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				Dedication

				This book is dedicated to Mr. Marvin L. Grant.

				Our son, father, brother, uncle, and cousin. Words cannot express how your passing on has made an profound impact in our lives. Though we have moved on, you continue to have a place in our hearts, and all we have are those memories and wonderful times that we will cherish for the rest of our lives. Thank you for always being you and not changing who you were for anyone. You will continue to have life through us always and forever. 

				Until we meet again, RIP Marvin aka Shorty!

			

            


				Author’s Note

				I would first like to thank all my loyal readers who expressed their kind words and praise for my very first novel, Harlem Girl Lost. You made it an instant classic, and I thank you from the bottom of my heart for your unwavering support since my debut. 

				Over the years, I’ve received literally thousands of e-mails and letters asking if there will be a Harlem Girl Lost 2. My initial response was that I doubted if there would be one because I killed off so many of the supporting characters in the first book. And to be even more candid with you, I also loved the happy ending and wanted to leave well enough alone. 

				I was at a speaking engagement at a local high school in Harlem, when I was posed this recurring question by a student during the panel discussion. After I expressed to her that I highly doubted if there would ever be a part two, she immediately posed another question: 

				“In your opinion, how would Jessica’s life have turned out if she hadn’t gotten pregnant with Silver at such a young age?” 

				I have to admit that it was an excellent question, and it was one of the first times in my life I was at loss for words. Over the next few days, the young girl’s question continued to resonate in my mind, and that’s when it hit me like a ton of bricks. 

				What would have happened not only to Jessica, but to her entire crew of Vonda, Tiny, and Lynn?

				I then called up my good friend and fellow Harlemite, bestselling author and mentor K’wan, and ran the idea past him. He thought it was genius and said it would be considered an alternate reality. The rest is history. 

				So ladies and gentleman, without further ado, I proudly present to you, Harlem Girl Lost 2: The Beginning....

				Enjoy, 

				Treasure

               



			
				
Chapter 1

				April 1981

				Harlem, New York

				Ay, yo, Jessica! Jessica! Come down before we be late for school,” yelled Vonda. 

				She, Tiny, and Lynn stood impatiently in front of Jessica Jones’s parents’ three-family brownstone on 138th Street between 7th and 8th Avenue in Harlem. Jessica’s was the only one out of the four of them whose family owned their own property in the upscale section of Harlem’s exclusive Strivers Row, a block that housed well-to-do black professionals such as actors, doctors, lawyers, or businessmen. Though Jessica’s parents had typical city jobs—her mother was a public school teacher and her father was a postal employee—they had the vision to sacrifice and invest in the neighborhood way before Harlem became cliché. 

				Vonda and Tiny, lived only two blocks away on 140th Street between Lenox and 7th Avenue in a tenement building. Their neighborhood was like night and day to Striver’s Row because it was the ghetto. Lynn’s family lived in Drew Hamilton projects on 142nd Street and 7th Avenue, and she developed a complex because of the stigma that only poor people lived in the projects. 

				Tiny sucked her teeth and scowled. “She does this same shit every day. We should just leave her ass to teach her lesson.” Tiny looked toward Vonda to see if she would agree with her, but Vonda said nothing. “As soon as she comes out anyway her mama gonna call her back again like she always do. You watch,” Tiny continued.

				Lynn and Vonda continued to ignore Tiny as if she wasn’t even there. They were more than used to her complaining, and everything Tiny said just flew by them. 

				Just then, the front door at the top of the stairs flew open and Jessica came rushing out as her book bag dangled precariously over her shoulder. Halfway down the stairs Jessica heard her mother call her, and she stopped her in place. 

				Tiny rolled her eyes and shook her head knowingly. “What I fucking tell you?” she said loud enough for Jessica to hear, but low enough so that Jessica’s mother didn’t. 

				Jessica closed her eyes and reluctantly walked back up the steps. Her mother stood at the doorway with her arms folded and said, “Jessica, what have I told you about sneaking out the house without seeing me first?”

				“What, Mama?” Jessica sucked her teeth and sighed. “I’m going to be late for school, and I have a first period test.” 

				“Don’t get smart with me in front of your friends, Jessica, because I will embarrass you in front of them too.” 

				Jessica decided to remain silent because she knew it wasn’t worth getting into it with her mother in front of her friends. Mrs. Jones watched her daughter’s three friends walk off toward the avenue and then squared her grim eyes back to her seventeen-year-old daughter.

				“After school when you wait for your brother to get off the bus, I want you right back in this house. Take the food out of the freezer for dinner and then fix your brother a snack. You hear me?” 

				Jessica rolled her eyes, “But Ma, he’s got his own key and—” 

				“But, my ass, now you heard what I said, Jessica. I want you home as soon as you get out of school waiting on your brother.” 

				Jessica knew there wasn’t anything she could have said that would change her mother’s mind, so she just kept quiet and walked down the stairs in a huff. 

				“And I’m going to call at 4:30 to make sure you home too. You hear me, Jessica?” 

				“I hear you!” Jessica yelled in a tone she knew would infuriate her mother, but she didn’t care any longer because the damage was done. Besides, she had already turned the corner and was too far out of sight to be reprimanded any more. When Jessica caught up with her friends a block away, she began apologizing for the tardiness. “I’m sorry, y’all, but my mom be bugging out and making me do stuff when she know I got to go to school.” 

				Never to miss out on an opportunity to put Jessica on blast, Tiny added her two cents to it. “Yeah, but you be making us late and we the ones that got to pay for it.” 

				Ever since Jessica befriended Vonda in their freshman year, Tiny despised Jessica for such an intrusion, because she and Vonda had been best friends since they were in Pampers. Since Vonda grew to be nearly six feet tall, and Tiny was barely five-feet-nothing, they were the consummate odd couple and sometimes received ridicule over it. Vonda was dark-skinned with a radiant, smooth complexion. Keen eyes on top of her statuesque body made her look like a beauty queen. 

				Jessica had a soft, light brown complexion and equaled Vonda in height and stature. Jessica was highly sought after because of her defining beauty wherever they went. To Vonda, it was refreshing to have someone take the heat off of her because boys, men, and even women would constantly harass her because of her looks, and Jessica bore half of the burden. 

				Lynn, who stood about five feet, five inches tall, was the thickest of the crew, and she came along about the same time as Jessica. 

				They attended an all-girls Catholic school in East Manhattan downtown called Cathedral High School. Over the four years that they attended Cathedral, they’d become inseparable. But Tiny never came to terms with Jessica seemingly taking her place and constantly tried to show Jessica up with insults. Jessica developed a thick skin and knew from past experience not to show Tiny her weak spots because Tiny would feed on it. So, she simply just checked her hard by talking about her physical attributes, which Tiny hated. 

				Jessica sneered and said, “I ain’t ask you to wait for me, Tiny. You can do whatever you want to do. Nobody is stopping you.” 

				Tiny quickly retorted. “Don’t forget we letting you roll with us. So keep talking shit and we gonna leave ya ass next time.” 

				Jessica chuckled. “Who is we? Like you speak for Vonda and Lynn?” 

				Tiny looked at Vonda for support and asked, “Yo, Vonda, ain’t you getting tired of her shit?” 

				For the most part, Vonda tried to stand clear of Tiny’s nonsense and learned to ignore her, but lately she’d been growing weary because of her constant bickering and scheming. “Why don’t you shut the fuck up, Tiny? If you don’t want to wait with us, you can go ahead without us. It’s just that simple.” 

				Tiny stood stone-faced. “Oh, you gonna play me over her, Vonda?” 

				“Playing you? No, Tiny, you playing yourself. How you gonna try to tell us who and who not to wait for?” Vonda waited for a response and heard none. “So you can make up your mind what you want to do, because you’ve got options.” 

				Tiny was still unmoved by her comment and added, “Yeah, whatever, Vonda. But don’t forget we got that biology test first period, and see what happens if they lock us out this morning. Don’t say I didn’t tell you so, and we’ll see who you blame then.” 

				Lynn snickered and jumped in. “Since when the fuck did you start worrying about a test, Tiny? All you doing is starting shit.” 

				Tiny turned her attention to Lynn. “Don’t even start talking, Lynn. We waited for your fat ass this morning too.”

				“Fuck you, Tiny!” Lynn quickly snapped. “My elevator was broke, and I had to walk down nineteen flights of stairs.” 

				Tiny gave her a wicked smile. “You should be happy. Maybe you lost some weight in the process.” 

				“Least I got some weight, Tiny, unlike your bony, malnutritioned ass.”

				“Don’t even try it; all that shit is fat,” Tiny joked.

				Lynn stopped suddenly and said, “Yeah, but you wish you had a body like mines, you skinny toothpick.” Lynn pointed her thumb at Tiny. “This bitch is so skinny, she could hula hoop through a Cheerio.”

				“Oh, you snapping, Lynn? At least my hair ain’t so short that I use Rice-A-Roni to roll it.” 

				Tiny and Lynn always snapped on each other every morning, and Vonda and Jessica couldn’t help but laugh. These were the moments they enjoyed the most despite Tiny’s constant nitpicking. 

				Lynn and Tiny went on like this for the next two blocks as they cracked jokes on each other. They were all laughing so hard, they were oblivious to the five girls standing on the corner. When they finally spotted them, it was too late to avoid them, so they all grew silent and braced themselves for the unexpected. 

				The group of girls, the Lenox Avenue Girls, was a bunch of hard heads who lived for fighting and starting trouble. Cookie, Denise, Tay-Tay, Nikki, and Kimmi preyed on most of the girls in the neighborhood. They were all in their late teens or early twenties, and particularly didn’t like Catholic school girls. They thought all Catholic school girls were stuck up and thought they were better than public school girls. It wasn’t uncommon throughout Harlem, though. Public school girls were frequently seen jumping and beating up a few Catholic girls coming or going to school. 

				Vonda, Tiny, Lynn, and Jessica had had more than their share of run-ins with The Lenox Avenue Girls during their four years together. Normally, they avoided them by taking the long way to the train station. But today they were caught slipping. 

				“Oh, shit, Tay-Tay, look what the fuck we have here,” said the ringleader, Cookie. The group began walking in the four girls’ direction.

				Jessica and her crew tried to walk around them, but the five girls blocked them by creating a human wall in front of them. 

				Vonda tried to show no weakness. “What the fuck do you want now, Cookie?” Even though Vonda was tall, she was small in comparison to Cookie in both height and girth. 

				“I don’t know who the fuck you think you talking to, Vonda, but you better recognize who the fuck you talking to.” 

				Vonda gritted down on her jaw and cursed herself under her breath for not carrying her knife or razor as she normally did. She wasn’t afraid to throw down with Cookie one-on-one, but she knew if she got in the mix with her she would get jumped on by the four other girls. The only one in her crew she could really rely on was Jessica, because she knew from experience that neither Tiny nor Lynn would be any help. She weighed her odds and decided to use her head for now, but she wasn’t going to be taken advantage of by any means.

				Vonda looked her directly in her eyes to gain some respect. “So what do you want, Cookie?” 

				“Y’all bitches know what the fuck it is. I told y’all last time the next time I see you bitches walking on my avenue, you gots ta pay a bitch to pass.” 

				Cookie’s partner Denise interjected and said, “What? Y’all bitches thought we forgot?” 

				Cookie snarled and gained even more confidence when she saw the fear in Lynn’s eyes. “What you got in your purse, Lynn? Come up off that shit right now.” 

				Lynn began shaking so badly that she was unable to respond. 

				Cookie stepped directly in her face and screamed, “You heard what the fuck I said, bitch. Up that shit right now or I’m gonna bust your shit!” 

				Lynn began reaching for her handbag when Vonda and Jessica stepped between them to defend their friend. 

				Vonda stated flatly, “Yo, Cookie, I’m not going to let you take her money.” 

				Cookie grimaced. “What? And how the fuck are you going to stop me?” 

				There was a moment of silence until Jessica spoke up. “She can’t give you her money because she’s a diabetic.” 

				The five girls looked at each other, not getting the point.

				“So the fuck what?” asked Nikki, who looked at Cookie, Tay-Tay, Denise, and Kimmi like they might have an answer.

				Jessica shook her head. “Since she’s a diabetic, she got to buy some snacks during and after school so she doesn’t get sick.” 

				The five girls all began looking at Lynn until Cookie joked, “This bitch look like she could stand to miss a few snacks.” 

				They all began laughing—hard—in light of the joke. 

				Cookie turned her attention to Tiny and looked her up and down. “Look at this li’l bitch,” she said, looking over her shoulders and pointing toward Tiny. “She looks like she’s the one that needs to be eating some snacks because she ain’t got no fucking titties.” 

				The Lenox Avenue girls all started laughing heartily and slapping high fives to each other.

				Cookie continued digging into Tiny. “This bitch must be one of the board members on the Itty Bitty Titty Committee.” 

				They bent over in laughter as Tiny stood stoned-faced, clutching her fist.

				Vonda and Jessica watched Tiny’s eyes slant and each prayed that she wouldn’t say a word because they knew her, and it would be nothing but trouble. 

				Cookie’s crew was laughing so hard they seemed to have forgotten they were there until Cookie said, “All right, all right. I’m gonna let y’all go this time, but the next time I catch y’all on my block or on my avenue,” she paused, pulled out a switchblade from her hoodie, flicked it open, and licked the blade, “All y’all bitches is gonna come up with that loot. Y’all hear me?” 

				Jessica, Vonda, Tiny, and Lynn remained silent as the five girls parted and allowed them to walk through. 

				As the rough girls watched them walk away, Tay-Tay added one more insult toward Tiny. “Ay yo, Tiny. I know why they call you that. ’Cause you a chicken head with a chicken butt.” 

				The girls began to mock her further by making clucking sounds. Tiny was clearly vexed, and Vonda, Jessica, and Lynn knew it by the way she was biting down on her lip. She was also slanting her eyes, and that was an expression they were all too familiar with. It had gotten them in more than their share of trouble in the past. 

				“Tiny, don’t say a fucking word. Just keep on walking,” Vonda whispered. 

				“Yeah, Tiny. Let that shit go,” added Jessica. 

				Tiny continued to bite down on her lip and clutch her fist. Halfway down the block, Tiny couldn’t take it any longer and lost it. She turned around and yelled at the top of her lungs, “At least I’m not a high school dropout like you, you dumb dyke bitches!” 

				That was it. Tiny had set it off, and the four girls ran as fast and as hard as they could toward the train station. Cookie and the four other girls were fuming as they yelled obscenities at the retreating girls’ backs. 

				“Get it on 'em, girls. Get in their asses! We gonna fuck y’all up. Get it in, y'all! Get it in on 'em!” 

				It was only in vain, as Cookie and her crew ran out of steam after only one block of pursuit. 

				“That’s all right, bitches,” yelled Cookie. “When I catch y’all asses it’s fuckin’ on!”

				Jessica, Vonda, Tiny, and Lynn ran five more blocks and slowed down only when they were sure they were no longer in danger. When they arrived at the number 3 train at 148th and 7th Avenue, the four girls were out of breath and so furious that that Vonda threw Tiny up against the entrance wall and began digging into her—hard.

				“You just couldn’t keep your fuckin’ mouth shut, could you? You just had to say something, Tiny, huh?” Vonda grabbed her by her sweater. “Now you got us in the fucking mix with them bitches and now we got to watch our backs!” 

				Tiny knew she was wrong and could not respond. 

				Vonda refused to let up as her eyes turned blood red from anger. “I fuckin’ told you not to say nothing, but you don’t listen.” 

				If it wasn’t for Lynn and Jessica pulling Vonda off of Tiny, she would have surely wound up choking Tiny to death. Tiny coyly eyed the ground like a child, only now realizing how much she had put them in jeopardy. Vonda’s chest heaved in and out. She stared down at Tiny red-faced, awaiting an answer, but she never received one. 

				Forever the peacemaker, Lynn wiped the sweat from her brow. “Damn. I don’t know about y’all, but I sure could use a snack, ’cause my diabetes must be acting up.” 

				Just like that, the four of them laughed as they looked at each other’s hair, which was now sweated out. Tiny walked over and lifted her chin toward Vonda. They stared at each other for a moment, and then they both grinned wickedly and embraced. 

				“Why the fuck do I keep you as a friend?” Vonda wondered out loud as she patted Tiny’s hair back into place. 

				“’Cause without me, your life would be boring.” Tiny snickered. 

				“No, because she would get that ass kicked every day if it wasn’t for you.” Jessica grinned as she playfully patted Tiny on her head. 

				They began to fix their clothing back into place and used their fingers to restyle their hair and walked down the stairs to the train station. 

				“They really wanted to get our asses, huh?” Vonda asked. 

				They all nodded, and Jessica asked, “Yo, was it me or did I hear that fat bitch Cookie yelling, ‘Get it in, girls’?”

				“Yes, she did,” said Vonda. “‘Get it, girls. Get their asses, girls.’ Shit, I felt like we were being chased by a pack of hungry wolves or something.” 

				All the girls started cracking up. After their adrenaline rush subsided, reality once again struck them and Jessica said, “But, yo, them bitches is serious, so we can’t walk on 7th or Lenox Avenue no time soon.”

				They all looked down and agreed with a nod. 

				“We could just catch the train on 135th instead of here from now on,” Lynn suggested. “We only got two months left till we all graduate. We lay low for the summer, and after that we don’t have to worry about them bitches forever.” 

				They collectively discussed it for a moment and agreed to avoid their rivals by lying low. “So that’s what it is,” said Vonda. “Watch each other’s back from now till we go off to college.” 

				They all nodded. They watched the train pulling into the station and Vonda added, “We are now wanted girls, so we got to be on point.” 

				Fear once again was in their eyes and Vonda saw it and joked, “We not just wanted girls, but we are the Get ’Em Girls.”

				A smile instantly came across all their faces. 

				Lynn asked, “So, is that the name of our crew now? Are we the Get ’Em Girls crew?” 

				All at once, the girls began to nod and agree. One by one, each stuck out her fist and put it together in the center. In unison they said, “Get ’Em Girls!”

				


Chapter 2 

               
				When Jessica arrived home with her younger brother Jordan, she immediately began to follow her mother’s orders and took out some frozen meat from the freezer. She paused for a moment and listened closely. “Jordan, cut that Atari off and get to your homework, now!” 

				The sound coming from his room instantly stopped, and she became suspicious. She knew her brother, and she also knew that he didn’t take well to being told what to do that quickly, so she quietly began climbing the stairs to his bedroom. She listened at his door for a second and thought she heard the handling of the Atari controllers patting away. She rushed in his room. Just as she thought; he’d only turned the volume down on the television and continued playing the game. 

				“Aha!” yelled Jessica as she ran toward her little brother and snatched the controller out of his hands. “Jordan, you think I’m that stupid? You know Mama said you have to do your homework before you get on these games.”

				“Come on, Jessica,” Jordan pleaded. “My friend at school let me borrow his game till tomorrow, and I’m just testing it out for a minute, that’s all.” 

				“Jordan, you know that if Mama comes home and finds you playing these games without your homework being done she’s going to yell at me too for letting you.”

				“But, Mama ain’t getting home for another two hours, and I’ll be finished with my homework by then, Jessica.” 

				“Mommy isn’t getting home,” Jessica corrected, “and I’m not going to get yelled at, so the quicker you get your homework done, the quicker you can get back to your game.” 

				Jordan felt wounded and put on the pouting face. Jessica stared at her twelve-year-old brother and instantly felt sad. Jessica and Jordan always had a deep affection toward each other and were extremely close ever since he was born prematurely. He grew up sickly, and Jessica, as well as her parents, was always overly protective over him. Jessica would do anything to protect the little boy. She was closer to him than his own parents because she watched him most of the time. 

				After staring at her little brother slowly unzipping his school bag while pouting, she relented and said, “I hope that game has two players, because I’m about to whip that little butt of yours.” 

				Jordan’s eyes lit up and a huge smile came across his face and he said, “Yes!”

				**********

				Later that evening, Vonda called just as Jessica was finishing up washing the dishes. 

				“Yo, Jessica, guess what?” said Vonda.

				“I don’t know, what?” 

				“No, guess,” Vonda repeated.

				“Bitch, I don’t have time to be standing here guessing all night. Spit it out,” Jessica teased.

				“Aight, you know Stevo and them dudes that always be trying to holla at us from 143rd Street? Anyway, me and Tiny saw him walking through my block a little while ago and he said that he was throwing a big party this Friday and invited all of us to come.” 

				“And?” said Jessica, like it wasn’t that much of a big deal. 

				“And, we are going, right?” 

				“I don’t know, Vonda. He’s probably going to invite everybody from the neighborhood there, and you know we can’t get caught up with the bullshit again.”

				“No, it’s not that kind of party; it’s a house party, and he’s handpicking everyone to show up. He told me that no bum bitches are allowed at his party, and you know Cookie and them other bitches are straight-up chicken heads, so that’s a wrap.” 

				Jessica sighed. “I don’t know.”

				“Come, Jessica. It ain’t gonna be right if you don’t come. I’m tired of going to parties with only Tiny and Lynn. Tiny always showing her ass, and Lynn’s always complaining she ready to go because nobody be asking her to dance. I get tired of that shit. At least if you come I can have a good time because I don’t have to be feeling so guilty.” 

				They both laughed.

				“Oh!” said Vonda. “I forgot to tell you!” 

				Jessica smiled and folded her because arms because she knew Vonda didn’t normally get this excited over just anything. “What?” 

				“Guess who gonna be at the party too?”

				“Who?”

				“Fine-ass Kenny!” Vonda squealed. 

				Jessica was at loss for words and melted by just hearing his name. 

				Hearing Jessica’s silence, Vonda knew that was the hook, line, and sinker. “Yeah, I knew that would get your ass open.” 

				“No.”

				“Bitch, get the fuck out of here. Yo’ ass is probably creaming your panties right now.”

				Jessica shifted from one leg to the other, embarrassed that she was right. 

				“So, you gonna go or what?” asked Vonda.

				Jessica frowned and bit down on her lip and spoke in a low tone. “I want to, but I don’t know if my mother’s going let me go, though.”

				“Come on, Jessica, you almost eighteen. She won’t mind you going to one little ole party.” 

				Jessica shrugged. “What time the party starts anyway?” Jessica knew instantly there was a problem when she heard Vonda’s brief pause. 

				“It starts at ten o’clock.”

				“Ten o’clock, Vonda? Ten fucking o’clock, Vonda?” 

				“Just tell your mother you staying over my house,” offered Vonda.

				Jessica shook her head. “No, she still won’t go for it.”

				“Well,” conceded Vonda, “you got by Friday to figure something out, ok?” 

				Jessica shook her head as Vonda gave her a reminder, “Remember, we got a half a day on Friday too, so we could chill and change at my house till it’s time to go to the party, aight?”

				“Ok,” said Jessica, “I’ll see you tomorrow.” She hung up the phone softly. Jessica immediately began formulating a plan of action. She smiled and walked into the living room, where her father was half asleep as the ten o’clock news played. Jessica sat on the arm of his La-Z-Boy chair, where he reclined, and planted a soft kiss on his cheek. 

				Mr. Robert W. Jones smiled immediately and asked, “What was that for?” 

				Jessica’s forty-seven-year-old father was the absolute apple of her eye, as she was to him. Jessica would forever be his pride and joy, and he’d spoiled her since the day she was born. It was impossible for him to tell her no to anything, and she knew it. 

				“Nothing, Daddy . . . I just felt like giving you a kiss.” 

				He eyed her suspiciously and said, “Ok, how much do you need?” 

				Jessica chided him and said, “Oh, Daddy, I don’t want any money.” 

				He displayed a surprised look. “Let me check your temperature.” 

				She tapped him on the shoulder and smiled. “Why something got to be wrong with me, Daddy?”

				“I know, baby. I’m just joshing you.” 

				They stared at the television in silence until Jessica asked, “Daddy?” 

				“Yes, pumpkin.” 

				“It’s this premiere to a movie coming out downtown this Friday, and me and Vonda and the rest of us have free passes to see it, but the only thing is it starts at ten o’clock. You think I can go?” 

				He scratched his fading hair and said, “If it starts at ten, you won’t get out till at least midnight. That’s pretty late to be getting home by yourself,” said Mr. Jones.

				Jessica anticipated his answer and quickly stated, “I know. That’s why we all planning on staying at Vonda’s house so none of us have to walk home by ourselves.” 

				He shrugged. “Ok, that make sense.” 

				Jessica jumped up and asked excitedly, “That means I can go, Daddy?” 

				He nodded his head and submitted, “Yes, baby, you can go with your friends.” 

				Jessica began clapping and gave her father a big hug and a kiss. “Thank you, Daddy! I love you so much.” 

				These were the moments Mr. Jones lived for, as he saw the joy in his baby girl eyes. She gave him another kiss on the cheek and then headed upstairs to her bedroom. Just before she went up she peeked back into the living room and asked her father, “Daddy, umm, what about Mama?” 

				Mr. Jones looked into his daughter’s big doe eyes. “Now, you don’t have to worry about your mother. I’m still the man around here, if you haven’t noticed.” He winked. 

				**********

				The day of the party, Jessica packed her clothes and shoes in an overnight bag before she went to school. She made sure her outfit for the night was looking fresh and hugged all her curves in just the right places. Jessica thought that she would have to be the most stunning girl at the party if she had any chance of getting Kenny’s attention. 

				Kenny Duboise was a neighborhood teen who had it all—good looks, style, and a fierce reputation as a ladies’ man. Girls and women alike flocked around him because of his magnetic personality and smooth demeanor. But what really set Kenny apart like no other were his deep, penetrating hazel eyes. Just one look into a girl’s eyes would send them in a whirl, so Jessica knew the competition would be thick. 

				Even though Jessica herself was highly sought after, she was used to seeing Kenny with older and more sophisticated women. She had to at least try to stand apart from the other girls even though she doubted her chances of being with a person like him. 

				After the four girls got out of school at noon that day, they went over to Vonda’s house to practice the latest dance moves. Vonda had gotten some weed from one of her older brothers, and she, Lynn, and Jessica were having a ball, smoking, dancing, and bragging on how they would rule the dance floor that night. Tiny, however, was disinterested in dancing and remained laid back in a chair as she smoked the weed and watched the three of them dance through her icy eyes. The more weed she consumed, the more she seemed to grow angry at the world—especially toward her arch nemesis, Jessica Jones.

				Lynn and Jessica were doing their thing in the middle of the room and had just perfected an intricate succession of dance moves. 

				“Oh, snap,” said Vonda, as she watched her two home girls twirl and spin to the beat. “Yo, let me learn that shit.”

				Tiny watched Vonda take Jessica’s hand as she taught her the reinvented Hustle move. Even though The Hustle wasn’t in style anymore, they still practiced the dance and used it from time to time at parties to showcase their style. Lynn changed records and put on what she felt was the ultimate Hustle song to dance to: “Trans Europe Express” by Kraftwerk. Vonda and Jessica immediately screamed their excitement and went into full dance mode. Tiny’s glassy eyes turned into a slant as she watched the two tall girls groove to the song. The more she watched them, the angrier she grew and finally had enough.

				“Wack . . . wack . . . wack! That shit y’all doing is straight up wack!” yelled Tiny, instantly breaking the girls’ stride. 

				The three girls stopped in their tracks and stared at Tiny, who was now standing up wiping the marijuana ashes off of her clothes. 

				Lynn took the needle off the record player and immediately pressed Tiny. “Why are you always hatin’, Tiny? You just mad because you can’t do it.” 

				Tiny only rolled her eyes. “All y’all doing are biting someone else’s shit. But, me,” she patted herself on the chest, “I’m gonna be original with mine, not like that tired played out shit Jessica be doing.”

				Jessica immediately rebutted, “I knew it. She’s just jealous.”

				“Jealous!” said Tiny, exasperated. “Bitch, the day I’m jealous of you will be the day I die.” 

				Jessica pulled Lynn and Vonda farther away from Tiny. 

				Perplexed, Tiny asked, “What the fuck are you doing?” 

				Jessica smiled cunningly and said, “We got to stand away from you because God is going to hit your jealous ass with a bolt of lightning if you keep lying.” 

				Vonda and Lynn busted out with laughter. 

				This time, like any, Tiny hated to be clowned on. “At least I don’t have to lie to my parents so I can go out to a party. Do I, bitch?” 

				There was complete silence for a moment. Vonda put her head down for violating Jessica’s trust by telling Tiny how she’d gotten out to go to the party.

				 Jessica had to show control so Tiny didn’t know she was hurt. She decided to check Tiny just as hard. “At least I don’t wear my little brother’s clothes.” Jessica gave a sly smile. 

				Tiny quickly countered. “At least my li’l brother ain’t slow.” 

				Jessica walked right into that one, she thought, but she had to show no emotions or Tiny would feed off of it forever. Jessica decided to hit her where it really hurt. 

				“At least I don’t have to put tissue in my bra to make it look like I have titties, bitch.” 

				That was it. Tiny was livid as she looked at the only one who knew she put tissue in her bra: Vonda. Tiny’s eyes began to slant, and she turned her anger back toward Jessica, who was laughing and giving Lynn a high five. 

				Suddenly, as if she’d had a revelation, Tiny silently sat back in the chair, relit the joint, and simply smiled wickedly at Jessica. The three girls knew Tiny was up to something, but they didn’t know what. She would never have allowed anyone to out-talk her in her life. For her to walk away from verbal confrontation, they knew she was up to no good. 

				Breaking the tense atmosphere, Lynn put the needle back in the record. “Come on y’all, we got a party to go to tonight, and it’s going to be nothing but cuties up in that piece. We got to show them other bitches who’s the queens of the dance floor, so let’s dance.” 

				Lynn started shaking her body, clowning, making Vonda and Jessica crack a smile. She took them by the hand and started dancing again as if the incident hadn’t even happened. But, one person in the room wasn‘t going to forget the incident by a longshot and already had plans for Miss High and Mighty Jessica Jones.

				Suddenly, Vonda’s bedroom door swung open, causing them all to stop in place and turn their attention toward it. It was Vonda’s youngest brother, twelve-year-old Chubby. Tiny hid the joint she was smoking. 

				He stood with his arms folded over his robust stomach and said to Tiny, “Why you tryna hide the weed, Tiny? You think I can’t still smell it?” 

				Vonda walked over to the door. “What I told you about busting in my room without knocking, Chubby?” 

				Chubby didn’t have an answer and began shifting from one leg to another. It was what he always did whenever he did something wrong or when he would lie. 

				Vonda knew her brother so she just asked, “What do you want?” 

				He took the Tootsie Roll Pop out of his mouth. “I’m hungry and Mama ain’t coming home till late and she left this note for you to fix me sumptin’ ta eat.”

				“Ok, I’ll cook you something later.” Vonda attempted to push him out of the doorway. 

				“But, I’m hungry now,” he cried.

				“Make a peanut butter and jelly sandwich till I’m ready.”

				“Ain’t no bread,” he stated quickly. 

				Rolling her eyes, Vonda waved him off. “Then you got a problem, so you just gonna hafta wait. Now get out!” 

				“But, I’m hungry now!” he cried again. 

				Tiny jumped in and said, “Awww, look at the big baby crying.” 

				Chubby frowned. “Fuck you, Tiny. Your bony ass need to mind your business.” 

				Tiny only laughed. 

				“Watch your mouth before I tell Mama you cursing,” Vonda scolded.

				“And I’ll call Mama and tell her y’all are smoking reefer.”

				“You do and I’ll kick your fat ass,” said Vonda.

				“Watch me.” Chubby attempted to go to the phone in the kitchen, but Vonda stopped him cold and threw him to the floor. Tiny ran over and helped her with the assault by shaking and patting his wide stomach. 

				“Let me go, let me go,” he cried. “Jessica, help me.” 

				Jessica ran over to aid him and helped him to his feet. “Leave my li’l man alone.” Jessica smiled as she wrapped her arms around him protectively. 

				Vonda sucked her teeth. “Jessica, why you always helping this li’l nigga out? He’s bad now just like the rest of his no good brothers.” 

				“No, he’s not,” said Jessica, as she hugged him tighter. “He will always be my li’l cubby bear.” 

				As Jessica hugged him, Chubby stuck out his tongue at the two other girls. 

				Vonda shook her head. “All right, you little fucker. Just for that I ain’t cooking you shit, and I don’t care if you call Mama; I’ll just tell her you are lying. Now!”

				“But I’m hungry,” he submitted as tears began to flow. 

				All the girls except Jessica began chastising and taunting him. 

				“Aw, look at the big baby.” 

				“Leave him alone, leave him alone.” Jessica took him by the hand and said, “Come on, Chubby. I’ll cook you something to eat, don’t worry.” She led him out of the room toward the kitchen. 

				Seconds later, he peeked his head back into the room and flashed a cunning smile. “Yo, Lynn, I’ll settle for one of your big titties so I can make a big-ass titty sandwich.” 

				They made an attempt to run after him, but he slammed the door in their faces and ran to Jessica. 

				


Chapter 3 

               
				The party was being thrown in the St. Nicholas Housing Projects on 127th Street. Jessica, Vonda, Tiny, and Lynn arrived around 11:30 PM so they could make a fashionably late grand entrance. All the girls were dressed to kill, and when they walked through the door they immediately turned heads. 

				The host of the party, Stevo, was the first to greet them at the door, and he asked Vonda for the first dance. She accepted. Moments later, all four girls were side-by-side dancing with a partner to the latest dance craze, The Spank, and were enjoying themselves. 

				It didn’t take long for Jessica’s and Lynn’s dance partners to realize that the girls were far superior in technique and flair. So, much so, that Jessica and Lynn found themselves all alone on the dance floor. All eyes fell on them as they switched up and did their new version of The Hustle. Jessica and Lynn knew they had everyone’s attention and were really working it, putting and extra spin and twirl on every intricate move with accentuation. 

				All the boys watched with pleasure. The girls watched in envy, and hated them for it and began to whisper amongst themselves about everything from their clothing and shoes, to their particular hairstyles. Jessica and Lynn knew it and didn’t care. One thing the girls knew for sure was that they were the queens of the dance floor at that moment. It was also right about that time when Jessica spotted Kenny lurking among the revelers. 

				Kenny Duboise was a twenty-year-old heartthrob, plain and simple. He was tall, slim and had the deepest hazel-silver eyes that you ever saw on a human being. He was the epitome of ghetto fabulous even before it became popular because of the way he dressed and especially because of the way he danced. All the girls, and women, for that matter, even some who were twice his age fell head over heels for him at just one glance. He carried himself well to be so young, many thought, handling everything with the smoothness in all he did. For Kenny to be so well known, he was still enigmatic. Nobody knew his family, and he wasn’t born in America, but came from Haiti at the tender age of eleven. He was bilingual, speaking both English and French-Creole fluently, and one would have to listen very closely to detect even a hint of his native tongue. But when he did speak in French dialect, it would send any woman or girl into a whirl.

				When Jessica caught a glimpse that he was in her midst, she purposely put her dancing in overdrive and inched closer to where he stood so he could get the perfect view. When the song was over, Jessica and Lynn received a rousing applause from the crowd. They had finally arrived, they thought. 

				Not everyone was clapping, though. Jessica watched Tiny’s grim eyes staring at her as if she wanted to kill her. She paid her no mind and decided not to let her spoil her moment of glory. Jessica and Lynn were sweating profusely and headed over to the punch bowl to get something to drink with Vonda in tow. The three girls were laughing and giggling all the while about their newfound status. 

				Suddenly, Vonda elbowed Jessica in her side. “Yo, Jess, don’t look now, but Kenny and his boys are looking over here at us,” she whispered.

				Jessica turned to look, but Vonda stopped her. “Don’t look over there, bitch. Play your position and let him think you not worrying about him.” 

				Jessica nodded and asked Vonda, “So what’s up with you and Stevo? He’s been all up on you since we walked in here.” 

				Vonda agreed, and said, “Yeah, I’m feeling that nigga too. I been talking to him for a minute, but I had to let him know that I wasn’t no chickenhead and he got to respect me. You know what I mean?” 

				Jessica nodded.

				Vonda continued. “Yo, Jessica, remember this. When you fucking with a nigga for the first time, you got to learn to say ‘no’ before you say ‘yes.’ You feel me?” 

				Jessica listened to all her words intently and nodded. 

				“That way, you separate yourself from all the other girls he’s used to talking to, putting you in a class by yourself. And that applies especially to them pretty boys, you hear me?” 

				Just as she finished schooling her best friend, the latest dance song, “Square Biz” by Teena Marie came blaring out of the speakers and it instantly filled the dance floor. 

				Lynn said, “Oh, shit, y’all. Kenny is walking over here.” 

				Everyone began patting their hair and straightening their clothing. All three girls grew numb with excitement as he stood in front of the three of them. 

				Tiny came up from behind him and asked, “Hey Kenny, you want to dance?” 

				He barely noticed her, as his penetrating eyes were locked in on Jessica’s. 

				Tiny followed his eyes and then gently grabbed him by his arm, forcing him to look at her. She smiled, batted her eyes, and repeated, “Kenny, you want to dance?” 

				He smiled, exposing a set of perfectly white teeth. “I’m sorry, not now; but maybe later, ok?” 

				He turned his attention back to Jessica. He was definitely feeling her style, but didn’t want to appear too pressed. He gave her one of his famous lingering glances right before he walked over to the punch, picked up the ladle, and poured some in a cup. He stopped before he took a sip and asked them, “This isn’t spiked with alcohol? Does anybody know?” 

				Lynn was the closest, and she looked into his piercing eyes and got stuck. 

				He smiled and asked again, “Do you know if it’s spiked with alcohol? Because I don’t drink.”

				Lynn regained her composure. “No—I mean, I don’t think so. It tasted fine when we had some a second ago,” she stuttered. 

				He thanked her and began drinking it. When he finished, he looked at Jessica again and said, “Your name is Jessica, right?” 

				Jessica couldn’t believe he knew her name and was totally speechless. He awaited an answer, but received none until Vonda elbowed Jessica in the ribs. 

				She regrouped and said, “Yes.” 

				He nodded and smiled. “I saw you out there on the dance floor a minute ago. You were fly.”

				Jessica blushed and put her head down. 

				He turned and looked at the dance floor. “Hey, you want to dance?” 

				Jessica looked at Vonda and remembered what she’d said. “No, thanks. Not right now.” 

				Kenny’s smile instantly turned into a frown. Vonda and Lynn were equally stunned. 

				“What?” he stammered, not believing what he’d just heard. Never in his life had a girl turned him down for anything. 

				“I just finished dancing, you know, and it’s so hot in here. Maybe a little later though, ok?”

				This caught Kenny totally off guard, but he recouped well, smiled and said, “I understand.” Kenny walked back over to where his boys were with his head down. 

				As soon as he was out of ear reach, both Vonda and Lynn grabbed Jessica, spinning her around. “Jessica, are you crazy?” 

				Jessica was confused.“What?” 

				“Bitch, what do you mean ‘what’? Why would you turn down a dance from Kenny?” Vonda asked furiously. 

				“You told me that I should say no to separate myself from the chicken heads.” 

				“Bitch, I didn’t say to turn him down for a simple dance.” 

				Lynn shook her head and said, “You stupid,” then walked away. 

				Jessica and Vonda looked over at Kenny and his boys, who looked as if they were teasing him for being turned down by a girl—a young girl at that. It wasn’t even twenty minutes before the girls watch Kenny walk away from his group of friends and back in their direction again. 

				He walked directly up to Jessica and said, “Jessica, can I have a word with you?” 

				Jessica looked at Vonda, who nodded. She smiled at Kenny and said, “Yes.” 

				Tiny had just arrived back over to the group from dancing when she saw Kenny take Jessica by the hand and lead her over to a sofa. 

				She quickly asked Vonda and Lynn, “What’s going on?” 

				Both girls smiled and Vonda said, “My girl Jessica just got Kenny open like a token.” 

				The three looked over at the sofa where they were sitting. Tiny was livid as her eyes turned into a slant and she grew angrier by the second. 

				“I guess you won’t be getting the man of your dreams tonight, huh, Tiny?” 

				Tiny remained silent as her frown suddenly turned into a smile. She turned around and said to her two friends. “Listen, I’m going downstairs for a minute. I need some air. I’ll be back.” She headed toward the front door. 

				Vonda and Lynn watched Tiny leave, then Lynn said, “That bitch is scheming. She’s up to something.”

				Vonda squinted. She knew Lynn was right. 

				**********

				Outside, Tiny fished around in her pocket for some coins and when she found two dimes she searched for the nearest pay phone. She dialed the number and waited. 

				By the third ring, a voice answered, “Hello?” 

				Tiny cleared her throat and said, “Hello, yes, this is Tiny—” Tiny rolled her eyes and corrected herself— “I mean Claresse, Mrs. Jones. Can I speak to Jessica?” 

				“Young lady, it’s awfully late to be calling for Jessica. She’s not here anyway,” said Mrs. Jones.

				“Oh, darn, they must have already left for the party,” said Tiny, fighting hard to keep from laughing. 

				Mrs. Jones sat up from her bed and asked, “Party? What party? She is supposed to be at the movies.” There was a pause. “Hello?”

				“Yes, I’m still here, Mrs. Jones.”

				“Claresse, is there something you’re not telling me that I should know about?” 

				Tiny held her mouth to prevent her laughter from escaping. “Mrs. Jones, I can’t lie to you, but, I don’t know if I’m supposed to tell you that we are supposed to be at a house party tonight in the projects at 1132 St. Nicholas, apartment 3B. Please don’t tell her I told you.” Tiny hung up and began laughing so hard passing strangers thought she was losing her mind.

				 **********

			  Meanwhile, Jessica and Kenny were vibing well together as they chatted about everything under the sun. Jessica forced her to eyes the ground; she could not bear to stare into his silver-hazel eyes without melting. He willingly admitted to Jessica that he wasn’t used to being turned down, and it made him want to know her even more. 

				Jessica still didn’t believe she was actually sitting with the most handsome boy in Harlem, and she kept having to pinch herself to see if she was dreaming. She’d heard all kinds of rumors about him, and he already seemed like a legend. Some people said he was the son of Ron O’Neal, the actor who played Superfly in the movie, and that he changed clothes at least three times a day. But whether the stories about him were truth or fiction, it was a reality that they were sitting together that night. It was truly a dream come true for any girl, Jessica thought. 
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