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Dear Reader:


Sometimes you always want what you can’t have, and for some, like the characters in Dream Girl Awakened, you can’t have whom you desire. Such is the case of Aruba Dixon, who feens her best friend Victoria’s husband, Winston. Aruba, married to a man who can’t seem to hold down a job, constantly dreams of an ideal relationship with Winston, a wealthy prospect. Meanwhile, she is unaware that her own husband, James, whom she has put on the back burner, is actually being pursued by Tawatha, a single mother of four. No one is satisfied with what’s waiting at home.


Imagine a novel where everyone is entangled in hopes to fulfill their own dreams. Stacy Campbell’s debut project is complete with twists and turns and surprises. But like everything you do in the dark, you cannot hide it forever. Find out what her characters face as their eyes are opened to what’s going on behind closed doors.


    As always, thanks for supporting Strebor Books, where we strive to bring you the most groundbreaking, out-of-the-box literature in today’s market. If you would like to contact me directly, feel free to email me at zane@eroticanoir.com. You can also find me on Facebook.com/AuthorZane and on Twitter.com/PlanetZane.


Blessings,


[image: signature]


Zane


Publisher


Strebor Books International


    For More, Visit: Strebor Books
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Owed to Myself


May 21, 2008


Aruba propped up the girls in a Miracle C-cup, checked the smooth, waxed bikini line in her thong, and released her shoulder-length hair from a barrette, proud she’d made an appointment at Aveda Fredericks to iron out her leonine mane of curls earlier in the day. Just as she slipped on her dress, Jeremiah called from the door, “Mommy, you smell good.”


As she turned, she stopped mid-smile at the sight of Jeremiah perched atop James’s shoulders.


“Yeah, Mah-mee, I haven’t seen you this beautiful since—well, you’re always beautiful. Are you trying to make me jealous?” asked James, hoping to elicit a smile. “Where you going looking so good?” James was careful not to offend her. He needed to get back in her corner, back into her accommodating thighs.


“Just a company function. Won’t be out too late. One of us has to work in the morning. May I have five more minutes to get dressed? Please.”


James walked out the door with Jeremiah blowing kisses at Aruba. She balled her fists at James’s back. Ten years and this is the best I can do. Ten years of hanging my hopes on this man’s dreams. Ten years of supporting him and he won’t even keep a decent job. Was I that dumb in 1998 thinking James was the best I could do? It all ends tonight. Definitely! I have one year to accomplish my goal, to make things better for myself and my son. Mind-blowing sex can’t make up for all I’ve endured with this man.


She shook her head in disgust as her mind drifted back two weeks. That Wednesday, James ambled into the great room, parked himself on the sectional, and sprinted into his usual discourse on the job market, the Edomites—his term for the oppressors—and how he never got a chance to shine. He grabbed a 40-ounce from the fridge and proclaimed, “Edomites always tryna keep a brotha down!”


She glared at him as he jumped up, then paced back and forth in the living room, his steel-toed boots leaving small tracks in the carpet.


“I’m glad I walked off that fucking site. Ain’t no way in hell I’ma settle for fifteen dollars an hour under those conditions.”


“You did what?” she shouted. She counted the cost of his latest job loss, then grew angrier. She knew she’d have some explaining to do since her Uncle Walstine had put in a good word for James at Hinton and Conyers Construction.


“You know how those Edomites do. Segregating us to the high, roofing positions while they let the young bloods, the young white bloods do the painting and drywalling.”


She counted to ten, then remembered Jeremiah was still at Angels in Halos, near Indianapolis. “Maybe I’ll discuss this when I get our child from day care!”


“Aruba, baby, I forgot about Jerry. Lemme go—”


“Forget it, James! I’ll deal with you when I get back.”


Aruba grabbed her keys, stormed out the house, and rushed to the center. As she weaved in and out of traffic on I-465, she tallied the twenty-five-dollar-per-minute late fee steadily accruing. Just as she approached the Allisonville Road exit, Mrs. Timmons, the day care director, rang her cell.


“Is everything okay, Aruba? Big meeting today?”


“Yes,” she lied, hoping to stay in Mrs. Timmons’s good graces. “I’ve been traveling my region, training for State Farm nonstop. Things have been hectic at the office.”


“Not to worry, Aruba. I’m here with Jeremiah and he’s playing with Lyric Austin. They’re having a blast.”


Aruba sighed, unsure of how she’d atone for yet another lie told to cover for James. Before she could exhale with relief, Uncle Walstine’s name and number flashed on her caller ID. “Mrs. Timmons, I’m around the corner. See you soon.” Better get this over now. She swapped from Mrs. Timmons to her uncle.


“Unk, how’s it going?”


“You know damn well how it’s going! Works-when-he-feels-like-it James just ruined my good name at Hinton and Conyers. I had two more good prospects lined up and he goes in there ranting and raving about the Edomites—and Hinton and Conyers are black folks!”


“Unk, I had no idea—”


“Save it. We told you that boy was no good when you brought him around. ’Bout the best thing you got outta that union was Jeremiah!”


“That’s not fair, Uncle Walstine. I’ve been try—”


“Trying. Working like a dog to take care of that . . .” Walstine paused. “I’m just saying, baby girl, I’m tired of seeing you work so hard. You need to be in a relationship where you complement, not supplement.”


“Thank you. I understand how you feel and I’m so sorry about what happened. I’ll talk to James about it. I promise.”


With that, they said good-byes. Aruba retrieved Jeremiah, went home, and chose to say only hello and good-bye to James for the next two weeks. His romantic overtures; yellow, long-stemmed roses; and candlelight, homemade dinners were met with no enthusiasm. The more she looked at James, the more she thought of Winston. She knew she couldn’t give James the silent treatment tonight. She had to weave her web, lay a foundation for the new life she and Jeremiah would soon come to know.


Aruba decided tonight was perfect to take what she deserved—her friend Victoria’s husband. After all, Victoria whined about Winston morning, noon, and night. Aruba mimicked Victoria’s complaints as she applied makeup to her soft cheeks, compliments of an organic honey-almond facial.


“Aruba, Winston’s never home.”


“We’ve moved three times in four years with his practice and I’m tired.”


“He only gives me a three-thousand-dollar allowance each month.”


“You wouldn’t understand unless you’ve walked a mile in my Manolos, Rube.”


Aruba grunted at that statement and double-checked the night’s game plan sprawled across the bed: MapQuest directions to the conference center where Winston would conduct a presentation on cardiovascular breakthroughs; Winston’s favorite CDs—Glenn Jones’s Forever: Timeless R&B Classics, Boney James’s Shine, and Charles Hilton Brown’s Owed To Myself—she had heard wafting from his home office; the last pay stub from James’s fifth job in seven months; Winston’s favorite perfume, Flowerbomb; photos of her son, Jeremiah, and Winston’s daughter, Nicolette, at a Mocha Moms outing. Tonight she had bigger salmon to marinate and pan sear. In one swoop she tossed the plan in her oversized bag and threw on a trench coat. She exhaled deeply when James and Jeremiah reentered the room.


“I wanna come, Mommy,” said Jeremiah. Aruba marveled at her three-year-old’s obsession with following her.


“Mommy and Daddy will take you to Great Times this weekend. Okay?”


Jeremiah wiggled from James’s shoulders as he reached for Aruba’s arms. “Mommy and Daddy gonna talk this weekend?”


Embarrassed that her child had noticed the distance between them, Aruba hugged him, and said, “Yes, we’re gonna have lots of fun. Pinkie promise.”


Jeremiah wrapped his left pinkie finger with Aruba’s, and said, “I’m happy. Daddy said you were in an itchy mood.” Jeremiah’s tendency to drop beginning letters saved yet another fight brewing between his parents.


James, sheepish and remorseful, chimed in, “You know how I get when I’m mad. I’m sorry.”


Aruba waved him off without acknowledgment and headed to the garage. James and Jeremiah followed her, giggling and singing “Sesame Street.”


Aruba faced James before she entered her SUV. “How ’bout this tune, James. Happy Birthday to me. Happy Birthday to me,” Aruba sang and poked her chest.


James thwacked his forehead, embarrassed he’d forgotten her birthday.


“I was gonna get you a gift, but you know I’m a little light right now. I’ll get you something soon. I promise.”


James tried to lighten the mood as she started her vehicle. “Baby, I’m gonna get another job. I promise,” he said, his eyes pleading, sincere.


She backed out of the garage into the driveway, waving to them both. She blew Jeremiah a quick kiss. Yeah, you’ll need a job when I’m done with you. I owe this to myself.
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Ready or Not, Here I Come


Aruba circled the Marten Hotel parking lot until she spotted Winston’s Range Rover. According to Victoria, Winston wrapped up his speeches like clockwork. The Lilly Conference Center, housed within Marten, was the spot of many lectures and speeches Winston facilitated. He didn’t mingle too long with colleagues and headed home when he wrapped up his talks because he wanted to respect his wife and marriage. Since his scheduled speaking time was seven-fifteen, Aruba anticipated he’d walk out the front door at approximately eight-twenty-two. That gave her enough time to swing around to the Half Price Books entrance, turn on her hazard lights, and wait for Winston to cruise by since she “accidentally” ran out of gas. She’d even taken care to leave her gas can home. No need to make his job easier. She had inroads to make. As she waited in the hotel parking lot, she received a nod from the heavens: raindrops. A few sprinkles multiplied, fell heavier, and relaxed her. I couldn’t have planned this any better.


She leaned back, queued Glenn Jones in the CD player, and pondered her circumstances. She thought of Jeremiah and how much better off he’d be with Winston as his father. Vacations. A bigger house. Private school. Legitimate playdates and outings with Mocha Moms and the women she’d charmed in Victoria’s neighborhood. As Glenn Jones gave Toni Braxton a run for her money belting out “Another Sad Love Song,” she superimposed herself in Victoria’s role. Aruba whipped out a note pad, scribbling out house rules for her new life: Greet Winston with a hug and a kiss each morning. Treat Alva, our nanny, with the utmost respect. Give Winston head and sex whenever he wants it, not just for procreation. Be frugal with our finances, so we can retire and travel. She continued scribbling, this time pronouncing her new name. Mrs. Winston Faulk. Mrs. Aruba Faulk. Aruba Aneece Faulk. She rolled the titles off her tongue respectively, settling on the first name. Mrs. Winston Faulk sounded sexier, glamorous. A hell of a lot better than Aruba Dixon.


“Mrs. James Dixon.” She shuddered at the pronunciation of her married name, her pathetic reality. Not that she always felt that way. She still glowed at the memory of meeting James ten years ago. She’d just slit open a box of Cuisinart toasters in JCPenney’s housewares department. She gazed at the towering display rack lacking Foreman Grills, quesadilla makers, and pizza stones. She dragged a stepladder from the corner, climbing up to make room for the just-arrived stock. As she descended the ladder, a rich, baritone voice below called out, “Excuse me, are you Kenya Moore?”


Aruba sighed at the tired line she received from men and women. It was true. She could be Kenya’s twin. Same banging body. Same hazel-green eyes. Same smile that made men whip out their wallets and spend cash or swipe credit cards after Aruba convinced them their wife, girlfriend, significant other, or boyfriend just had to have the latest gadget in their kitchen. The same smile either stopped women in their tracks while spitting out the refrain bitch, or made them sidle next to her, and say, “My son in the military will be home on leave next week. Can I bring him in to meet you?”


Aruba steeled herself to face what she knew was an older gentleman. She formed the image in her mind: Dark. Short and stocky. Horn-rimmed glasses. Balding head. Hoodwinked, she turned to find a totally opposite vision: A dreadlocked god who stood at least six feet seven inches tall. He beckoned her to descend the ladder. He was a little too light for her taste, but handsome just the same. As she climbed down, she eyed the blue Nike warm-up suit that hinted of days spent at Gold’s Gym. The white muscle shirt he wore accented six-pack abs. She got lost in those perfect white teeth, those blue-green eyes that danced. Our kids would have gorgeous eyes.


“What would a former Miss USA be doing in Penney’s?” she asked, unable to mask her attraction to him.


“I was serious. You look—”


“Just like Kenya Moore. I get that often.”


Not one to allow lapses in conversations, James continued, “I’d love to get my hands in your hair sometimes.”


“Excuse me?”


“Everyone wants a stalker, right?” James smiled and handed Aruba a business card. “I’m a barber and stylist and I’m looking for new clients.”


She eyed the card. “Wow, do you go around hitting on every woman in South Dekalb Mall?”


“Only the beautiful ones.”


“Gee, thanks.” Aruba turned to walk away as James grabbed her arm.


“Just kidding. Let’s try this again. Hi, I’m James Dixon. And you are?”


She hesitated as he extended his hand. Something about his spirit made her smile. “Aruba Stanton.”


“Really, I’m here because my moms sent me to get,” he pulled a slip of paper from his pocket, “a Black and Decker Steamer. Ever since Mom’s sugar was diagnosed, she’s been steaming food, watching her weight and whatnot.”


“Good for her. Several of my family members have diabetes and it’s no joke.”


Aruba moved the ladder aside and directed James toward the steamers. They chatted, exchanged pleasantries, life tidbits. James shared that he was from Atlanta, grew up in the Bankhead area, and had a younger brother, Marvin; an older sister, Teresa; and dreamed of owning a string of beauty salons one day. He knew he’d succeed because black men and women liked to look good. Aruba sweetened the conversation by adding she was from Harlem, Georgia, a junior at Clark-Atlanta University majoring in mathematics, and an only child. The pleasantries continued until a little old lady called out, “Miss, will you help me find a Wilton cake decorating kit?”


“So may I call you sometimes, Miss Aruba?”


“How ’bout you give me your number and I’ll call you?”


“You gonna brush me off like that?” he joked. He asked for the business card again and scribbled a number on the back. “This is my home number and my cell. The number on the front of the card is the shop I work out of.”


“Leaving no stone unturned, heh? I promise, I’ll call,” said Aruba, holding up the peace sign.


He watched her guide the older woman leaning on a cane to a different section of the department. Aruba waved one last time.


The thought of that wave lulled her back to the present. I should have never called him. Glenn Jones crooned, “Where is the Love?” She eyed her watch. Eight seventeen. She crept out of the hotel parking lot, drove down to the entrance of Half Price Books, stopping as she pressed on the hazard lights. She waited. Hoped. Wondered if the positioning was right. Whether he’d know it was her. Just as she thought she’d lost her mind, that her life with James had in fact created this lunacy attack, she noticed a shiny black Range Rover pass by, slow up, then cruise backward in her direction.


Showtime!
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Cappuccino, Latte, or Me


Winston recognized the Honda Pilot and the neon bumper sticker immediately: LOVE CONQUERS ALL. A staunch advocate of marriage, he admired Aruba’s long-suffering stance with James. As he backed up to be of assistance, his mind drifted to Victoria’s pillow-talk about Aruba and James. He thought of those conversations as he wondered why Aruba was out in the rain alone. Thought of James’s chronic unemployment, his quick temper, his disdain for the Edomites. Remembered the night Aruba and Jeremiah showed up at their doorstep, Aruba holding her bottom lip as blood trickled onto Jeremiah’s face and their Travertine flooring, and how Victoria stopped Aruba in her tracks, running to and fro for towels, so the floor wouldn’t be ruined. Aruba and Jeremiah slept in the basement that night as the family listened to Jeremiah cry for his daddy. Nicolette sauntered downstairs, gave Jeremiah a pillow and blanket, and they slept arm in arm. Winston, convinced Aruba and Jeremiah deserved a better life, offered financial assistance. Victoria snipped, “How’s he ever going to be responsible if we bail him out?”


Victoria hesitated when Winston suggested she take Jeremiah along with Nicolette to Mocha Moms outings. She rolled her eyes and refused sex for two months when he suggested she get Aruba’s recipe for Aruba’s by the Sea, a mean dish of baked tilapia, shrimp, rice, and a splash of other unknown but hearty flavors. She drew the line when Winston offered the basement during the month Aruba anticipated divorcing James. “Winston, we have a home, not a hotel. That’s the end of it.”


“But she’s your friend, Tori.”


“We all have to live with the choices we make.”


Now, approaching Aruba’s vehicle, umbrella in tow, Winston tapped on the window. As the window opened, he was pleasantly surprised by the music, the sight of her, her scent.


“What happened?”


“Winston, I wasn’t sure it was you. I was headed to an insurance meet-and-greet on Keystone when I ran out of gas. I know I’m too late for the function now. May I get a ride down the street to the gas station?”


“Need you ask?”


Winston opened her door, allowing Aruba to join him under his umbrella. Maybe it was the lack of sex, the long hours, the arguments with Victoria, but he noticed Aruba’s stunning beauty for the first time. He offered his suit jacket. As she slid it over her fitted black dress, he was amazed by the hourglass figure before him. He’d always seen her in sweats, her curly ringlets piled atop her head. He’d never seen her hair straightened and would remember to compliment her as they headed to the gas station.


“Oh, I forgot my gas can. Do you happen to have one?”


“Sure. We can go to BP.”


They jumped in his ride, Winston taking in the Flowerbomb perfume, trying to contain himself as they drove to BP.


“So what’s this meet-and-greet you’re headed to? Or should I ask were headed to?”


“Just trying to drum up new customers. You know the routine: champagne, finger foods, lies, laughs. I hate being late to functions.”


Winston chuckled at the thought of office parties for the sake of the company. That was one of the reasons he had started his own cardiology practice. He believed in doing his own thing, calling his own shots.


“I remember those days.” Shifting the conversation, he asked, “What perfume are you wearing? You smell divine.”


“Oh, it’s Flowerbomb. Victoria gave it to me. She said it makes her smell like something crawled up in her and died. You like it?”


“I do. It smells good on you.” He tried to hide his disappointment, but he never understood why Victoria was so unappreciative. He went out of his way to buy her trinkets and tokens of affection, but enough was never enough.


“I asked James to come along, but he didn’t want to mingle tonight.”


“Too many Edomites,” they said in unison.


They laughed at that, their banter continuing as they headed to BP. He filled the gas can and they headed back to Aruba’s car. Winston stood outside as Aruba returned to her vehicle. He noticed her nervous smile as he poured gas in her tank. I bet James has taken every dime. She probably doesn’t have gas money.


He tapped on the driver’s side window. “Follow me back to BP. I’d like to fill your tank.”


“I can’t ask you to do that.”


“You didn’t ask me. I offered.”


“Okay. But you have to promise to let me pay you back.”


“You can pay me back with one of your great recipes.”


Aruba blushed. She followed him to BP, amazed at how smoothly things were going. She knew she had to take it slow, to approach the matter delicately. No slips. One day at a time.


She pulled alongside pump eight, waited for Winston to get out and fill her tank. She eyed him from her side mirror, admiring his chivalry, his drive. He was one of the most beautiful men she’d ever seen next to James. Winston’s boast of being from the City of Brotherly Love was always followed by Aruba muttering the phrase, “city of sexy, black brotherly love,” under her breath. Winston’s rich dark skin, shaved head, muscular frame, and towering six-four stature underscored what really turned Aruba on about him: deep-set dimples. Whenever he smiled, she wanted to stick her tongue in the center of his dimples, kiss him there as a start, and work her way down. She often told jokes in his presence just to make him laugh. Now, as he pumped her gas, she thought of what it would be like to kiss him as a thank-you. She thought of how she’d maneuver that feat.


When he was done, he tapped her window again. “If I’m out of line, you can say so. I’ll understand. Since you don’t want to go to the function, would you like to join me for a cup of coffee at Starbucks?”


“Winston, I’d love to.”
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Lies Have Short Legs


    “Yeah, James, that’s what I’m talking about. Fuck me harder, James. Damn, this shit is da bomb!”


James caressed Tawatha’s breasts as she bounced up and down on him. She was a little noisier than he liked, but a good screw nonetheless. He’d met Tawatha Gipson, the secretary at Hinton and Conyers Construction, his first day on the site. She made a point of showcasing her double-D headlights as she pointed out the breakroom, showed him how to clock in and out of the automated time system, and where the steel-toed boots and goggles were located. She tried to present herself as the girl-next-door, but he knew what she was all about when she got up to make copies of his hiring documents and I-9 form, twisting her massive ass, giggling every five words about how handsome he was and how he looked like a pro baller. Even asked, “You ever played with the Pacers?”


He ignored her that first day, trying to keep his New Year’s resolution of doing right by Aruba. His resolve waned the next day when Tawatha stepped into the office wearing a short, wraparound print skirt; a low-cut, V-neck blouse; and no bra. He figured she placed Band-Aids on her nipples as not to expose them. All the guys on the site made a bet as to which one would sleep with her first. They stood around the cooler or dangled from skyscrapers, chatting about “State Fair.” That was the name Marcus Fullerton had given Tawatha while munching a double-decker ham and roast beef sandwich his wife had prepared for him. “Man, ass like that oughta have its own exhibit at the State Fair. Damn, I wanna get with her.”


Rodney Lansky added, “Man, I wouldn’t tap that with somebody else’s dick. I heard she got four kids.”


“Hell, that turns me on even more.” This from Abie Fortner. “I know women with just one child that don’t look that good. Her stomach is as flat as an ironing board. State Fair is a bad bitch!”


Tawatha ignored their advances. She only had eyes for James. She took special care to greet him every day with a cup of coffee in hand, prepared for him just the way he said he liked it. He pretended he didn’t notice the way her natural, shoulder-length fishbone braids, highlighted with auburn streaks, were twisted in intricate perfection. Or the way her cocoa brown skin always smelled of shea butter or lavender. Or the way her slanted eyes lit up when he was near. She wasn’t as tall as Aruba, which made him fantasize all the more about having a shorter woman to tousle around in bed. She was forever running her fingers through his dreads, telling him she had a closet fantasy of learning to do hair. She honed in on his Samsonesque glory, slipping him a card with the name and number of her cousin who oiled locks at a shop on the eastside. James slid the card in his pocket, determined not to let yet another woman distract him from being a better husband.


Then Aruba started in on him again. Bitched about him finding and keeping a job. Asked when he’d help with the utility bill, the truck notes, the gas bill. After he’d quit H&C, he knew he had to be on his best behavior. He’d worn out his welcome from siblings Teresa and Marvin. James could only do one thing at that point: housecleaning. He kept things spotless when he was unemployed. He made sure dinner was ready when Aruba came home, the laundry was fluffed and folded, and the smell of lavender and vanilla wafted throughout their home. It was during a laundry session he fished Tawatha’s number from his pocket. Didn’t realize Tawatha had scribbled her office line on the card until he’d dialed.


“I can’t lose this job,” she said after they chatted a few minutes. “Hell, Mr. Hinton be listening to conversations like he the FBI and shit.”


They continued that way for a week. Got better acquainted via text messages, online chats through AOL, and during late-night cell calls when Aruba was asleep. Their first encounter at Motel Six on the Southside left James wanting more. It wasn’t until Aruba told him about the insurance meeting that he decided he’d have a quickie in the house. He called Tawatha, found out where she lived, and picked her up at the Phoenix apartments as Jeremiah nursed hot milk and crackers and fell asleep. He tucked Jeremiah in bed upstairs when they returned and allowed her to do a lap dance before the festivities began.


Now, as she humped up and down on his Johnson on the sectional, screaming and grunting like this would be the last time she’d get some, he knew he’d made a mistake. He hoped she wouldn’t awaken Jeremiah.


“Come on, damnit, don’t stop now!!”


James looked past her flopping headlights at the wall clock, trying to time Aruba’s arrival. He had to get Tawatha off of him and out of the house.


“Smack my ass, James. Smack me!”


Tawatha pulled James’s dreadlocks, tightened her muscles around him. She quickened her pace, oblivious to his presence.


“Damn, I’m coming!”


Tawatha leaned forward, sweating over James’s chest, the headlights heaving up and down now.


“Shit, you can fuck,” Tawatha shrieked, rolling off James and covering up with the sheet he’d given her earlier. She breathed heavily, exhausted from the workout. She surveyed her surroundings for the first time since she’d gotten there.


She checked out the flat-screen, the elegant family photos lining the mantel above the fireplace, the furniture appointed just-so, the five-star-hotel cleanliness of the home. Me and my kids can rest real nice up in this place. “I’ma go get some orange juice out the fridge before we start on round two.”


Wrapped in the sheet, Tawatha scooted to the refrigerator like a mermaid as James wiped himself down with a wet towel.


“James, I’ma wash up in the half-bath. You mind?”


“No, T. Go right ahead. I’ma take a quick shower.”


“Not without me!”


“You might try some more of your moves and wake up Jeremiah. Just stay put. I’ll be back.”


James darted upstairs to the bathroom. He could kick himself for bringing Tawatha home. The only reason he’d planned the tryst at the house and not a hotel was because all bets were off when he picked Tawatha up at her place. No way was he having sex in her apartment. His first clue was the smell that slapped him when she cracked open the door. He wasn’t sure what it was, but he told her he’d wait outside until she was ready. She insisted he come inside, and he tried, but the pile of shoes behind the front door made it difficult for him to squeeze through. He looked at the full and twin mattresses propped against the living room wall and wondered if she had beds for herself and her children. Ants marching in single file crawled atop piles of clothes on the floor and KFC, Home Depot, and Walmart circulars were strewn about the coffee table. The sight made him retreat to the bathroom. After tripping over towels, lingerie, and more clothes, he decided to hold his urine ’til he got home. He wouldn’t piss in that toilet for a reality TV series. It looked as if it hadn’t been cleaned in two years.


The condition of Tawatha’s apartment and his maxed-out Visa made it impossible to get a hotel room. He could strangle Aruba for not paying the bill for him. She claimed she couldn’t do it because she had to take care of the “essentials,” but he knew she was lying. He’d grown sick of her poor-mouthing about how his sporadic employment was getting them further behind and deeper in debt. What really pissed him the fuck off was when she suggested stupid shit like getting rid of one car to save money, turning off lights to conserve energy, washing clothes in cold water, turning off water as he brushed his teeth or washed his face. The way she carried on you’d think she was an Edomite.


He showered, went back downstairs, and jumped when Tawatha snuck behind him and planted a kiss on his back. As she circled him and knelt to the floor, he pushed her head away from his penis.


“Come on, daddy, let me suck it right. You know you like this.”


“Look, Tawatha, I gotta take you back home.”


“James, my momma’s keeping my kids all night. I thought I could stay with you. You got me all hot and bothered now. I gotta have some more of this dick. You know you got the magic stick, right? That’s what I’ma name you. Magic.” Tawatha caressed his penis, baby-talked to it. “That’s a good boy, Magic.” She planted light kisses on it.


James moved her hands. “Tawatha, I never said you could stay the night.”


Tawatha stood to face James, disappointment clouding her face. “Bullshit. You said you and your wife were separated. Sounds like an open invitation to me.”


Damn. James sat down on the sectional, leaned back. He’d forgotten he’d told her Aruba had stormed out a week ago, leaving him and Jeremiah to fend for themselves. He had to think of something, anything. Nine o’clock was fast approaching and he’d planned to have Tawatha fed, polished off, and back home by nine-forty-five. He expected Aruba home by at least ten-fifteen, and the last thing he needed was another round of ultimatums or a fistfight between his wife and his jump off.


“Look T, umm, my wife left. But she came back two days ago.”


“Thought you told me that bitch was old news. Good as you’ve been to her, providing for her and your kid, and she gon’ leave like that. Why you let her come back?”


“T, she has breast cancer.”


“For real?”


“Yeah. We found out at St. Vincent’s over a week ago.”


Tawatha put her head on James’s chest. “I’m sorry to hear that. Man, that’s too damn sad.”


Pleased with the direction of the conversation, James continued, “We’re starting an aggressive round of chemotherapy within the next two weeks. I know I said it was over, but what kind of man would I be if I didn’t stand by her? You understand, right?” James placed his arms around Tawatha’s shoulders to soften the blow.


Tawatha’s enthusiasm deflated. “So where is she now?”


“She went to a support group meeting. Her girlfriend was taking her to a wig store after that. I couldn’t bear the thought of going with her.”


“So that’s why you needed this distraction. I’m so sorry.”


“I don’t want you to think I used you. I really like you.”


“Naw, I don’t feel like that. But hell, you better take me on home.”


Tawatha gathered her clothes. She dressed hurriedly, miffed she wouldn’t wake up to a refrigerator full of food, a clean house, a bed with a cozy mattress and at least six-hundred thread-count sheets. She thought of the mattresses in her living room and wondered how she’d replace them since her youngest daughter’s bedwetting had ruined them. She looked around James’s house once more, ashamed four kids by four different men hadn’t yielded this kind of life for her. I gotta plan this stuff better.


“James, you got a few dollars I can hold? My EBT card is empty and I need to get some groceries.”


“What? H and C stiffing you?”


“Naw. I had to choose between summer camp for my kids and food.”


“Wait here, I’ll be back.”


James remembered Aruba stashed extra cash in the bedroom media center, tucked between Norbit and Mona Lisa Smile. He went upstairs to the bedroom, peeled off five twenties from the wad, putting the rest back just as Aruba kept it. He looked in on Jeremiah, smiling at his son. He didn’t want to awaken him. Taking Tawatha back to the Phoenix would take twenty minutes tops. No need to wake up little man. James went downstairs, rejoined Tawatha on the sofa.


“I got a hundred. That enough for you?”


“Thank you, James. I appreciate it!” She hugged him and reluctantly grabbed her purse. She stuffed the money in her bra, still trying to concoct an alibi, so she could spend the night. The instant James turned his back, she tossed her thong under the sofa. She sat back, then noticed he was missing something important.


“Ain’t you gonna take your son with us?”


“I’ll be right back. I’m just dropping you off.”


“It’ll only take a minute to get him.”


“Trust me, I’m coming back home,” said James.


Tawatha glanced up the stairs. She knew she wouldn’t win a mother of the year award, but she felt uncomfortable about James leaving Jeremiah alone. She thought about the short drive it would take to get back to her apartment, then bit her lip and muttered a short prayer under her breath. “Please let him stay asleep until James gets back home.”


He grabbed his keys and headed across town to take Tawatha home. Tawatha fished through the CDs and popped in Musiq. She sang now, throwing her hands up, feeling the fierce thump of the sound system.


“So what kinda truck is this? I’ve been looking for something different ’cause that hoopty of mine is giving me all kinda trouble.”


“Toyota Sequoia. I love how it rides.”


James cruised down the street, simmering again over Aruba’s words. “We need to sell that truck. We can get by with one vehicle for now.” She always thought she knew so much about money, about finances. Just cause she had a mathematics degree. So what if the creditors were calling night and day? So what if he had to hide the truck around the corner at their neighbor’s house a few nights a week just to stay two steps ahead of the finance company? Shit, you wade in the water till it calms down, right?


“James, did you hear me?”


James decreased the volume of the music. “What? T, I didn’t hear you. I was thinking about my wife’s chemotherapy.”


Tawatha sidled next to James after hearing this. She knew his wife would be too tired in the days to come to take care of his needs. If she couldn’t be number one, she’d at least relieve him of tension, make the days ahead easier. He’d told her the reason he’d left Hinton and Conyers was to explore entrepreneurial opportunities. James had big dreams and needed a woman like her to see them come to fruition. He never told her she would be that woman, but how long would his wife be around to help him? If she couldn’t start with his stomach—like she planned to do the next morning by preparing a big breakfast—she’d start between his legs. She cocked one leg over his and kissed his right ear.


“Stop, T. I’m trying to drive.”


“I’m not stopping you, baby. Keep going.”


Tawatha made small circles around James’s ear. She nibbled his lobes as she reached beneath his T-shirt, massaging his nipples. She visualized the chipping paint and buckled flooring in her apartment. No matter how much she tried, she couldn’t shake the desperation of her surroundings. As she worked her way down, unzipping his pants, licking his inner thighs, Tawatha hoped this time she’d perform a trick well enough to hold on to a decent man.


“T, come on now. Stop, girl.”


“Tell me you don’t like it, James.”


James tilted back as Tawatha leaned over, jimmying his penis from his briefs.


She removed strawberry-flavored lube from her pocket and smeared it on his penis. She started slow at first, making small circles around the tip, listening to him moan in ecstasy. She licked him softly, increasing her rhythm and speed, taking her lips farther down the shaft. She loved hearing him call her name, loved the fact he was losing control. They were both so caught up in the moment, they didn’t hear the screams of the onlookers as a blue Cutlass Supreme crossed the center lane and sideswiped James.





[5]


Old School, New School


“I didn’t know you were a Glenn Jones fan,” said Winston, cutting a raspberry crumb bar in quarters and gazing into Aruba’s mesmerizing eyes. He stirred his caramel latte and marveled at the coincidence of running into her. It had been a long time since he’d chatted with someone who could relate to his musical jones. Most women never entertained his love for music. As if all he cared about was surgery and being glued to his practice.


“Who wouldn’t be? He’s fabulous!” Aruba raised her voice two octaves, stopping short of rah-rah-ing like a cheerleader. She combed her memory for Googled details.
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