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			Dear Reader:

			
			As a publisher, when seasoned author Michelle Janine Robinson decided to approach such a controversial subject in her latest novel, Strange Fruit, I was delighted to see that my prolific slate of writers are still constantly writing outside of the traditional publishing box. Imagine a world that reverses the legality of interracial marriages in the United States. The type of impact that such a ridiculous action would have on our diverse nation where it is commonplace for people of various races to become involved, get married and have children. That is what Strange Fruit is about and it is an amazing book.

			Traci and Bill meet as neighbors in the same apartment building. She is black and he is white. Nature takes its course and they fall in love, decide to spend their lives together, and have a beautiful daughter, Caitlin. Then the world is turned into complete chaos. No one is safe, people have to make survival choices, and no one and nothing is as it seems. Traci and Bill find themselves having to hide their love, having to barricade their daughter in the basement, and end up battling each other as much as they are battling the world outside their front door. 

			I do not want to give the book away because there are many twists and turns that will get readers riveted. Robinson has a keen observation of the world and is a master at tackling controversy with compassion, imagination, and fast-paced storytelling. 

			As always, thanks for supporting Michelle Janine Robinson and the authors that I publish under Strebor Books. We appreciate the love and we strive to bring you the best, most prolific authors who write outside of the box. You can contact me directly at zane@eroticanoir.com and find me on Twitter @planetzane and on Facebook at www.facebook.com/AuthorZane.

			
			Blessings,

			[image: sig]

			Zane

			Publisher

			Strebor Books International

			Strebor Books Online
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			FOR JUSTIN AND STEFAN

			From the day you were born, I learned my most valuable life lesson:

			Narcissism is highly overrated.

			

			

			

			

		

	
		
			SLAVERY: Submission to a dominating influence

			COMPLACENCY: Self-satisfaction, especially when accompanied by un-awareness of actual dangers or deficiencies, submission to a dominating influence.

		

	
		
			ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

			

			

			I, like so many other women, am a huge fan of romantic movies, or chick flicks, as many would call them. After many years of self-evaluation, countless films, life and love, I finally understand why I adore such films. To quote one of my favorite chick flick characters, Carrie Bradshaw: “I am looking for love; real love, ridiculous, inconvenient, consuming, can’t-live-without-each-other love.” That’s me, and finally, I can live my life secure in the fact that I have no need to make any apologies for all the subtle (and not so subtle) little nuances that make me, me, including my thoughts on love. Thank you, Candace Bushnell, and all the other fabulous writers on this planet that bring all of our stories to life and somehow make us feel like we’re not alone in our thoughts, hopes, dreams and fantasies. In addition, I would specifically like to thank those writers who are especially near and dear to me, Zane, Charmaine Roberts Parker, Shamara Ray and Nane Quartay. Thank you all for not only turning up the proverbial heat, but also for including me in a very elite club.

			We all have favorite films; you know the ones—those films that make you laugh out loud, cry in earnest or shake your head in wonderment. I love a good movie; curling up on the couch with my favorite blanket and being catapulted to a world of fantasy. One of my favorite movies, Sex and The City has been praised, ridiculed and often (in my opinion) misunderstood. Yet, when all is said and done, the 2008 Sex and the City movie’s worldwide total gross revenue was $415,252,786. Not bad for a film starring all women. Therefore, I would like to pay homage to the superstar women in my life, with my all-time favorite Carrie Bradshaw quotes.

			“Maybe our mistakes are what make our fate. Without them, what would shape our lives? Perhaps if we never veered off course, we wouldn’t fall in love, or have babies, or be who we are. After all, seasons change. So do cities. People come into your life and people go. But it’s comforting to know the ones you love are always in your heart. And if you’re very lucky, a plane ride away.” To Jacqui Charles—I feel like there should be a warning to all young women while they go about their lives in pursuit of fun, shoes and men, that after falling in love, getting married, having babies and moving on, it’s that best girlfriend—the one that was always there through thick and thin, that you’ll miss the most. So, Jacqui, after years of traveling the globe together, it’s high time I paid a visit to Ohio.

			“Miranda was a huge fan of the Yankees. I was a huge fan of being anywhere you could smoke and drink at two in the afternoon without judgment.” To Tarra Taylor and Christina Williams—Thank you both for braving the balmy heat and even the frigid cold with me at Redemptions, just so I could eat and drink in the out-of-doors, without judgment.

			“Whatever happened to aging gracefully? [Miranda] It got old.” Marciala Remouns—You were there for so many of my firsts, and thanks to you, I got my very first apartment. I was a teenager and scared to death of living alone and low-and-behold, there was this wise, funny and caring woman who lived right upstairs; just one short landing from my first-floor apartment. You opened your heart…and your kitchen to me and for that I will be eternally grateful. Every time my kids and I eat shepherd’s pie, I’ll think of you. 

			“As we drive along this road called life, occasionally a gal will find herself a little lost. And when that happens, I guess she has to let go of the coulda, shoulda, woulda, buckle up and just keep going.” To my family—My mother, Sylvia Payne; my aunt, Dorothy Tillery; and my cousins, Linda Tillery, Nicole Tillery, Cindy Tillery, Michelle Tillery and Tiffany Tillery. I’m listening, really I am. I may not seem like it all of the time, but I hear everything you say and your words of wisdom are a part of me. I will exhale, I will relax and I will let go of all those useless thoughts that bind productive thinking.

			“When real people fall down in life, they get right back up and keep walking.” Although the basis of these acknowledgments is mostly to honor the women in my life, I couldn’t possibly acknowledge anything good that has happened in my life without mentioning my unbelievable sons. Each day I marvel at how great it is that I not only love my children, but I like them as well. To some this may seem a given and completely simplistic, but everyone who is reading this should try an experiment: hold anyone in your life up as an example—family member, spouse, child, that co-worker who you go to lunch with every day—and ask yourself this one question: If they were not a family member, a spouse, a child or a co-worker, would you still want to spend time with them? That is the difference between loving someone and liking someone. The two are not mutually exclusive. Justin and Stefan, always know that when no one else does, I get you. One of my favorite times of the week is Sunday nights at 9:00. What are we going to watch on television when there’s no Walking Dead? If I know you, like I think I know you, you guys got the Walking Dead reference way at the beginning of this paragraph!

			“One woman’s pornographer is another woman’s spiritual leader.” Carrie Bradshaw said it first, but I, Michelle Janine Robinson (a.k.a, The Black Carrie Bradshaw) frequently echoes these words. After all, isn’t it grand to live in a world where all perspectives are available for our mental consumption? I may not like everything I read or watch, but I am appreciative of the multiplicity at my fingertips.

			Thank you for picking up a copy of Strange Fruit. Enjoy!

			Love,

			Michelle Janine Robinson

			

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE


			
			
			Practically barricaded inside of her own home, Traci Bianco looked apprehensively past the thick curtains and blinds, meant to camouflage her existence, through the barred windows and over the town she once loved. She wondered if New York would ever be returned to its former glory. She was not optimistic.

			The Nation’s post-cataclysmic existence had at least spared her the most insidious of fates-for now, but only because of whom she had married long before the devastation reached full tilt. Eventually, even that would not be enough to spare her. Desperation was commonplace and the level of atrocities continued to mount with each passing day, leaving ordinary people desperate and searching for answers.

			While her daughter, Caitlin, played quietly in her bedroom, Traci retrieved a metal lockbox from beneath a floorboard in her closet. Inside the box were small remnants of what remained from her former life. She carefully removed a newspaper, weathered by age. The November 5, 2008 headline read, “RACIAL BARRIER FALLS IN DECISIVE VICTORY.” Behind the iconic newspaper was another New York Times, dated November 7, 2012, which simply read, “PRESIDENT’S NIGHT.” Her fingers caressed the front page lovingly. 

			It was difficult to imagine that so much could have changed in less than fifteen years. It was 2025; fourteen years after the 9/11 tragedy of the Twin Towers terrorist attack and only ten years after The Empire State Building was toppled by an explosion. Thousands of lives had been lost as a result of both terrorist attacks and the media’s coverage had been vast and dramatic. By sharp contrast, slavery in America had been mostly ignored for years, except for a few organizations that attempted to warn the public of the fate of the world if modern-day slavery continued to be ignored. Women and children were trafficked into the U.S. from other countries for years, and forced into prostitution, while men served as slave labor and were kept in poor health and squalid living conditions. However, it was Hurricane Molly in 2018 and The Stock Market Crash of 2020 that had sealed the country’s fate.

			Traci kept glancing at the doorway, nervously, careful not to draw the attention of her husband or her daughter. Even the black blinds and curtains didn’t seem to be enough. At only four years old, Caitlin was still young enough that she didn’t quite understand the world she was living in and the rules that were actively enforced, nor did she understand how drastically the world had changed in such a short period of time. Yet, even the young were not protected from all awareness. Children like her daughter were dying every day, simply because of the color of their skin. Traci’s husband, Bill, did, however, fully understand. He often cautioned Traci about her choices under the United States’ current regime. Traci was angry and often dangerously willful; that is why she kept the lockbox and its contents, reminders of her former world. She was well aware of the fact that Bill could never know for many reasons, not the least of which was that his awareness of her contraband would mean that he was guilty of even more than marrying and concealing a black woman. His awareness of the items she was keeping would mean treason and he would therefore be subject to punishment by U.S. Law, including im-prisonment or maybe even death. Despite the obvious strain placed on their marriage, she still loved Bill and she believed he loved her as well. And, even if neither of them loved one another enough to survive their current catastrophic state, she was sure that they both loved their daughter. Bill’s survival was tantamount to any hopes for Caitlin’s future safety.

			“What you got there?”

			“Nothing,” Traci lied.

			“You and I both know that’s not the truth. You realize what would happen if that was found?”

			“Yeah, I know; the same thing that will happen if I’m found. Who would have thought that one day I’d be a prisoner in my own home? I can’t leave and I can’t stay. Ironic, isn’t it.”

			“It’s only temporary. I’m making plans. We’re going to get out. We’re going to get out together.”

			Traci understood exactly what that meant. For months Bill had tried everything he could to get passports for Traci and Caitlin. When he realized that might not work, even if he did secure a passport, he realized he would have to find a way to escape from the U.S. with or without a passport. The question Traci kept asking him was where? The U.S. had not been the only country affected. For quite some time they believed the only alternative they had was to somehow make it to Germany, where her brother and sister-in-law were. Unfortunately, over time it had become apparent that even Germany was a dangerous gamble.

			Bill observed the forlorn look on Traci’s face and searched for the words to fill her with some small remnant of hope. “There has to be somewhere we can go. The entire world can’t be affected by this madness. There’s always been some other place, some small corner of the world to go to, even in light of the greatest despair.”

			The frightening and intrusive presence of what sounded like a battering ram pounding against their front door signaled the realization that, for Traci and Bill Bianco, time had run out.

			

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE


			
			
			“Hey, bro, did you vote?”

			“Hell yeah, I voted! I hope everybody else got out there and cast theirs. You know how we do. Most of us talk a mean game, but when it comes to really showing out and making our voices heard, we leave it up to the next man.”

			Traci rolled her eyes.

			“I saw that,” Darren said.

			“What?”

			“You know what; that sister-girl eye roll thing you do. You’ve been doing it since we were kids. I can see it as clearly as if you were standing right here in front of me, even while I’m talking to you on the phone.”

			Traci laughed. “You know me way too well, brother dear. It’s a reflex action. My eyes automatically go into ‘roll mode’ when I detect you’re about to step up on your soapbox.”

			“Oh no, you didn’t. You see what happens when a brother like me tries to drop some knowledge? Folks get all resistant to hearing the truth; even my own sister! Speaking of knowing you too well, please tell me you didn’t vote Republican.”

			“You’re not supposed to ask me who I voted for.”

			“Knowing you, it wouldn’t surprise me in the least if you went all Republican on me. I fully understand your predilection toward vanilla flavor. Hell, I’ve enjoyed my own bit of jungle fever in the past. But, when it comes to politics, a black Republican ain’t fucking natural. I mean, really, talk about a goddamned oxymoron. How can any black person be black and Republican at the same time, especially when the Democratic candidate is black?”

			“I’m not going to go there with you, Darren. You and I both know that could take hours. However, I will say this. I voted for who I believed to be the best candidate, regardless of color. I hope that’s what you did as well. Besides, my choice of men is irrelevant. I loved Bryan, a black man, with all I had and look where it got me. Don’t get me wrong; his being black wasn’t a factor. I’ve dated all kinds of men and I’m just saying, good and bad comes in all colors.”

			“I’m sorry you got hurt, sis. You didn’t deserve that, but I’m not even going to sit here and lie. My first alliance is always going to be to my people. I wouldn’t have cared if J.J. from Good Times was running for President. I would have voted for him. As a people we’ve endured slavery, unfair imprisonment and all manner of discrimination from A to Z. I owe it to every generation that follows me to elect a black man President, again, so that my children and your children and all the little black children that follow know that they can be anything they want to be, including President of these United States. There was a time when children couldn’t believe that. Now they can. Hell, there was a time you and I couldn’t even vote. With a second term, the message will be clear. It will prove that his election was not a fluke or something handed to him. It will prove that the people, both black and white, decided and democracy ruled. We all owe it to our children, including you, to ensure that we play this game called life on a level playing field. That means a black man has as much of a right to be President of these United States as any other man.”

			“Or woman,” Traci chimed in.

			“Or woman,” Darren agreed. “In fact, if it were up to me, we’d be electing a black woman. That’d show ’em; one of ya’ll as President of the United States. I get chills thinking about it.”

			“What exactly are you trying to say? Just remember, choose your words carefully since I happen to be one of those black women you’re about to stereotype.”

			“Naw, naw, don’t get me wrong. A black female President would be cool. I will tell you one thing though, every twenty-eight days the country would be fighting with somebody, somewhere and weave hair would be dirt cheap, everywhere.”

			“Darren Sanders, you’re lucky you’re on the phone and in Mississippi and not standing in front of me. If you were here I would kick your ass. You see how you do? If somebody was talking about a black man like that you would be ready to call the NAACP.”

			“Dear sister, I forget sometimes how much older you are than me. If I were making the call it would be to Color of Change. That group is on point. They are actively addressing the issues that confront a brother like me in this modern-day world we find ourselves living in.”

			“What are you, their spokesperson?”

			“No, but I am considering becoming a member.”

			“Be careful, Darren, you being a teacher and all, especially in the South. You don’t want any of your affiliations to jeopardize your career. You already have enough going on, without adding that to the mix.”

			“Don’t worry, big sis. I’m good. I’ll be smart and prudent in my approach to all things militant.”

			“Militant? Now whose age is showing? Do people even use the word militant anymore?”

			“I don’t know about people, but I do.”

			“Have you spoken to Mom lately? She called me a couple of weeks ago about a letter she got from her housing project. Apparently, those living in public housing are now required to work for their shelter, one way or another. They want them to clean up the grounds, mop the floors and stuff like that.”

			“What the fuck? I know damned well they didn’t send my mother a letter asking her to do work around that cesspool. She did her time. She worked and retired and her rent is paid from her own pocket, not from government funding.”

			“I guess, technically, it is considered government funding, since it is public housing.”

			“That’s some straight up bullshit!”

			“I completely agree with you. I told her to send me the letter and that I would deal with it. I’m sure it’s probably a form letter that is sent to everyone living in the complex. They can’t possibly expect a seventy-seven-year-old retired woman, who is paying rent, to go out and clean up the building?”

			“You’re probably right, but I still think it’s a bunch of bullshit. The majority of people forced to live in public housing are there because they’re either unemployed or underemployed. Hell, instead of making folks clean the damned grounds and shit, they should be helping them to get real jobs with real pay. It’s fucking slavery all over again!”

			“Look who’s talking about slavery, Mr. Darren Sanders. You were the last person I expected to pack up and move to Mississippi, of all places. That’s like the belly of the beast. I half expect to find some slaves that were never freed still pining away for their freedom.”

			“Oh, stop it. It’s not that bad here. The truth is, as quiet as it’s kept, racism is alive and well in the North as well; always has been. Folks put a pretty bow on it there, especially where you are in New York City. Besides, I moved here for love.”

			“Don’t remind me. You packed up your entire life to move to Mississippi and that dick left you for someone else. I still can’t believe you didn’t come back after the two of you broke up.”

			“Baby girl, you know that’s the African-American dream. All black folks wanna move back down South. Not only that, I feel like I’m needed here much more than I was in New York City.”

			“I need you.”

			“That’s all well and good but I was talking about work. In New York I was constantly trying to stay one step ahead of the funding curve. No sooner did I feel like I was making an impact, whether it was HIV counseling or educating families, and suddenly the program would lose funding and I was on to the next program. It’s different here and if I’m going to constantly live in fear of losing my job, at least I can do it in a place where the cost of living is a lot lower.

			“Not all black folks. The last place I want to be is anywhere in the South. Hell, I don’t even want to be in the North. This city is draining the hell out of me. If it were up to me I’d be living in Tuscany somewhere.”

			“I was half expecting you to say Germany.”

			“Believe me, I’ve considered it.”

			“I know you have. Our brother and his wife would love having you there. They’d probably throw a parade in your honor. Now me, on the other hand, that’s another story altogether.”

			“What do you mean? Sebastian loves you, and so does Angelika.”

			“I have no doubt that they both love me. However, Sebastian has clearly never gotten used to the idea of his brother, the queer.”

			“Oh, Darren, don’t say that.”

			“It’s the truth. I make him uncomfortable.”

			“I guess it’s just a guy thing,” Traci offered.

			“Yeah, it’s a guy thing. In the meantime, I haven’t seen my own brother in almost five years.”

			“The two of you are ridiculous. Do I have to do an intervention? Tell you what. I was planning on visiting for Christmas. Why don’t we make it a family affair and spend Christmas in Germany?”

			“You’d better check with Sebastian and Angelika before you make plans like that.”

			“It’s no big deal. I already spoke with them months ago and mentioned I might come for the holidays. They do it up big for Christmas in Germany. Instead of one day they celebrate for several days. Anyway, Sebastian and Angelika are expecting me.”

			“The key word here, Traci, is they’re expecting you, not me.”

			“So, we’ll add one more person to the mix. Their house is big enough to hold us and if it’s not, we’ll stay in a hotel. If Mom weren’t so terrified of flying, I would try to get her to come as well. I just know what the answer is going to be.”

			Darren chuckled. “You can forget that,” he said.

			“Yeah, I know. Anyway, Darren, I’ve got a lot of studying to do. Promise me you’ll think about it and don’t be such a stranger, okay?”

			“I promise.”

			“You know I love you, right?” Traci asked.

			“Of course I do. I love you too, Traci.”

			“Stay safe,” Traci added.

			“Always. Later.”

			After she hung up, Traci realized her comment about safety was more than general. She worried so much about him. Being a black gay man in the South couldn’t be easy.

			Glancing at the clock, Traci realized that she and Darren had been on the phone for almost two hours. She grabbed a quick bite to eat from the fridge, while looking through an old photo album with pictures of her and Darren when they were kids. Pleasant memories of her childhood lulled her to sleep. Unfortunately, those memories didn’t sustain her through her dreams. Those were full of Bryan. As hard as she had tried, she still couldn’t shake him, not even when she slept.

			Some time around midnight, exhilarated voters shouting four more years awakened Traci from a sound sleep. The voices full of enthusiasm chanting outside her window were almost enough to help her forget her dreams, and Bryan. Despite the fact that she was embarking on what she hoped would be a great new start, she couldn’t help but bemoan her former life. In that life she had been in love with the same man since she was a girl. She and Bryan had been dating since they were both in high school. After college they moved in together and she believed that they would eventually marry. That is, until she had arrived home early from work one day to discover the love of her life in bed with her best friend. There had been lots of tears, and even more yelling and screaming, before Traci slammed the door behind her, leaving Bryan and everything associated with that old life far behind her. She decided it was time for her to live the life she was intended to live and not Bryan’s life or the life everyone else expected her to live. That meant trading the “burbs” for a place in the city and her nice safe job at the insurance company for school, once again. She had always wanted to teach but Bryan and her mother had convinced her it was mostly a thankless job and not very financially lucrative. Clearly, Bryan was no longer a consideration and her mother would have to understand that she was a grownup and therefore had to make her own life decisions.

			When Traci moved, she took very few of her belongings with her. Somehow, everything seemed to remind her of Bryan. Instead, she convinced herself that it might be fun to start from scratch. That’s what she was doing when she met Bill.

			“You need some help with that?”

			Traci turned to find an attractive man with penetrating grayish-green eyes and olive skin smiling broadly at her.

			“Um, yeah, I could use a little help,” she admitted.

			He hoisted the large box onto his shoulders and, for the first time in a long time, Traci found herself attracted to someone other than Bryan. Despite the fact that he wasn’t a large man, physically, his presence was one of great stature. He seemed to possess an air of strength and power from within, by which she was instantly intrigued.

			“What floor?”

			“Oh, yeah, I’m on the third floor; three A,” she responded, distractedly.

			“Three A it is!”

			“Thank you so much. I was just taking a little rest.”

			“No problem. Besides, no woman as beautiful as you should be reduced to doing manual labor. Where is your husband, at work?”

			“Don’t have one of those.”

			The expression of pleasure emanated from his entire being.

			“I guess that’s all the more reason I should have paid for white glove delivery.”

			“No worries. Bill Bianco at your service.”

			As soon as he entered her apartment Traci was aware of how sparsely furnished her place was.

			“Just moved in?” he asked.

			“I’ve been here a couple of months. I don’t have much furniture, but I do have coffee. Would you like some?”

			“I would love some.”

			Traci was surprised at how easy it was to talk to Bill. It was as if she had known him for years. She knew she should probably put on the brakes on the runaway train in her head, but it all reminded her of one of her favorite films, Cloud Atlas. She somehow felt as though she had known him before, maybe in another lifetime.

			These were the times when she got angry with Bryan and Jennifer all over again. She missed having a best girlfriend to bullshit with. She talked to Darren all the time but it was different with a really good girlfriend. Traci made a mental note to get out in the world and mix and mingle. That was what Darren told her; that she couldn’t meet anyone, male or female, by sitting in the house, although her encounter today had proved a loophole in that statement.

			She hoped her handsome neighbor wasn’t married or living with someone. That seemed to be the other problem she had. Every time she met a man, he was already involved with someone else. What the hell was wrong with people anyway? Wasn’t it hard enough spending time with one person at a time without making things extremely complicated? When she was dating some- one, she enjoyed focusing all of her attention on that one man. The thought of a steady influx of multiple men made her feel exhausted. She had enough to think about with work and her dreams for the future without trying to keep straight which man was which. Although she was willing to admit that was probably a woman’s way of thinking. Men seemed to have no problem at all with juggling more than one woman at a time with ease. Or, maybe it wasn’t with as much ease as it appeared.

			Her ex, Bryan, apparently, not only enjoyed juggling, but couldn’t control himself enough not to juggle with her best friend, or to do it with her in their bed. That’s why she was here and he was there. Traci could tolerate many things, but displaced loyalty was not one of them. So, she had given Bryan, the love of her life, the boot. Or, technically, she had booted herself, since she was the one that moved out. She realized she would never have been able to stay in the apartment. Everything she looked at would have reminded her of him and, at some point, of her.

			Traci was online cruising Facebook when she saw a friend request from her handsome neighbor. She was flattered. Obviously, she had made an impression. Traci was blown away by how quickly he had moved.

			She hit the button to accept his request and hoped he wouldn’t end up as yet another one of those friends on Facebook she never even talked to. Somehow, she didn’t think that was the case.

			As soon as she accepted his friend request, there was an IM from him.

			“So, how do you like the new digs?”

			“Getting used to it,” she replied. “How long have you been in the building?”

			“Not long. I was living in New Jersey and I decided it was high time I got out on my own.”

			“Same here.”

			“So, we’re embarking on new territory. Isn’t it exciting when you try new things?”

			“Yes, it most certainly is.”

			“I’m glad this is the building you chose. It’s great having nice new people in the building. See you around the building,” he said.

			“See you.”

			Traci had gotten the distinct impression that she was going to like it there.

			After she logged out of Facebook, she got another IM Message. This time it was on Hotmail and it was from Bryan.

			“I miss you.”

			She wasn’t sure whether she should ignore him or verbally spar with him. She was still so mad. What he and Jennifer had done was unforgivable. There was no way she could talk to him without saying something she would feel ridiculous about later or, worse yet, something she would truly regret.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO


			
			
			“Good morning.”

			Traci turned to find Bill walking right behind her. The two of them had settled into a comfortable, yet distant routine. There was the typical neighborly banter. To Traci’s dismay, for months, that had been all. As much as she realized a rebound relationship was the last thing she needed, she had to admit to herself that she had been hopeful after their first meeting that there would have been more. Instead, it was little more than polite conversation.

			“Good morning,” she responded.

			“You look very nice this morning. Got plans after school?”

			“No. I’ve been interviewing for a better job, or maybe an additional job. As glamorous as it sounds, my work as a barista barely pays enough to keep a roof over my head.”

			“I didn’t know you were job hunting. I’ll keep my eyes and ears open. I might know some people that can help you out.”

			“Thanks, Bill. I appreciate that.”

			“No problem. Any way I can help. Good luck today.”

			“Thanks again. You have a good day.”

			“I will now,” he replied.

			After months of this, Traci wasn’t sure whether she was mis-reading the signals, but that last comment, much like many others he had made through the months, sounded like very obvious flirting to her. She decided he was either already involved with someone else, gay, or both. As she left the building, she could feel his eyes boring a hole through her. His reflection in the glass door as they exited the building revealed much. The way he was looking at her made it crystal clear he was definitely not gay. She almost wished he were. At least that would explain why he hadn’t made a move yet.

			Once outside, Traci bundled herself up against the chilly morning air and focused her attention on getting to her first interview on time.

			She couldn’t believe that after hours of going from interview to interview she was still no closer to pinning down even the prospect of a job. Every place she went to it was something. Either she was under-qualified or over-qualified, too eager or not eager enough. It was so frustrating. Even with the aid of a headhunter, she was getting nowhere. 

			Traci decided to take a short break before going home to get ready for school and stopped into Starbucks for a cup of coffee. She was beginning to think both Bryan and her mother were right about her going back to school when she pulled out her Android and began looking through some of the postings on the many career sites she had been utilizing for her search. 

			A posting on Monster.com for a personal assistant to an entre-preneur caught her eye. If the information posted on the website was truthful and accurate, the position was perfect. It paid well, the hours were flexible and since the job was very much one-on-one, it afforded her the autonomy she was not likely to find working anyplace else.

			She was right. The job was perfect and eventually Traci began to settle into some sense of normalcy. School was going great and in order to finish as quickly as possible, she doubled up on her class load. Then, as if out of the blue, she was sitting at home studying when she received an instant message on Facebook.

			“How goes it?”

			“I’m good. How are you?”

			“I’ve been thinking about you.”

			“Yes!” Traci said rather loudly.

			For a minute she almost forgot he was right downstairs and decided her joy at having him contact her should be confined to low whispers.

			“Really?” she said.

			“You seem surprised.”

			“A bit; I’ve been here almost a year and so far most of our con-versations have consisted of talk about the weather and the building. The most personal thing we’ve talked about is my job search.”

			“Right you are. I guess I’m overly cautious.”

			“About what?” she asked.

			“You know; the fact that we live in the same building and all. Also, it occurred to me that I might not be your type.”

			Traci wondered if he was talking about the fact that she was black and he was white, but decided not to attempt to find out.

			“I don’t have a type.”

			“In that case, is there any chance you’d like to have dinner with me?”

			“Sounds like a plan.”

			“Great! You free this Friday?”

			“As a matter of fact, I am.”

			“Friday it is.”

			“Friday,” she confirmed.

			“So, how’s the new job?” he asked.

			Traci chuckled.

			“Are we back to that again?” she typed. “Next you’ll be talking about the building and the weather.”

			“Don’t worry. I’ll never, ever talk to you about the building or the weather again. I do want to know about the job, though. In fact, I want to know all there is to know about you.”

			That was all Traci needed to hear. For so long she had a pattern of dating men who talked only about themselves and seemed to care less about what was important to her. It was nice to have a man say he wanted to know all about her. She hoped it wasn’t pure hype. Although Traci realized she should probably be spending the time studying, she couldn’t resist continuing the conversation they were having.

			“You know this is ridiculous,” Bill typed. “We’ve been instant messaging one another for a solid hour. We could be having dinner right now.”

			“That would be great, except I already ate.”

			“Yes, you may have eaten dinner, but I bet you haven’t had dessert yet.”

			“Bill Bianco, I hope that wasn’t some cheesy pickup line.”

			“No, Smarty Pants! Let’s go get some dessert, really.”

			“I’m supposed to be studying, but if there’s one thing you should know about me, it’s that I never say no to dessert.”

			“I’ll meet you downstairs in a half-hour.”

			“A half-hour it is.”

			Traci was happy he hadn’t said now. She had her hair in two messy plaits and was wearing a ratty old pair of sweats and a wife beater. She quickly washed her face, combed out her beautifully layered hair, sparingly applied a bit of makeup, and eased her way into a pair of faux leather tights and a denim shirt. By the time she got downstairs, she was five minutes early and he was already there waiting.

			Traci had never embraced the technology age with as much ardor as so many others. Yet, at this very moment she understood the appeal of technology and social networking more than any other time in her life. She was suddenly more nervous than she had ever been on any date. She believed it was because the ease at which they had been able to talk with one another while instant messaging was gone. Here they stood face to face. Sure, they were neighbors, but after spending an hour learning so much about each other, it suddenly dawned on her that for all intents and purposes, they were little more than convenient strangers.

			“Hi,” she said awkwardly.

			“Hey, beautiful. Before we start talking about the weather again, I have to tell you where we’re going. The name always makes me laugh. Something tells me we both need a little something to break the ice. Isn’t technology such an intimacy set-up?”

			She was overjoyed that he seemed to be thinking the same thing she was.

			“Yeah, it sure is.”

			They both laughed.

			“Well, clearly we don’t need an ice-breaker any more, but I’ll tell you the name of the place anyway. It’s Momofuku Milk Bar.”

			Traci wasn’t sure if the name really was that funny or if this was nervous laughter, but she was still laughing by the time they exited the building.

			“The place is on Thirteenth and Second. You wanna walk it?”

			“Yeah, I could use a walk.”

			Traci couldn’t get over the fact that as nervous as she had felt only a few minutes earlier, she wanted him to touch her. She kept resisting the impulse to hold his hand or lace her arm into his. Just when she started to think that she was moving way too fast, at least in her head, he grabbed her hand as they crossed the street and held fast to her all the way to Momofuku’s Milk Bar.

			Anyone in their presence would have thought they had been drinking. They were in the grips of that incredible sense of in-toxication that could only be derived from the early phases of a great romance. Hanging on one another’s every word, the daring and flirtatious innuendoes and that overwhelming desire to see the other person naked.

			As comfortable as they had been with one another all night, the walk back home was surprisingly quiet. Bill decided he would once again use humor to ease the tension.

			“Let’s take a cab. I’ll drop you off first.”

			“Funny. You beat me to the punch. I was going to say your place or mine.”

			The comment was only out of her mouth a few seconds when she realized that what she had said sounded more like an invitation for him to come with her upstairs to her apartment than it was a joke about them living in the same building.

			“I, uh...,” she began.

			“No worries, Kitten. I know what you meant.”

			His use of a pet name in addressing her was enough to melt her heart—among other things.

			As much as she would have liked to invite him upstairs, Traci wanted that new leaf she was turning over to encompass all facets of her life, including the way she dated. So, instead of inviting him in under the premise of a cup of coffee and then fucking like minks until dawn, she thanked him for a very nice evening while they were still standing in the lobby of their building.

			“I’m so glad we decided to do this,” he said.

			“Me too,” she agreed.

			“So, are we still on for dinner on Friday?” he asked.

			“Absolutely; I’m looking forward to it.”

			“Good night, Traci Sanders.”

			“Good night, Bill Bianco.”

			Just when Traci thought she would have to wait to find out what his lips felt like, those strong, yet gentle hands that held onto hers most of the night once again made contact. Before she could take the first step to ascend the three flights of stairs that separated them, he placed his hand over hers on the banister, turned back around and stood squarely in front of her. He caressed both her cheeks and gave her a kiss that, quite literally, took her breath away.

			For the first time in a long time she felt like that energized, sexy, enthusiastic girl of her youth.

			When their lips separated, Traci decided she hadn’t had nearly enough and drew him toward her once again. The connection be- tween them was magnetic and, although she wanted to take things slow and knew that meant it wouldn’t be tonight, Traci couldn’t wait for the first time their bodies would be joined together.
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