
[image: image]


            
                Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

                

                Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.

            

            
            	CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

            

            
               Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.

            

    
Lachez

    Prequel to Daddy by Default

Pat Tucker

[image: image]

Strebor Books

New York  London  Toronto  Sydney  New Delhi


Chapter One

“So, what are you gonna do?” Heather Silverstone asked.

I sat quietly and looked out the window. Yeah, I had heard Heather’s question, but it wasn’t like we were tight like that. I hated that she was outside when the drama popped off; it kind a left me in a tight spot.

There was nothing I could do but stand there with a dumb look on my face when she rushed and grabbed my toddler out of the busy driveway right in the nick of time. Mickey, my youngest, had wandered off while I was in the middle of a heated discussion with my former sidepiece. I say discussion, but the average onlooker would’ve called it more of a rumble. Still, I’ve never had a tendency to blow smoke where a fire didn’t exist.

“I ain’t trippin’,” I finally said.

“Lachez, you got three kids and no man anywhere in sight. Girl, if you try to do this on your own, you’re gonna either be dead, or in the crazy house before you hit twenty-five!”

When I finally turned and looked into her blue eyes, I wondered how she was able to even infiltrate my inner circle the way that she had.

Heather was hated by many; her mouth ran like a faucet and she couldn’t hold water with a bucket. I was most surprised that she was up in my place trying to act like she cared about the drama that went down between me, one of my kids’ fathers, and my former sidepiece.

I knew her kind. She’d be all up under me until she got the goods, then she’d spread my business like she was working for Eyewitness News!

“I’m a’ be all right,” I stressed.

“Yeah, but the way Randy was going off, saying he caught you with another one of your kids’ fathers, what was that all about?” she asked like she was sincere. Her little pointy nose even crinkled in concentration.

I got up from my perch at the window and walked to the kitchen.

“I got Randy under control,” I stated with confidence.

“Really? The way he was going on and on about you and . . . what was that other guy’s name?”

I wanted to connect my right palm with the left side of her head. But I knew all too well, people didn’t fight anymore. Instead, they sued, so I had to keep that desire in check.

I rolled my eyes and tried to remove the sarcasm from my voice. “Don’t you have something else you need to be doing right now?”

Her eyebrows bounced upward on her forehead and she looked confused. That’s when I went in for the kill.

“I mean, what’s really going on with you? Ain’t it about time for your kids to come home? Shouldn’t you be there waiting on them?”

Child Protective Services had stepped in and taken Heather’s kids about three months ago while we all watched from our apartment blinds. Everyone realized what had gone down, but she still tried to front like the woman was a distant aunt.

I really didn’t care how she took what I said; I wanted her out of my damn apartment so I could figure out what the hell to do next.

Her lips did a perfect ‘O’ as did her eyes. I saw them watering and figured that’s what she got for trying to be all up in mines when she knew damn well her shit wasn’t all together.

“La-Chez!” She huffed. “You, of all people, know those were trumped up charges by my ex. Besides, that was my Aunt Myrtle, and I talk to my kids every day.”

I didn’t give a rat’s ass whether she talked to her kids, or even beat them. I simply needed her up out of my face, so I could deal with my crisis in private.

For me, a public fight among the parties of a lust triangle meant a reduction in my monthly income. That wasn’t good for my household. I didn’t love neither one of those chumps, but I also didn’t need them to know that. And I definitely didn’t need any of my neighbors all up in my business. I needed Heather gone so I could focus on getting my hustle in order.

“Well, I see that you’re not really in the mood so I’m going to give you some time,” Heather said. She was choking back on her words and I could see her eyes watering a bit, but I didn’t care. She paused at the door. “So, people in the complex think my kids were taken away huh?”

I shrugged.

“I don’t know what these folks think. I know how to mind mines.” I hoped she’d take the hint and learn to do the same.

Once I got Heather out, I flopped down on the sofa and my head started spinning. With Julius, my oldest son’s father, out of the picture, and Michael, my second M-I-A, this mess with the father of my youngest had my wallet looking empty.

“Damn, what now?”


Chapter Two

After the Backstreet Boys sang a few more bars, I realized I was dreaming. I woke and thought about the sorry state of my love life. Love or lust, for me, was synonymous with wealth. If I had no man, then I had no income; it was that simple.

I rubbed my eyes, still no closer to a solution than I had been before I dozed off, yet more determined. The phone rang and I reached for it.

“Hello?”

“Lachez, girl, what you know good?” Toni asked.

Toni and I were as thick as thieves. We had gotten pregnant together back in high school. Back before my mom, Darlene Baker, moved about two hours south of Houston to Victoria, she used to trip about me hanging with Toni. But when Darlene hooked up with her plant-working boyfriend, married him, and moved, it was like she didn’t remember having kids.

My brother and I had never been close, so he went his way and I went mine. Darlene started a new life with her new man, so Toni’s family took me in.

“Girl, I wish I knew. Maybe I would’ve been able to avoid the drama that broke out between me, Renzo’s dad, and Randy earlier,” I said.

“Wwwhhaaaat?” Toni screamed. “Here I am calling you about a sweet hookup and you over there caught up in all kinds of drama!”

“Girl, and why was Heather out there when it went down?”

“OHMYGOD! Well, I was about to head over there with a bottle of wine, but shit, I might as well stay here and get a full report at six!” Toni joked.

“For real, right!”

“I’ll bet she was all up in your business, taking notes!” Toni exclaimed.

“Girl, I can’t even laugh at the foolishness. I may need a bottle of my own.”

“Well, give me an hour. Besides, I need to talk to you about something anyway.”

“Okay, cool.”

The moment I hung up, the phone rang again. I started not to answer, considering I had already talked to the only other person I was interested in hearing from.

“Hello?”

“May I speak to Lachez Baker?” a voice asked.

“Um, who is this and what’s this about?”

“This is Rental Center,” the man said.

Damn! I rolled my eyes. I had avoided bill collectors for weeks. I had even worked out a system. They either called early in the day or late in the evening. But that mess with Heather and the guys had left me vulnerable and off my game. I was slipping for real!

“Um, yes? May I help you?”

“Ma’am, you are two months behind on your payments. Would you be able to make a payment today?” the caller asked.

“Um, how much are we talking?”

“We need at least five hundred and sixty-five dollars.”

I nearly chocked when I heard that. Was he smoking something or what?

“That’s, um, five sixty-five?” I questioned.

“Yes, that’s for the living room set, the big screen TV, and the bedroom suites.”

I was suddenly mad at his ass, too! Did he think I didn’t know all of my damn furniture was rented? Did he think he needed to spell it out for me, like that was gonna make the money appear from nowhere!

“I’m gonna need to get back to you on that request,” I finally said.

That may have taken him a little by surprise because he chuckled a little. Then, he said, “Ms. Baker, we are no longer in the negotiating stages with you. The first month you said a check was in the mail, then when that didn’t arrive, you promised you’d walk one in personally. Last month, you claimed you had sent in your payments with late fees, and you weren’t sure what happened to it. I’ve been instructed to get payment today . . . or else.”

His words disgusted more than scared me. I wasn’t disgusted at him for doing his job, but I was really mad at myself because I had allowed this situation to get so out of control. The kids were in their room, which meant I had some quiet time alone. It was exactly what I needed after the stressful phone call with the guy from the rental place.

“Well, I guess you gotta do what you gotta do then, huh?” That’s what I said when he called himself checking me.

“You can come get this bullshit! I ain’t scared to be without furniture! We’ve been without before and I’m sure this won’t be the last time,” I yelled into the phone. He just didn’t know. I had been pushed to my limit and I was close to cracking.

“Ma’am, we are trying to work with you.” I heard his tone soften a bit. “But you’ve gotta give us something, even if it’s only a good faith payment.”

He sounded more desperate than me. Bill collectors tripped me out. Did they think we enjoyed having to run and dodge their calls? I would have liked nothing more than to pay my bills on time, but with what money?
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