the end of the destruction of his face.

I trembled in my stilettos as I rushed over to them. Dane met me and stood in my path before I could get any closer. I cringed at the sight of blood on his knuckles and his shirt. “Dane,” I said softly. That one soft mumble of my man’s name was filled with surprise, question, confusion, and disgust.

It was obvious he got in a few swings too.

My eyes searched his but he didn’t do shit but turn away from me. “Keno, let Hunga take Suga home for me?” Dane asked, even though that shit sounded more like a demand to me.

“No,” I snapped, reaching out to grab his arm.

“I gotta handle this, Suga,” Dane said, as he turned back to grip my face and press a kiss to the side of my mouth.

“What the hell is going on, Daniel?” I asked, switching to his given name to let him up on the fact that this shit was real as hell for me. To let him know that I was serious as hell.

He leaned back and looked down into my eyes. “Business is—”

“Business,” I finished, shaking my head as my anger filled me in a snap. That’s the bullshit line he fed me when he didn’t want me mixed up in his hustle and everything that went along with it.

Hunga gave Poppi another mean kick and then spat down on him before she turned and strutted away like she was starring in a music video or some shit. “Let’s ride, Suga,” she called out before lighting a cigarette and climbing into the driver’s seat of Keno’s tricked-out silver Dodge Charger.

With one last look at Keno dragging Poppi’s body into the back of Dane’s all-black Benz R-Class, I walked away from Dane and climbed into the passenger seat of the Charger. I just wanted to get the fuck away from there—even if Hunga’s crazy ass was my driver.

I was trembling a little as I raised my hand to stroke my thumb against my diamond locket. Inside was a picture of my mother holding me as a newborn. I unlocked it and leaned it closer to the window to use the streetlights to look down at the pretty dark-skinned woman with a curly ’fro that framed her face like a halo. That made sense because she was my angel now watching me from heaven, and moments that was crazy like this, I called on her.

“Damn, that ninja got me tracking blood in this motherfucker. Ugh!” Hunga snapped in exasperation as she pulled to a stop at a red light and reached up to turn on the light before she looked down at the mats.

I side-eyed this bitch like she was dumb as hell. “I’m sure Poppi’s main motivation when he kept slamming his face into Keno’s fists and rolled into your foot was to track blood all in this motherfucker,” I said, finishing with emphasis meant to mock her silly ass.

Hunga glanced over at me as she took one long drag off her cigarette before she lowered the driver-side window and plucked the still lit cigarette out onto the street. “Poppi don’t deserve pity,” she began, reaching over to lower the satellite radio softly playing some Jeezy banger. “See, you may not give a fuck about some punk pussy bitch stealing five figures from your man but I do ’cause his money affect Keno’s money and Keno’s money affects me.”

I turned my head to eye her as the streetlight turned green. A car laid on the horn behind us but Hunga didn’t even flinch as she turned in the seat to settle her back against the closed driver’s door to eye me right back. “See, my job ain’t no nine-to-five working with dem slick-ass white-collar thugs like you. My job is to have the back of my street thug out their hustling to make sure we have a place to live, eat, sleep, fuck, smoke that good as Bob Marley and do whatever else we want in that motherfucker.”

“Go park your shit if you talking!” the driver screamed through the open passenger window of his Explorer as he roared past them.

Hunga turned her head to the side just long enough to scream out the window. “Fuck youuuuuuu!”

I rolled my eyes. Crazy bitch. “So Poppi stole money?” I asked, fighting the urge to pull out my cell phone and call Dane. I couldn’t lie that I was worried right along with being disgusted by the shit I saw go down. What if Poppi got free and shot Dane and Keno for the beating he took? And just what was they going to do with him now?

“You know, Suga, when a dude out there in dem streets making money he got a lot of shit on his mind and a lot of people on his back . . . he need to be able to come home and have his chick to talk to and get all of that bullshit off his chest.” With the tips of her nails she raked the blunt bangs that blended with the tips of her long fake lashes.

I heard Hunga but I didn’t say shit else to her as she turned in her seat and finally accelerated the Charger forward toward the Weequahic section, where Dane and I lived. Still, her words were on my mind as I looked out the tinted window at the streets of Newark, crowded with people either walking fast to get somewhere or standing in one spot either waiting for public transportation or just content to go nowhere. I focused on them as I fought like crazy to not give her words of advice any importance. To not let her judgment of me make me judge my damn self.

Thing was, how could I be all that she thought I should be for Dane when I wanted nothing more than for him to get out of the game? No, Dane didn’t sell drugs, rob, or steal, but his gambling and loan-sharking business still left my man—my everything—open to getting locked up, robbed, or worse. Much worse. So how the hell was I supposed to support him in putting himself at risk? Just being with him and loving him in spite of it all was the limit of my riding or dying as his chick.

It was crazy being in a world where a wild chick like Hunga might be the better chick than me. Fuck my college education and my finance career making over fifty grand. Fuck my good credit and my good name. Fuck that I kept a clean house and a clean ass and a clean history on my pussy . . . . No, fuck all of that. My worth was all wrapped up in me chinning and grinning and holding him down while he did whatever, whenever, in those streets.

Hunga was a better chick than me because she was willing to break a rib with her foot while Keno whupped some man’s ass, while I screamed out for Dane not to even swing?

For the millionth time I knew this world was not for me.

The Charger jerked to a stop and I opened my eyes to look out at Dane’s and my house: a two-story with a fully furnished basement. The brick of the four-bedroom colonial home was refurbished and the black shutters were new. The sixty-year-old house had new life with all of the renovations we did inside and out just a few months ago. It was our home. I moved in a rush to open the passenger door and climbed out. “Thanks, Hunga,” I said, closing the door.

“I can come in and wait with you if you want,” she offered, reaching in her purse to pull out a blunt. “We can smoke this White Widow and chill ’til they get done handling Poppi’s no-good ass.”

Picture that shit. “Nah, I’m good. I have to get up early in the morning,” I lied. “You get home safe.”

Hunga lit the blunt. “Home? Shit. I’m headed back to the club to get my sip-and-dip on. See you when I see you.”

With a quick toot of the horn and long stream of exhaled silver haze blown out the open window, she pulled off and eventually turned the corner.

I climbed the two levels of redbrick stairs and used my keys to enter the house. As soon as the door closed behind me, I released a breath in the darkness that was dimly lit by the lights on in the living room just off the foyer to the right. It felt damn good to be home and it would feel even better when Dane was here with me.

For me to hold him. For me to know he was safe. For him to answer my questions.

Kicking off my shoes, I climbed the stairs to one of four bedrooms. In the darkness I tossed my bag on the bed and crossed the space to the adjoining bathroom. I flipped the switch to turn on the ceiling light and my reflection in the mirror above the sink made me jump back.

Blood was smeared across my cheek and the front of my shirt. Poppi’s blood.

I flinched as the sight of his bloody face flashed before me like a vision. The man had just been to our house last week watching sports and eating the dinner I cooked for Dane and the rest of his crew. When they all finally brought their asses up from the basement—Dane’s man cave—Poppi was the first one to tell me how much he enjoyed the smothered pork chops and mashed potatoes I cooked using one of the recipes in my mother’s favorite cookbook.

And now his blood was on my face . . . put there by the blood on the hands of my man.

I grabbed the bottle of alcohol from underneath the sink and plenty of tissue to scrub the blood from my face. I scrubbed until my cheek felt raw. Almost as raw as I felt inside.

I dropped the tissues into the sink and grabbed the edges of the cool porcelain. My eyes fell on my engagement ring but the image blurred with my tears. Just last week, I reminded Dane of his promise to go completely legit before we even thought about setting a date and making plans for a wedding.

It was a promise he wasn’t keeping.

“He so fucking hardheaded,” I said aloud to myself, turning to press my ass to the sink as I rubbed my face with my hands.

When I met Dane we were both college students. The draw of money from hustling pulled him from school and I stayed with him while I studied hard in school. I graduated college and got a job as a junior account executive at a large corporation. As I used my education and instincts to climb the ranks at the company, he was just as busy climbing the ranks until he was running the hustle and not just a runner in the hustle.

I loved him strong like God never created another man before or after him. That was cool because I knew without a damn doubt that he loved me just the same. Our love was real—the realest ever.

But I was tired of it all. The late nights. Constantly being on the go. The business calls on the cell all day and damn night. The sketchy-ass friends. The bitches throwing pussy at him. The even thirstier bitches wanting to claim my spot in all the nice cars and walk in my five-inch stilettos.

And the violence I saw tonight?

That was a side of Dane I never saw before and a side of Keno that just made total sense.

Releasing a breath heavy with my anxieties, I reached up to pull my thick curly hair into a loose topknot. Stripping naked, I turned on the shower and was happy as hell to step inside and let the heat and steam press against the curves of my body. Being half African American and half Puerto Rican gave me a double dose of ass and thighs.

The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end and I turned to look through the frosted glass at Dane stripping off his own clothes. I felt pure relief that he was home safe.

He opened the shower door and my eyes took him in. Broad shoulders. Tight stomach. Strong thighs. Long and thick dick.

Dane stepped inside the shower and reached for me. “Damn that water look good running down your body, baby,” he said low in his throat as he brought both hands up to cup my small but plump breasts.

As good as he looked . . . and felt . . . I used one arm to move him from in front of me before coming around his body to step out of the shower dripping wet.

“Damn, Suga, what’s up?” Dane asked, looking down meaningfully at his milk-chocolate dick, long and curving as it hung from his body with weight.

“Enough is enough, Dane,” I said, my voice hard as hell, standing there naked and a little cold as I eyed him.

“Man, not now, Suga,” he complained, his voice just as hard.

“Enough is enough,” I said again. This was an old argument and he knew exactly what the fuck I meant.

Dane avoided my eyes as he slammed the glass door of the shower closed.

I stepped right up and opened that motherfucker right back, giving him a stare filled with more than enough attitude.

Dane was already lathering his body with soap as he glanced over his shoulder at my face. Once and then again. He made a face filled with aggravation as he threw his hands up and looked at me. “A’ight, Suga. Damn. I know. A’ight. I got it. I got you.”

“Just remember that we’re traveling steady on two different roads that’s gonna take us in two different directions,” I said, softening my tone and my stance. This was my man. This was the dude I love. This was the motherfucker I would die for.

He stopped soaping his dick to look over at me as water beat down on his belly. “Oh, so you gone leave me?” Dane asked.

His voice sounded like he was challenging me. Daring me. Not believing me. Knowing my ass wasn’t going anywhere.

“No, maybe the bullshit gone take you from me,” I told him in a soft voice filled with my fears.

Dane shook his head as he dropped the soap and stepped out the shower to pull me into his arms and up against his body.

I felt weak at the knees, but he was strong enough to hold me up as I gave in and wrapped my arms around his damn shoulders to hold that nigga tight as hell.

“Suga, I promise you I’m not going nowhere. There ain’t no jail cell or coffin built for me. You heard me?” Dane whispered against my ear as he pressed kisses to my cheek.

I just wished I had as much faith in his words as he did.
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The next morning I was up and out of our bed before my alarm clock had a chance to sound off. I snatched an outfit, shoes, and accessories from my new walk-in closet so fast that I had to hope the shit matched until I got into one of the guest bedrooms with its own adjoining bath.

I was more than cool with leaving Dane on his back, snoring with his mouth open and his dick sleeping just as hard as he was. Usually I’d wake him up with his dick in my mouth to suck him hard and fast until he got rock hard and came fast. A little something-something for him to think about for the rest of the day. I liked to leave my man with a nice BJ before his OJ. Usually his nut would send him right back to sleep until early afternoon when he finally rose to start his day.

And I just knew after he went to bed earlier that morning with a bad case of the dry dick that he was really banking on that head game. Tough shit. To me, that would be like cosigning what happened last night.

It was hard to think about riding or sucking dick when you were fighting not to throw up in disgust. That was a side of Dane I didn’t like to see. I couldn’t stand to see. And usually I didn’t. He made sure of that. The violence and anger was nothing like the man he was with me.

I couldn’t help but wonder which of his two sides was the realest of him.

When we met we both were freshmen at Rutgers University–New Brunswick. Before we finished our first year he was into the game with his uncle Stripes, who used to work as a runner for some Mafia crime boss back in the seventies. I didn’t like it but I knew that from the jump. Over the next couple of years, Dane took over the business as his uncle’s health began to fade and Stripes eventually succumbed to his diagnosis of stomach cancer. The money flowed into his pockets like crazy and he made sure to spend it on fly shit to put on my back, feet, and wrists.

Through loan-sharking and running a couple underground gambling houses where they played nothing but sky’s the limit poker, Dane was getting money. That I knew about. He wasn’t hustling dope but a lot of his major clients did. That I knew. He stayed strapped to make sure no one came gunning for him and got away with his money or his life. I knew that too.

And I knew when it came to his money, Dane didn’t play. He was all about his business. I can understand taking a heavy risk with someone walking away with your cash, especially if it wasn’t clear as fuck that the loan needed to be paid back. And Dane didn’t deal in small numbers. He wasn’t the type to be chasing Negroes down for two or three hundred dollars on Friday nights when they cashed their paychecks.

But beating some dude’s ass until he was bloody and limp? What’s next? Murder?

Was the man I loved willing to put a shot to the dome to someone who crossed him? Shit, had he already? Loving a man in the hustle was one thing. But riding for a murderer?

Don’t get me wrong. I’m a chick who grew up in Newark, New Jersey. The Weequahic part of Newark wasn’t as congested as other sections of the city and a little safer, but it still wasn’t any kind of place to walk around with your head up your ass. No place really was. I’ve seen some shit. I’ve heard about plenty of shit. I’ve been through some shit. The streets could get wild as hell and some of the people smelled fear and jumped on it—sometimes it was even worse for a chick with a light complexion and curly hair that people assumed thought she was better than the next bitch. I never did think that but still I had to learn early how to stay sharp at the tongue, fierce in the eyes, and thorough with my fistwork—when pushed.

Satisfied with the designer linen V-neck dress I wore with a mix of wooden, turquoise, and coral beaded necklaces, I left the guest room and made my way down the stairs with my cork high-heeled shoes in my hand. I pulled my jet-black hair up into a tight topknot and thanked God I could get through the workday with just a tube of lip gloss in my purse.

It didn’t matter anyway. I just wanted to get the hell away from the house. My pussy was directly connected to my brain and my heart and like most of the men in the world, Dane couldn’t comprehend that shit. When I was pissed or sad or just had something heavy on my mind, I didn’t feel like fucking.

I paused on the steps leading from the second level of our home and looked over at one of the many leather-framed mirrors lining the wall in an organized pattern meant to draw the eye. My eyes were troubled. The what-ifs were a bitch and every day I lived in fear that the phone would ring.

What if Dane was killed?

What if Dane got locked up?

Either way . . . what if I had to learn to live without him?

Dane really was the only person in my life that was constant.

My eyes filled with sadness. My mother, Martha, passed away when I was real young but I remembered the smell of her favorite perfume, the feel of her kisses to my cheeks, the sound of her voice as she said my nightly prayers with me before bed, and the sight of the sadness in her eyes caused by my father. His drinking tantrums. His yelling at her . . . at me. I truly believed that she absolutely loved me and I was the goodness in her life. I was what mattered. I knew she was proud of me and guiding my steps from heaven.

I couldn’t say the same for my father.

He didn’t really know how to show me he loved me outside of making sure I had clothes on my back, food in my belly and that I carried my behind to school. He spent any time outside of his job as a school janitor loving the liquor he thought he was hiding from me in his coffee cup. I was happy as hell to graduate high school and leave for college. I was freed from his drinking and his distance.

No hugs. No kisses. No affection.

All the things my mama gave me without hesitation. All of the things I rediscovered when Dane came into my life. He was my man, my lover, my backbone, my friend, my defender, my supporter.

I didn’t want to lose any of that.

The streets were tough enough for a man on the right side of the law. You could be minding your own, walking home with a can of tea and Skittles, and be side-eyed that you were up to no good. Dane was taking a helluva chance. As far as the feds and the locals were concerned he wasn’t shit but a criminal and that made the target on his back even bigger.

We already owned our beautifully decorated home. Cars. Jewelry. Designer clothes. Money in the bank. Loot hidden around the house—and God knows where else. On top of all that I made damn good money and was on my own hustle to climb the corporate ladder to make more.

Why not go legit? We weren’t millionaires but we were straight.

If only he wasn’t so fucking hardheaded.

With a heavy sigh I grabbed my briefcase, purse, and keys from the top of the leather and studded foyer table under a large round mirror with an ostrich feather frame. I hated that I always peeped out the window before I left the house. Straight up, I didn’t know what the fuck I was looking for but whatever might await me—be it the police or a stick-up kid, or worse—I wanted to know. Fuck it. I didn’t like surprises. Never did.

Although Dane also updated our detached two-car garage in the backyard, I always parked on the street. I’d rather his Benz, convertible Jag, and motorcycles were off the street. Plus the houses on our street didn’t have the largest lots, and without much yard and just one long driveway leading to the garage behind the house, it was much easier to pull my convertible Volvo on and off the street in front of the house.

As I walked to the driver’s side door I looked up and down the tree-lined street. The four-block radius where Dane and I lived in Weequahic was a middle-class community of hardworking career people. Hell, an officer for the Newark Police Department lived around the corner from us and we even socialized at his house for holiday cookouts. I could just imagine the look on our neighbors’ faces if the police flooded the neighborhood to storm our house.
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