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	 First Offense

 Leah

 My mother was a single mother, who was raised by a single mother, who was raised by a single mother. I often wondered if the women in my family were cursed. Not one woman in my family-- not my great grandmother, my grandmother, my mother, or her two sisters had ever been married; let alone had a wedding. The crazy thing was that they all seemed to be fine with it. One day, when I was ten, I asked my mother if she had ever noticed the pattern. She laughed at me and said, "Yeah, we're all happy." 

 I knew she was lying. How could she possibly be happy when she worked all the time and her entire life seemed to be consumed with nothing but work and paying bills? No one to hold hands with or to hug; no one to hold her in the middle of the night; no one to share romantic meals with or to send her flowers on her birthday or Valentine's Day; no one to kiss under the mistletoe or on New Year's Eve; no one to dance with or sweep her off her feet and swirl her around the living room, like Cliff Huxtable did to his wife Claire on The Cosby Show. That was how I imagined happiness, and I decided right then and there, at that very moment, that it was up to me to break the cycle of loneliness and live a romantic life with the man of my dreams and show all the women in my family what happiness truly looked like. I would go to college,  use my love of drawing and painting to become an art teacher. Then on that one special day meet my Prince Charming while sitting outside a small cafe in California, working on one of my many sketches. I had everything planned perfectly. He would compliment my work; we would look into each other's eyes and fall madly in love. We would have a whirlwind romance, get married, go to Paris for our honeymoon, move into our dream home, and then live happily ever after. We would invite my mother, grandmother, and all of my aunts and cousins over for Sunday brunch; where they would have front row seats to all of the love and happiness we shared.

 Yes, at ten years old, I had it all mapped out. Everything was going exactly as planned, until one day, during my junior year of college; I went to a party with my roommate and best friend, Dallas Richards. I really wasn't into the party scene, but Dallas had convinced me that if she went all alone, woke up half- nude in some strange motel or ended up as a rape victim, who had been murdered, it would be  my fault. Yes, Dallas was just as much as an extremist as I was at times. Not wanting to be the one to have to go to the city morgue and identify Dallas' body, I tagged along. The party was held at an off campus fraternity house. It was packed. We could barely make our way through the crowd as we walked in the front door. Were we late or did the party start earlier than expected? I glanced around the party noticing everyone seemed to be wasted already.

 "What's up, Sweetheart?"

 Not realizing I was the sweetheart the question was being addressed to, I kept walking, until I felt a tug on my arm. I stopped and turned to see the tallest guy I had ever seen smiling at me. He had to have been at least seven feet; I literally had to lift my head to see his face.

 "Hey," I answered and walked away hoping Dallas hadn't gotten too far away from me. Luckily, she was only a few feet away, talking to a guy I recognized from my British Lit class. 

 "Leah, you know Henry, right? He's the one that invited us," Dallas grinned. She batted her lashes so hard that I had to wonder if she had something in her eye and was trying to play it off. 

 "Yeah, hi." I nodded. 

 "What's up," Henry greeted and then asked, "What y'all drinking?"

 "Sorry, I don't drink," I told him. 

 "I do," Dallas quickly answered. 

 Henry laughed and told us he would be right back.

 "Why did you tell him you didn't drink?" Dallas whispered.

 "Because I don't," I replied. 

 "Now you're gonna make me look like a lush," she said. 

 I looked around the room full of inebriated party goers and stated, "I don't think you have anything to worry about."  She followed my finger pointing across the room to two girls standing on a table dancing back to back. 

 "I don't either," a voice laughed. 

 The tall guy who tried to stop me earlier was now standing right beside us.

 "Hey, aren't you…."

 "Kellen, my man!" Henry called out as he walked toward us with a soda in one hand and a red cup in the other. 

 'What up, fool?" Tall guy nodded. Henry passed the soda to me and the cup to Dallas, who wasted no time taking a swig. The two guys gave each other some sort of secret fraternal handshake. 

 "I thought you'd be in spring training. What are you doing here?" Henry asked him. 

 "Trying to get this beautiful woman's name and number, but she won't even talk to me," Kellen shrugged. 

 "Well, let me help you out, frat," Henry put his arm on my shoulder and said, "This is the very smart, very sober Leah. Leah, this is the very talented, very…"

 "Tall," I offered. 

 Henry nodded, "Okay, that works, very tall Kellen McNeil." 

 Kellen extended his hand, and I placed my palm in his. His hand was so much larger than mine; it seemed to swallow it whole as his fingers wrapped around mine. I looked up and saw that he was just staring at me, smiling. His stare was so intense, for a second, I was slightly uncomfortable. No one had ever looked at me like that. It was as if I felt how much he wanted to just look at me.  

 "Nice to meet you, very beautiful Leah," he said. 

 For a few seconds, I didn't respond; I just stared back at him. And then, I saw it, an awkwardness, a slight glimmer of fear, as if he was afraid that I would reject him, or worse, embarrass him. Slowly, I smiled back, and his smile widened. His fingers tightened slightly and he stepped closer; the hairs on the back of my neck seemed to stand up. In that instant, I knew that Kellen McNeil was in love with me; I felt something I had wanted all my life: protection. 

 Within a year, my life had changed tremendously. What I didn't know was that Henry had introduced me to the son of NBA legend, Jonas McNeil. Being the son of Jonas McNeil was both a blessing and a curse for Kellen. Although by regular standards, he was a talented ball player, it was often stated that he would never have the stellar career or the phenomenal success that his father had enjoyed. But Kellen had heart and ambition. He kept trying, no matter how often they compared him to his father. When he was cut from the two NBA teams he tried out for, he kept playing. He had a determination that was admirable, and no matter what, he was a fighter and went for what he wanted. Includingme. To say that Kellen was in love with me was an understatement. He was infatuated with me. Kellen showered me with all the romance and attention I had ever wanted from a man; I was just as hooked as he was. Soon, I had forgone my senior year of college to plan my last minute wedding because Kellen wanted me by his side when he was traveling overseas, playing for the professional team he had signed with. 

 My mother wasn't too pleased with my decision to leave school, but because I was happy, she was happy. And I was happy, I had done it. I had broken the curse, had a ring on my finger, and a man by my side who loved and adored me; a RICH man, at that. Not only had Kellen's parents footed the entire bill for our small, yet glamorous wedding; they had given us what they referred to as a "head start" which consisted of a small nest egg--if you consider half a million dollars "small"--and a fully furnished mini mansion for a wedding gift. His parents were wonderful but Kellen's sister, Sienna, was just awful. She was five years younger and spoiled rotten. When she met me, she made it clear that she was not pleased at all. Her mother actually had to bribe her with promises of a newer Mercedes Benz just to be in our wedding. Nothing I picked out was up to her standards: the dresses, the shoes, even the venue where Dallas and my sorority sisters held my bachelorette party. I just chalked it up to now having to share her big brother's attention with someone else.

 Not having to deal with Sienna was one of the few good things about living halfway around the world from my family and friends. For nearly two years, Kellen and I spent every free moment with each other, talking, working out, exploring our new city, and making lots of love. When the season started, I was at every game, cheering my handsome husband on, and secretly hoping that some NBA scout would see the stats he was putting up and call for his return to the US. Deep down, I knew that as hard as he tried, he still wasn't good enough; and although he didn't say it, Kellen knew too. He just kept giving his all to the game, and I was right there by his side, which was all Kellen needed and wanted. Or so I thought, until one Sunday morning, when the doorbell rang and to my surprise--Sienna.

 "Whew, I am exhausted," she said, brushing past me without even saying hello. 

 I was too stunned to say anything as I saw the cab driver taking the Louis Vuitton luggage out of the trunk and bringing it to the front steps.

 "What? Girl, what are you doing here?" Kellen screamed, rushing down the steps and grabbing his sister.

 "I thought I would surprise you!" She gushed, "You haven't been home in ten months, and I know you've been bored out of your mind all alone here in this strange country!" 

 I tried to tell myself that Sienna didn't mean anything by her comment, but I still flinched from the sting. I stood back and looked at the two of them, who were so engrossed in each other that they didn't even seem to notice that the cab driver needed to be paid. I shook my head and grabbed my purse, handing the old man his fare and a small tip. 

 Sienna stayed at our house for two weeks, and it seemed that she was there to entertain her brother and visit, until one night, while we were at dinner, she simply stated, "Kellen, when are you gonna give this basketball shit up? Let's face it, you're not all that great and you'll never be Daddy." 

 I felt as if someone had stabbed me in my chest, so I could only imagine how my husband felt. I looked down at my half-eaten salad and reached over for his hand, in a gesture to let him know that I had his back when he cussed this heifer out for being so disrespectful. To my surprise, Kellen simply answered, "I don't know. You think I should give it up?"

 "Yes, you should. You're wasting your time and destroying your body in the process. Your knees are shot. Kellen, you can be doing so much more with your life. It's time to put the ball down," Sienna told him.

 I looked over at her and said, "There's nothing wrong with Kellen's knees, and he doesn't play basketball to be like his father. He loves the game, and he's good at it." 

 Sienna cut her eyes at me and shook her head as if to dismiss me. "Kellen, I have a business proposal for you. Come home, we can open a chain of gyms. We could call them JM Gym's, capitalize on daddy's name, and make a fortune. He can be the spokesperson. Getting fit is what's in right now. You have a business degree, it's time to put it to use. You have a perfectly good house that is paid for just sitting there, and what you're making over here is pennies compared to what we can make. We can do this."

 "It doesn't sound like a bad plan. Did Dad say he would let us use his name and image?" Kellen asked. I turned and looked at my husband, wondering what the hell was happening. 

 "He will if you take the proposal to him and show him how successful this venture can be. It will be a family business." 

 I excused myself and went to the bathroom. I stood in the stall and tried to process what had just transpired. I wasn't upset at the fact that Kellen was thinking about retiring; I knew that was inevitable. I was upset that he was allowing his sister to convince him that his career was over and not seeing that he was being manipulated. I washed my hands and face, and when I returned to the table, there was a bottle of champagne, and Kellen was smiling. 

 "Well, baby," he said, passing me a glass of the bubbling liquid, "I guess we're packing up and going home."

 Sienna held her glass up and said, "To going home."

 "To going home," Kellen lifted his glass. 

 I put my glass back on the table and simply said, "I don't drink." 

 Later that night, when we returned home, Kellen was still confused as to why I wasn't as ecstatic about his decision as he was. 

 "I thought you wanted to go home," he said, getting undressed. 

 "I wanted to go home when we decided it was time for us to go home."

 "But this is the right time for us to go," Kellen said. 

 "Why is it the right time now? You're having a great season, we're enjoying our time here, what makes it the right time to up and leave?" 

 Kellen didn't seem to have an answer. He just looked at me like I was crazy. 

 "I mean, I get that maybe we need to come up with a backup plan in case you get hurt, or a plan for the future when your career is truly over," I said. 

 "Sienna says this is a way for me to go out on top, without being cut from the team or injured," Kellen replied. "It will be my choice to leave, not theirs."    

 "Kellen, you're not ready to leave. You love playing ball and you're good at it."

 "Not as good as Dad is," Kellen said, "no matter what, I'll never be Jonas McNeil. Like Sienna said…"

 "Fuck what Sienna says. She doesn't tell you what to do, and this decision isn't even about her. The truth of the matter is I'm pissed because you seem to be under the impression that she is the one you should be making this decision with and not me. I'm your wife, not HER!" 

 WHAP!

 The slap across my face came so fast and unexpectedly, that I didn't even realize what happened, until I felt the sting on my cheek. Instinctively, I touched the side of my face to cover the pain and stepped back in fear. 

 "Leah, baby, I'm so sorry," Kellen said, reaching for me. 

 Not wanting him to touch me, I quickly found shelter in our bathroom.  I decided not to turn on the lights and balled myself up in the farthest corner.  As I sat on the cool tile surrounded by darkness, I cried.  

	


	
	 First Offense

 Omari

	 There wasn't anyone in this world who worked harder than my mother. That list included; Kevin Hart, Oprah Winfrey, Sean-Puffy-Diddy-P-Diddy-Sean-John-or whatever he is going by these days Combs, the Army, Navy, Air Force, Marines, Coast Guard or National Guard, and the US Postal Service. My mother worked 7 days a week, in rain, sun, sleet, snow and dead of night; 14 hours per day; and it was still never enough. And no matter how much or how hard she worked, she could never get ahead. My younger sister, Shaunie, and I always had food on the table, clothes on our backs and a roof over our head, but when it came to what needed to be done or what had to be paid, my mother always seemed to be behind the eight ball. And she never got to enjoy the fruits--as sparingly as they were--of her labor, because she was always too busy working. By the time I turned 17, I decided that there would come a day that I was going to be able to tell my mother she could sit down, put her feet up, and rest; because I had everything taken care of. I was already a star athlete and all star city track winner and I had college scouts pursuing me daily. Coach Gordon and I had already come up with my plan, which included not only finishing college, but participating in ROTC and then entering the military. All I needed to do was focus and make it through the summer and my senior year, simple as that.  I was focused, determined not to be distracted by anything; not the temptation of my boys, who always wanted to go to this place or that to party, and not even the abundance of girls, who always seemed to have something to offer that I was sure would make me get off track. Those days of summer before my senior year were filled with running. I ran through the neighborhood, out of the neighborhood, and into other neighborhoods for hours at a time. Mostly thinking and running; trying to convince myself that things were gonna be better because of my determination.

	 One afternoon, I came home and was surprised to find my mother. She was sitting at the kitchen table looking through bills, as usual.

	 "Hey, Ma," I greeted her with a kiss. 

	 "Hey, where's your sister?" She said, leaning her cheek up so I wouldn't have to stoop so low. 

	 "At the rec center, as usual, trying her best to convince them that she's coordinated enough to make the cheerleading squad," I laughed, reaching into the fridge and grabbing the jug of water I kept. I didn't bother getting a glass, because it was a household fact that the old milk jug was my water bottle. I took a swig and sat across from my mother. I could see the worry lines in her face and I knew something was wrong.

	 "What's up, Ma?"

	 "Nothing I can't handle, son," she smiled, folding the piece of paper and sticking it back on the pile with the others.

	 "And what exactly are you handling now?" I continued, knowing that I was gonna have to keep pressing until she told me. My mother hated telling me of our financial woes, but she knew I was old enough to know.

	 "The rent's going up again, and they cut my hours at the bakery."

	 "They just went up on the rent a few months ago. They can't do that." I shook my head and looked around the small apartment we lived in.  It was like being in a no-win situation. My mother worked so much that she made too much money to be in fixed income housing, but she didn't make enough to move somewhere nicer. 

	 "Yeah, they can, and they did," she sighed. 

	 "I'mma get a job, Ma," I told her. 

	 "No, you're not," she ordered, her voice stern, letting me know she meant business. 

	 "We need the extra money," I said. "I want to help."

	 "I'll get the money. You just keep training and watching your sister, that's what I need help with. You know she's hot in the tail." 

	 My mother was right about that.  Shaunie was not only gorgeous, but she was also well-developed for her age, and she knew it. Everywhere she went, someone was always commenting on her looks. Sometimes, the comments were suitable for a thirteen year old girl; other times, they weren't. The problem was that Shaunie didn't know the difference. 

	 "I can watch out for her and get a job, Ma," I tried to explain. 

	 "No, Omari. I will handle this!" My mother got up and went into her room, closing the door behind her. Here I was, the man of the house, yet I wasn't helping take care of the household. I had to do something and do something fast. But whatever it was, I knew my mother couldn't know anything about it.  Against my better judgment, I picked up the phone and dialed my cousin Trina's number. I explained my dilemma, and she agreed to help me out. A few hours later, she called back and told me to meet her boyfriend, Redbone, at this house. 

	 "You sure about this?" Redbone asked, "I've been asking you for years if you wanted to be down. You always said no."

	 "I'm sure," I answered, "I really need to help my mom. And I'm only gonna do it tll school starts."

	 "I feel you," Redbone nodded. "I like you, Omari. You're good peoples, so I'mma go ahead and put you on. Here's what I'mma do, I'mma front you an eight ball. You handle that and bring me three hundred back. You got a week."

 I knew it wouldn't take long to sell an eight ball, especially since it was the first of the month. Plus, it was obvious where the fiends hung out. I took the package from Redbone and headed home. I kept telling myself that I was doing the right thing. Selling drugs was only temporary. I tried shaking off the feeling of guilt but the weight was heavy.  Two days later, I handed Redbone his three hundred dollars.  Pleased with the way I handled business, Redbone fronted me another eight ball, and I was back to business.  I had made one hundred and twenty dollars profit and gave my mother forty, Shaunie ten, and stuck sixty away as my re-up savings.  I told my mother I was working at the rec center helping the janitor out and getting paid under the table. She looked at the wad of bills I gave her and then back up at me, suspiciously. I smiled and assured her it wasn't interfering with my training, and it was only until school started. It wasn't completely a lie, because technically, Redbone was a janitor at one of the schools; and I was helping him out and getting paid under the table.

 "Where do you keep going?" Shaunie asked when I told her I would be right back.

 "I got a run to make, just stay here and don't open the door," I told her. 

 "I know what you're doing, 'Mari," she teased. "You think I don't, but I know." 

 My heart began pounding. I stared at my sister lying on the couch, flipping through a magazine, smacking a piece of bubble gum, and then replied, "You don't know nothing because I ain't doing nothing."

 "Yes, you are. And you lied to Mama. You not working at the rec center." She blew a bubble and popped it. 

 "You don't know what you're talking about. You're too busy talking with your ghetto friends and giggling at boys to know what I'm doing while I'm there."

 "You keep sneaking out at night while you think I'm sleep too," she smacked. 

 I thought I was being careful by leaving when Shaunie was in bed and returning home within two hours. I certainly made sure to be back before two in the morning. That's when Mama came home from working at the diner. She was the late night cook three nights a week. But Shaunie wasn't crazy; she had figured out what was going on. I had been working my business for weeks, and things were winding down. School was about to start in two weeks. I had made enough money so that Redbone no longer had to front me, and I made all the profit. I bought the majority of all of mine and Shaunie's school clothes and supplies and even managed to tuck some money away for Christmas. I figured that I would do the same thing next summer and make enough money to buy everything I would need for college, including a new laptop. However, I knew if Shaunie found out what I was doing, none of that would be possible; because she would definitely tell Mama. 

 "You're imagining things, li'l girl."

 "You got a girlfriend, don't you? I know that's why you keep sneaking around. And that's where you're getting money from. And I know who she is, too." 

 It took everything in me not to burst out laughing.  A girlfriend. That was the explanation my sister had come up with. 

 "I'll be back later," I kissed her on the forehead. 

 "Make sure you wrap it up," Shaunie called out behind me. "I'm too young to be an aunt!" 

 As much as I wanted to turn around and address Shaunie's comment, I kept going. What could she know about sex? She was only thirteen. The thought of her even thinking it was something she could joke about concerned me. I told myself to stop thinking about that situation and focus on what I was doing. I couldn't take any chances. I was aware every time I went to "work" that hustling was a hazardous job that came with all sorts of dangers;  from the possibility of getting robbed by another dealer, to the risk of selling to an undercover. I tried to make my scores  quick and seamless. I kept business outside of my own neighborhood, where "jumpers" were prevalent. The few local cats, who knew that I was dealing, sometimes teased me about being so fast that I would never get caught. They all knew of one cop who would pull up and chase the dealers down the block to make an arrest. 

 On my way to my client's location, I relished the fact that this would probably be  the last time I would have to do this--until next year. This time next year, I would be preparing to leave home and start my new life at one of the colleges or universities who offered me a full ride just to do what I did best: RUN! I couldn't wait. Then, and only then would I be able to indulge in the possibility of having a girlfriend, a real girlfriend, not one of the local hoodrats or wannabe skeezers at school. A girl with goals and ambitions, and one I could trust. 

 I was so caught up in the thoughts about me and my future boo that I hadn't noticed the dark sedan  pulling beside me until it was almost too late. I caught a glimpse of the door opening and the tall shadow jumping out, and I hauled ass, knowing that I was the target. Faster and faster I ran through the streets, weaving through the well known alleys that I had become familiar with day after day. My heart pounded as my feet hit the pavement; I was willing my body to continue to move more swiftly. When I was well ahead of my predator, I allowed myself to slow down long enough to think. My mind was going a mile a minute and I contemplated what would be the safest route for me to take. As I formulated which way to go, I picked up the pace and turned around to make sure I was still ahead. There was no sight of the jumper, and I almost started to relax, until I tripped over a discarded milk crate that I hadn't seen. 

 I screamed as my body hit the pavement. The pain in my ankle was unbearable, but the sight of the tall figure running toward me numbed the pain. He reached inside all of my pockets.  I was hoping that he wouldn't find my last sale, ¼ grams of crack. In that instance, I knew my dreams and future would be changed forever.

 The cop pulled me to my feet and quickly put my hands in cuffs. I limped in front of him as we made our way to the waiting dark sedan.

 "You have the right to remain silent," he said as we got to the car. 

 "You got him!" His partner stated in a surprise tone. 

	 "You damn right I did," he smiled. He continued to read me my rights.  I tried to tell myself that this was all a bad dream; all I had to do was wake up. 

	 The city bus passed by and I looked up to see my mother sitting in one of the seats.  As our eyes met, I saw the look of horror on her face. She realized it was her son that they were putting in the back of the car. I knew that there was no waking up for me and this was just the beginning of my nightmare of a life.





 	Second Offense

 Leah

 "Leah, come out."

 "Leave me alone, Kellen," I whispered and bundled myself tighter under the covers. I was in the guest bedroom, where I planned on staying until I figured out what to do next. I was tired of Kellen and his 'oops, I did it again' attitude.

 The first time it happened, the night that he had agreed to move home and open the business with Sienna, it had been so shocking that I thought I had imagined the entire thing. For days afterward, I kept asking myself if Kellen had really put his hands on me. The faint bruise on my left cheek let me know that it was a reality. Kellen begged and pleaded for me to forgive him, swearing that it would never happen again. He cried and cried, saying that he loved me from the moment he saw me and would never want to hurt me. He was so sincere that I believed him. For a while, things seemed to be back to normal. We moved back and settled into our home. Kellen opened the business with Sienna. I offered to help, especially with my art background, but Sienna refused. Kellen tried to soften his sister's blows by turning one of the many bedrooms into my own personal art studio. It was my private haven, where I spent hours at a time doing what I do best. My art was what had caused our latest physical altercation.

 "Can you help me out or what?" Dallas pleaded through the phone. She was working with a non-profit group who needed a logo design.

 "I don't know how to design a logo," I said, rinsing a set of brushes. 

 "Yes, you do. You drew the logo when I ran for Miss Freshman. And I won!"

 "That wasn't a logo, Dallas. Those were posters and a slogan."

 "Same thing," she said. "You're the most talented artist I know, Leah, and this would really help the organization out."

 "I'm the only artist you know. I'll see what I can do." I agreed. It wasn't like I had anything else to occupy my time, and it was for charity. A few days later, I had come up with a design concept and presented it to Dallas. She was ecstatic and so was the non-profit organization. They were so impressed that they hired me to paint a mural in the lobby of the family life center they were opening. I worked along with the director of the center, coming up with the perfect design, which took nearly two months for me to complete. I had never been so proud of anything in my life, until the day Kellen came home pissed about something Sienna had shown him right before he left work. 

 "What the fuck are you trying to do to me, Leah?"

 "What are you talking about?" 

 Kellen handed me a flyer announcing the grand opening of a new Family Life and Fitness Center. I quickly noticed at the top of the card was the logo I designed. "You working for the competition now?" Kellen yelled. 

 "It's a charity, Kellen, and I've been volunteering with them for months now. You know that. And what makes you think it's competition? It's not a gym!" I shook my head and stared at my design, secretly pleased at how great it looked. "It's a family life center."

 "They have weights, aerobics, fitness classes, basketball, and everything else we offer at our facility. It's a damn gym!" He growled. 

 "You're being ridiculous, Kellen," I turned to walk away. Kellen grabbed my arm, twisting it so hard that I flinched, "Kellen, let me go, now."

 "This is the place you've been painting at? Well, you're not going back." 

 I snatched my arm away from him, "What is wrong with you?"

 "What's wrong with me? What's wrong with you? Do you know how embarrassed I was when Sienna showed this to me? Someone told her that you did the design and even commented that it was better than the one we have for our facilities. My family is the damn laughingstock of the city."

 "First of all, Kellen, I offered to help you and Sienna out with the business, but my shit wasn't good enough, remember? So, now that I volunteered and helped a charity out, I'm embarrassing you and your family. That's bullshit! Your mother volunteers for charities all over the damn country and so does your father. But when I do it, it's a problem. No, the problem is your damn sister and her always trying to point out what I'm doing wrong. That bitch is the problem." I snapped, unable to control my anger. I was sick and tired of always being ridiculed and dismissed, for lack of a better term, by Sienna. She was a thorn in my side that I was no longer going to tolerate. 

 "You need to calm your ass down," Kellen warned. "This has nothing to do with Sienna."

 "You need to wake your ass up, this has everything to do with her. It always has. Everyone sees it except you. She uses you as a pawn in her own personal game, but you know what, I take that back, it's not just you, it's all men."

 "Look, we don't have time to argue about this dumb shit right now," Kellen looked at his watch, "We have to be at the Plaza in an hour." 

 I remembered that tonight was his parents' wedding anniversary dinner, and we were expected to be there. Being around his family was the last place I felt like going. "I'm not going."

 "We have to go. You don't have a choice."

 "I don't have to do anything. Tell them I'm sick. I'm sure with all the people that are gonna be there, including Sienna, I won't be missed." 

 Kellen's hands reached out and grabbed the back of my neck, and he shoved me, "Just get your ass in there and get dressed, Leah. Damn, why do you have to be so difficult?"

 "Let me go, Kellen!" I screamed in pain. His grip tightened.  I managed to break free from his grasp, running up the flight of stairs, and inside the nearest bedroom. I could hear him running behind me. 

 "Leah, baby, I'm so sorry," Kellen pleaded through the door. 

 He was always sorry. He had been sorry for the past two years, since we had been back home. He was sorry each and every time he hit me. He was sorry the time he bloodied my nose, because I told him their female employee uniforms resembled Hooter's. And, of course, I believed him. He was sorry a few months later when he fractured my wrist by "accidentally" slamming the bedroom door on it. I had tried to flee from him during one of our arguments about my desire to go back to school and finish my degree. And, again, I believed him. Kellen hitting me wasn't something that happened on the regular. His violent outbursts were random and intermittent. He would go months at a time without a single attack, and during those times, our lives were wonderful. It was as if the hands that assaulted me were those of a stranger, not the man who I'd married. The man who I'd married was the one who not only paid for the state-of-the-art assisted living facility, that my grandmother lived in; but also bought a home big enough for my mother, her sister, and my younger cousins to live in comfortably. The man who I'd married took me on romantic getaways once a month and still told me I was the most beautiful woman in the world. The man who I'd married bought me a brand new car every year for my birthday. The man I needed to be next to  so I could sleep at night. As much as I wanted to leave the monster who was on the other side of the door, beating and shouting my name; I couldn't leave the man who I'd married, the one who gave me everything

 I could ever want in life. They were one in the same. 

 "Leah! Open the fucking door right NOW!"

 "Go away, Kellen, go calm down, get dressed and go to your parents' dinner." I tried to reason with him, hoping he would just leave. I don't know what was beating harder: my heart, or Kellen's fist on the door.

 "I'm not going without you," Kellen huffed. 

 "You don't have a choice," I closed my eyes and began to pray. 

 Lord, just let him go away. Please, God, show him how crazy he's being and make him turn around and leave. 

 It got so quiet, that I thought my prayer had been answered. Suddenly, there was a loud, smashing sound, and the door burst open. I was so startled that I sat straight up and screamed. Kellen ran toward me and yanked me onto my feet. I could hear the fabric of my shirt tear as he pulled me out of the room and into the hallway.

 "STOP IT!" I screamed, tears running down my face. I grabbed at Kellen's hands, but he wouldn't let me go. The more he pushed, the angrier I got. Somehow, my elbow found its way to his groin, causing him to double over in pain. In that window of opportunity, I ran back downstairs and frantically looked for my keys and purse. Finding them, I headed for the door. Kellen's huge body jumped in front of me, blocking my way. 

 "You're not leaving me, Leah!"

 "Kellen, please just let me go."

 "You're not leaving me, Leah. I won't let you," I could see the look of sheer madness in Kellen's eyes that I had never seen before. I knew that there was no reasoning with him. 

 "I'm not leaving you, Kellen," I shook my head in fear. "I promise. We just... need some time…to cool off..." 

 I could hardly breathe as I tried to think of whether to fight or flee. As Kellen came toward me, I didn't have a choice and got ready for the fight of my life. 

  

 As much as I didn't want to open my eyes, I wanted to know where I was. From the coolness of the air and the smell of disinfectant, I knew it had to be a hospital. It was quiet, so wherever I was I knew I was alone. I slowly peeked to see exactly where I was located. My eyes fluttered open and I saw that I was in a hospital room. I opened my eyes wider and tried to look around, flinching from the pain. Every inch of my body ached, and I tried to remember what had happened. I glanced over to a chair near the bed I was lying in and saw Kellen's jacket hanging on the back of it. My heart began racing in fear, and I jumped as I felt a tightening around my arm. I gasped for air, suddenly unable to breathe, and a loud beeping noise filled the room. 

 This is it, I'm dying, I thought. 

 A nurse rushed in and magically, as if out of thin air, placed an oxygen mask over my face.

 "It's okay, just breathe slowly, come on," her voice was soothing and her eyes looked into mine as she nodded at me with a slight smile. "I got you, you're okay. That's it." 

 I slowly inhaled the cool air. Moments later, I realized the tightening on my arm  was just a blood pressure monitor.  I winced in pain as the nurse used the stethoscope to check my blood pressure.

 "I'm sorry, babe," she said quietly, "I know you're in a lot of pain right now. We're gonna get you all taken care of. I'm Anna, by the way."

 "What's wrong? Is she okay?" I heard Kellen ask. 

 At the sound of his voice, tears formed in my eyes that I couldn't fight      

 "She's fine, Mr. Michaels," the nurse said, looking at me oddly. 

 "Leah, baby," Kellen walked over and took my hand. 

 I didn't want to see him, so I closed my eyes. I willed myself to go back to wherever it was that my body had taken me before I woke up. 

 "Your wife's body has suffered a major trauma, Mr. Michaels, and she's in a lot of pain. What she needs now is to rest and heal. Maybe you should go and let your family know that she's finally conscious," Anna said. 

 "Okay," Kellen agreed. 

 I opened my eyes when I heard the door close.

 "Can I get you anything?" Anna asked. 

 "Sleep," I nodded, again wincing. 

 "I got ya," she said, reaching onto a nearby tray and removing a syringe. I didn't even notice the IV in my hand until I looked down and saw her pushing the needle into it.  A euphoric feeling seemed to take over my body. I drifted into a peaceful slumber, faintly hearing her tell me, "Nighty-night." 

 When I woke again, it was morning. I could see the light from the sun coming through the window of my room. 

 "Leah?" Kellen's voice called to me, "Leah, baby, can you hear me?" 

 I inhaled and nodded. I could hear him dragging the chair closer to my bed.

 "Oh baby, I'm so glad you're okay. I was so scared," he buried his head in my chest and I moaned, causing him to jump up, "I'm so sorry, baby." 

 There it was again, Kellen being sorry. I glanced up and stared at him, shaking my head.

 There was a knock at the door, and an older gentleman in a white lab coat walked in. "Good morning. Glad to see you're awake. I'm Dr. Jennings." 

 Kellen stepped back as the doctor examined me. I felt strange; it was as if, the amount of pain my body felt equaled to the amount of numbness.  I was in an altered state of mind, and I didn't know how to begin to come out of it. 

 "How is she, Doctor?"

 "Well, the fall down the stairs caused some internal bleeding, and she broke three ribs. She's lucky to be alive. I'm sorry to tell both of you this, but she did lose the baby." 

 For the first time since I had been in the hospital, I spoke, "Baby? What baby?"

 "Mrs. Michaels, you were nine weeks pregnant," the doctor said, softly. 

 Pregnant...a baby...lost….my baby…

 "Oh my God, we didn't know," Kellen reached over and grabbed my hand. "I feel so bad. Our baby."

 I snatched away from Kellen and grabbed my head. I finally did something I wanted to do for months...I SCREAMED.




	
	 Second Offense

 Omari

 "What time are you getting off tonight?"

 "I should be home by eleven," I told my mother as I headed out the door. "Is there something you need me to do?"

 "Your sister wants to go to some dance tonight at the school, and I told her to be home by midnight."

 "I will be home before then," I assured her. 

 "I don't know why either of you feel like I need a babysitter, and besides, Mama, I think midnight is a ridiculous curfew," Shaunie walked into the living room with her hands on her hip. She was dressed in a pair of hip hugging jeans and a sweater so snug that her outfit left nothing to the imagination. The high- heeled boots on her feet even seemed to cling to her thick calves. Her long hair was pulled into a pony tail that sat on top of her head, and she had on way too much make-up. 

 "Midnight is a decent curfew for a fifteen-year-old," my mother told her. 

 "I'll be sixteen in two weeks," Shaunie reminded her. 

 "Then we'll let you stay out till twelve thirty," I teased. 

 "Shut up, 'Mari. You never had a curfew," Shaunie whined. 

 "That's because when he was your age, he stayed out of trouble; unlike you, who go looking for it," my mother shook her head and pulled at Shaunie's sweater. 

 "I don't go looking for trouble," Shaunie protested and squirmed. 

 "Dressed like this, that's what you're looking for. Why are your clothes so tight?" Mama asked. "And why do you have all of that gunk on your face?"

 "They're not tight, and it's not gunk," Shaunie sighed then looked at me. "Do I look like I'm looking for trouble, 'Mari?" 

 I knew better than to answer. My mother and sister had been battling daily over clothes and makeup for the longest time, and there was no way I was going to get in the middle. Most days, I tried to leave the house before their daily bickering started. 

 "Tell your sister, 'Mari," my mother started at me. 

 I inhaled deeply and tried to come up with a neutral answer. Something about what my mother said about my staying out of trouble resonated within me. The fact of the matter was I didn't stay out of trouble. I was a convicted felon. Being caught that fateful night by the jumper resulted in my getting a drug charge, losing any chance I had of getting a scholarship or joining the military. It had been two years, and my life still seemed pointless.  At one point, I hadn't even seen the need to participate in my commencement ceremony, but I knew that I at least owed my mother the opportunity to see me walk across the stage. And although I graduated with honors, it still didn't make a difference; I was a convicted drug dealer.

 "Sometimes trouble has a way of finding you even when you don't go looking for it, Shaunie. I think Mama's trying to tell you that you don't need to help it find you," I kissed my sister on the cheek and playfully hit her on the butt, "Find some looser jeans, and I'll see you at midnight, Cinderella. Don't make me come find you!"

 "Uuuugggghhhh, Fine!" Shaunie groaned and went back into her room. "I can't win in this family."

 My mother smiled at me and said, "Thanks, son. I don't know what I'd do without you."

 "Anytime, Ma."

 "Love you. Have a great day."

 "Love you, too, Mama." 

 I walked out the door and rushed to my mother's old job--the bakery-- now one of the two places where I worked. For eight hours a day, I baked bread; and then, I went to the paper mill where I worked as a janitor in the evenings and at night. 

 This was now my life, but I had no one to blame but myself. Even though my future no longer looked bright, I was still determined to make it up to my mother and sister, who stood by me during my legal troubles. If that meant working three jobs, I would do it.  

 "Yo, Omari, hold up!" 

 I turned around to see Redbone running toward me. After getting busted, I made it a point to stay as far away from anyone in the game, not wanting to take any chances. I knew that Redbone didn't have anything to do with me catching a charge, and he was still "good peoples"; so I stopped and waited for him.

 "What's up, Redbone?" I gave his fist a pound. 

 "Nothin' man, I wanted to catch up wit' you before you left for work. I need to holler at you for a sec."

 I gave him a look and said, "Man, you know I ain't trying to do nothing."

 "Naw, man, it ain't nothing like that," he smiled. "But we need to talk."

 "Can we walk and talk at the same time? I can't be late for work."

 "Hey, we can ride and talk. My car is right over there. I can drop you off," he pointed to the shiny, copper Porsche. It looked out of place in our ragged neighborhood.  There was no way I was getting into that vehicle, which was probably a moving target for the feds. 

 "I'm good, it ain't that far," I said and started walking. Redbone fell in step beside me, and I said, "What's going on?" 

 I figured it had something to do with my cousin, Trina, who he had been dating for as long as I could remember. I was surprised when Redbone said, "It's about baby girl, Shaunie."

 "What about her?" I frowned. 

 "Hey, we family. You know I'mma look out, that's why I'm coming to you about this. From what I been hearing, she's been hanging out with Skeet and that ain't good." 

 I stopped dead in my tracks. Skeet was an older dealer in the neighborhood who was nothing but bad news: loan shark, pimp, drug dealer, murderer, and career criminal. Truth be told, that didn't even sum up Skeet. There was no way my little sister could be involved with a low-life scum bag like Skeet. No way. 

 "What? Where did...who told...how did…"

 "Hold up, hold up, li'l cuz. Look, I already had a talk wit Skeet and told him she was my li'l cousin and he needed to back the fuck off her. I just wanted to let you know so that you could talk to baby girl and just be on the lookout. I mean, if it was my li'l sister, I know you would tell me," Redbone said. 

 "No doubt," I nodded. "Thanks, Redbone. Good looking out, man."

 "Hey, like I said, we fam. You a good dude, Omari. I know that shit that went down wit you was foul. I feel kinda responsible."

 "It wasn't your fault."

 "In a way, it was. When you came to me, because you wanted to help your moms out, I shoulda told you no. Not even let you get in the game. You wasn't like the rest of us knuckleheads. You had your head in the books, not in the streets. If I had it to do all over again, I woulda just gave you some damn money and told you to get the fuck outta my face and run down the damn street!" 

 I knew Redbone was being sincere. I appreciated him for it. 

 "Thanks, man," I said. "I gotta get in here before I get fired."

 "Yeah, well, handle your business. I'll keep my eyes out on the street for Shaunie."

 "Please, do that." 

 Redbone gave my fist a pound and said, "Hey, it takes a village, man." 

 Later that night when I got to the papermill, the doors were locked. I called my boss; he told me that the building had flooded earlier from some kind of sprinkler issue and I had the night off. It had been so long since I had a night off that I didn't know what to do with myself. I had a couple of bucks in my pocket and thought about stopping at the bar and getting a drink. I then remembered that I didn't drink. I thought about maybe having a dinner date, followed by some much needed sex. I then remembered that the last girl I dealt with was long gone, and I didn't have a new one to call. Instead, I decided to go home and get into my bed. 

 "Stop, what are you doing? Don't do that." 

 I was caught off guard by my sister's voice. She was supposed to be at the school dance; but instead, she was in her room and she wasn't alone. 

 "Now don't start tripping. You wasn't telling me to stop while we were at the mall buying you all those fancy clothes, was you?" a male voice laughed. 

 "I told you…you didn't have to buy me shit," Shaunie snapped. 

 "Well, I did, and now it's time to pay for it," the man told her. 

 "Stop it! I'm not playing!" 

 I burst into Shaunie's room and saw her struggling to get away from Skeet, who held her by the wrists. I punched him straight in the face, and he fell back on Shaunie's bed. 

 "'Mari!" she squealed. 

 "Get the hell outta here, Shaunie!" I yelled and prepared to square off with Skeet, who was struggling to get up. 

 "I'm sorry, 'Mari," she cried. 

 "What the fuck?" Skeet said, rubbing his eye. 

 "You got ten seconds to get the fuck outta here," I warned him. 

 "I ain't going nowhere 'til I get good and ready, nigga!" 

 I jabbed Skeet again, this time catching him in the eye. He stumbled but didn't fall. Shaunie screamed again.

 "Get outta here, Shaunie!" I yelled. 

 "'Mari! Gun!" Shaunie screamed and I turned to see Skeet reaching into the waistband of his pants and pull out the black piece of steel. My sister lifted her leg and kicked the gun out of his hands before he could aim it, and it flew across the room. I scrambled to pick it up and Skeet grabbed her by the hair. 

 "Let her go, man!" I said, aiming the gun at him. 

 Skeet had his arm around Shaunie's neck in a choke hold, and I saw the fear in my baby sister's eyes. The gun was cold in my hands. I had never held one before, it was unfamiliar, yet I instantly felt the power it had. 

 "Please, Skeet," Shaunie pleaded. 

 "Shut up, bitch! I'mma kill you, then I'mma kill him," Skeet twisted his arm tighter around her neck. 

 "I don't think so. I got your gun." I shook my head and said, "Now, let her go!" 

 Skeet looked at me then laughed. He then pushed Shaunie away from him, "Young-ass bitch ain't worth it anyway." 

 Shaunie didn't wait for me to tell her to get out, she ran out of the room, crying and screaming. Skeet and I were all alone; he was still smiling at me. I didn't know what the hell was going on, and I slowly began backing out of Shaunie's room. Just as I made it out of the doorway, I saw Skeet reach behind his back and pull out another gun. I knew what had to be done and I pulled the trigger. I was stunned when instead of shooting just one time, several shots rang out, and Skeet's body fell to the floor.

 I could hear the faint sounds of sirens in the background as I dropped the gun and slowly walked into the living room. My eyes fell onto a framed photo of my family, and I stared at the smiles of my mother and sister. Once again, I did what I knew I had to do. The last time, it cost me my future; this time, I knew it would cost me my freedom. 

	


	
	 Early Release

 Leah

 "Well, this is it, home sweet home." 

 I looked out of the window of the car at the tiny duplex with the perfectly manicured lawn and stared. It seemed so tiny and uninhibited. 

 "Come on; let's go in. I'll give you the grand tour," Mrs. Gordon, my new landlord, said cheerfully. 

 I slowly got out and followed her inside. It wasn't as small on the inside as I thought it would be. The carpet was new, and the walls were freshly painted. 

 "This is the living area, the eat-in kitchen is right through here. There's a washer and dryer in the pantry. There are two bedrooms separated by the one bathroom. It's really plenty of space," she nodded. "So, what do you think?" 

 I looked around each room, carefully taking inventory of the doors and windows. I wanted to know exactly where each and every exit was, just in case. Mrs. Gordon must have sensed my fear, because she quickly pointed out the security system and deadlock bolts on both the front and back door.

 "It's perfect," I finally said. I tried telling myself that I was being paranoid and had finally freed myself, where Kellen couldn't find me, no matter how hard he tried. After surviving the beating which landed me in the hospital for a week, I fled in the middle of the night. I left everything I had: my purse, my phone, my husband, my marriage, my family, and my friends. The only thing I took with me was my life. Anna had proven to be more than just my nurse; she was my guardian angel and my saving grace wrapped into one. 

 "So, how are you feeling?" She asked me, one afternoon after helping me bathe and put on clean pajamas. 

 "I'm fine," I whispered. 

 "You know if you need anything, I'm here," she said as we made our way to my bed, "You wanna talk?" 

 I lay back on the cool pillow and closed my eyes. Talk about what, I thought. Talk about how my husband had beaten me severely, caused me to lose the baby I didn't even know I was carrying, and lied about my falling down the stairs. Talk about how trapped and confused I was; wanting to go home, but never wanting to go back there all at the same time. Talk about how embarrassed and ashamed I felt, not wanting to disappoint my family who depended on me for so much. Sure, let's chat.

 Instead, I just shook my head.

 "Your husband called and asked if you needed anything," Anna stated, "Do you?"

 At the mention of his name, the tears that I had been fighting once again started to fall. A lump formed in my throat, and I tried to swallow. My lips trembled, and I said, "No."

 "No, you don't need anything?" Anna tried to clarify.

 "What else could I be saying no to?" I shrugged.

 "You tell me," she folded her arms and waited for me to answer.

 "Can I get my shot?" I asked.

 "No, you can't," she stated.

 "I'm in pain. I fell down a spiral flight of stairs. I need my meds," I stared at her.

 "Honey, you don't have to fake it with me like you and your husband are doing for everyone else around here, including Dr. Jennings. The injuries you sustained don't even match up with falling down the stairs. Look," Anna turned my wrist over and pointed at the dark bruises, "you don't get defensive wounds from falling down stairs." 

 "Can I just have my drugs? You said you were here for me, I need you to get them for me," I sniffed.

 "So, your plan is to become an addict? You're just gonna medicate yourself to death instead of dealing with the obvious?" she asked.

 "Just give me the DAMN DRUGS!" I hissed. "You don't know what you're talking about. You can't help me, no one can."

 "You can help yourself," Anna told me. I looked up at her, and she nodded. As I lay in the hospital bed, I heard Kellen lie to our friends and family about what happened, and it sickened me. I overheard him tell people on the phone that I couldn't have visitors, per the doctor's orders. His acting was impeccable; not only was he concerned about my health, but he was devastated by the loss of the baby.  This angered me. Kellen was the reason why I was in the hospital. He even had the nerve to suggest that once I was released, we take a vacation. I couldn't fathom going anywhere in the world with him. 

 The night before I was scheduled to be released from the hospital, I fled my old life of wealth and brutality for one filled with uncertainty and what I prayed would be safety. Anna connected me with the director of a women's shelter, but we all agreed that that probably would not be the safest place for me. Instead, the director had a friend who she introduced me to. For the past few weeks, I had lived with the Gordon family, the nicest, most giving family I had ever had the pleasure of meeting. Mr. Gordon owned the Gordon Paper Company, and in addition to being the director of the battered women's shelter, Mrs. Gordon owned a child care facility. She was a survivor of domestic abuse herself, who nursed me, talked to me, listened to me and helped me more than I could have ever imagined. She encouraged me to send emails to my mother and Dallas, letting them know that I was in a safe haven and I would be in contact, so they wouldn't be worried. Anna had also informed them that I was safe.  I had left everything at the hospital except my driver's license and social security card. My cell phone, all my charge cards, and my cash were left in my four hundred dollar Dolce and Gabanna bag. I didn't want to take a chance and bring anything that would ultimately lead to Kellen finding me, not that I had any idea as to where I was going. 

 "So, let's go and find some nice furniture for you. I just wanted you to see it and made sure you liked it before we went shopping," Mrs. Gordon smiled.

 I couldn't do anything but stare at this woman who had been nothing but a godsend to me and shake my head. "Mrs. Gordon…"

 "Evelyn," she corrected.

 "Evelyn, you've already done more than enough for me. I don't have a job, money…"

 "You have peace, and that's all you need to be focused on right now. All of that other stuff will come later. Probably sooner than you think," she put her arm on my shoulder and led me out the house, showing me how to put the alarm on before we closed the door.

 "I'm never gonna be able to repay you for everything you've done for me," I told her as she drove.

 "You don't have to worry about repaying me. All I ask is that you pay it forward, the same way I'm doing you," she replied. "Each one, teach one, that's my motto."

 "I wanted to be an art teacher," I mumbled. It was strange because until that moment, I had forgotten all about wanting to be a teacher. It seemed so many years ago, and the memory somehow seemed faded in my mind. 

 "So, be an art teacher," she said, as if it was as easy as buying a lottery ticket from the 7-11.

 "I didn't finish school. I finished my junior year of college and then dropped out," I confessed. "I got married and never went back. I love to draw and paint. I even had a studio at home...well, where I used to live."

 "You can have one in your new home. You have an extra bedroom. And you can teach art to the kids at the day care center. See, now you have an art studio and a job. See how God is working everything out for you?"

 Kids...babies...my baby…

 I didn't know whether to laugh or cry. "I appreciate the offer for the job, but I don't know if I can be around kids right now."

 "I understand, but whenever you're ready to start teaching, we'll be more than happy to have you."

 "Thanks, Mrs...Evelyn," I said, not bothering to wipe the tears that had started to form. I had learned that there was no point in fighting the tears that often came; it was a part of my healing, and I was sure that Evelyn was pretty used to them by now. 

 Hours later, we returned to the duplex to find a white pickup truck parked in the driveway. Leah wondered who it could be, especially since Mrs. Gordon didn't mention there needing to be any work done on the duplex.

 "Who in the world is that?" Evelyn asked. 

 "I know you're not asking me," I said, trying not to panic. I wondered if  Kellen had hacked into Dallas' or my mother's computer, traced the IP address, and somehow found me. My heart began pounding. He had sent someone to come and get me. 

 "Hey, sweetie!" Someone called out from the apartment on the opposite side of Leah's. They got out of the car and soon were greeted by Mr. Gordon, followed by another man.

 "Victor, what in the world are you doing here?" Evelyn asked, stepping out of the car. The relief I felt was overwhelming, and I got out as well.

 "I came to show Omari the apartment and help him get settled in," Mr. Gordon told her.

 "I didn't know Omari was moving in," Evelyn said, looking over at me in a way that let me know she really had no clue.

 "Hey, Mrs. G," the man said, walking over and kissing Evelyn on the cheek.

 "Hey, Omari, it's great to see you," she said. "This is Leah; she's moving into the apartment next door. But, I'm sure you already know that, because Victor has known that since last week, haven't you, dear?"

 Mr. Gordon looked at her and grinned, sheepishly, "Well, Omari actually arrived sooner than anticipated, so I really didn't have a chance to tell you, formally, Sweetie, but I'm sure I mentioned it a few weeks ago." 

 I looked over at the man, who I assumed was Omari. I could tell he felt a bit uncomfortable, and I did too. The Gordon's were having a private conversation about us and had forgotten that we were standing there. 

 "It's cool, Mrs. G," Omari said. "He was just showing me the place to see if it was something I was interested in. Nothing's definite."

 "Everything's fine, O," Mr. Gordon assured him. "Why don't we help the ladies with all these bags? From the looks of the back seat, they've done some serious shopping. And if I know my wife, the only reason there are bags in the back seat of the car is because there was no more room in the trunk."

 "You're pushing it, Victor," Evelyn said, popping the trunk open.

 "And then we can all go to dinner. How does that sound? After all, Leah and Omari will be neighbors," Mr. Gordon smiled. He was just as kind-hearted as his wife and had a way of putting me at ease. I was sure that Evelyn had told him my story, especially since I had been living under their roof for almost a month. Evelyn handed him the bags and just shook her head at him. I could tell this wasn't gonna be the end of the conversation; there was more to be said.

 "Well, when you think about it," Mr. Gordon said, a little while later as we sat in Morton's Steakhouse, waiting on our meal, "it would seem to me that having Omari in the apartment next to Leah would be safer than having her there alone."

 I looked over at Evelyn and watched her stare at her husband, "I guess you do have a point. I'm not going to say no…"

 "Nothing really has to be decided right now anyway. Leah isn't moving in for a few days. You said her furniture isn't even scheduled to be delivered until next week. Let's just enjoy our dinner and talk."

 "We'll discuss it later," Evelyn said.

 For the remainder of the meal, it was mostly Evelyn and Mr. Gordon doing all of the talking. Omari didn't have much to say, and neither did I. The only thing I gathered from the few sentences, he did offer, was that he had been a track star in high school. Mr. Gordon was his coach in the past and now his boss. He even gave Omari a company truck, which was parked outside of the duplex. The truck was also another surprise Evelyn didn't know about until it was mentioned. It seemed that Omari was starting over, the same way I was. I glanced across the table and saw that he was looking at me. Our eyes met briefly, and I quickly looked down.

 "So, what's with all the paint stuff we took inside, Ms. Leah? Are you an artist?" Mr. Gordon asked. 

 "Leah was an art major, Victor. I'm trying to get her to come teach some classes at the school to the kids."

 "Honey, please. Those bad-behind kids ain't trying to learn how to paint. I'm telling y'all, she's got the worst kids in town at that day care. It's like she has a sign out saying 'Uncontrollable Kids Welcome' outside the building," Mr. Gordon teased, and we all laughed.

 "I refuse to let you sit here and talk about my babies like that," Evelyn frowned. "Not to mention that most of my kids belong to parents who work for Gordon Paper Company, so what does that say about your employees, huh? But, I do need a new sign. Is that something you can do for me, Leah?" 

 "Sure, that's not a problem," I nodded. Again, I looked across the table at Omari, and it was his turn to look down. I wondered how old he was? He didn't look that young, and he had to be at least thirty if Mr. Gordon had coached him in high school. He seemed like he had a lot on his mind. I was tempted to ask him a question, but something stopped me. I had too many problems of my own that I was dealing with, and I was sure he did too. I looked over at him again, and this time when our eyes met, neither one of us looked down. Then, I saw it, it was a familiar sight, one that I had seen in my own eyes every time I looked in the mirror these days: grief. 

  

 "So, Victor and I have agreed that the decision is solely up to you," Evelyn said a week later as she and I ate breakfast. My furniture was being delivered in a few hours, and we still had some last-minute items to pick up.

 "But, I don't think I should be the one to make the decision. It's your property," I said. "If you all want him to move in, I can't say no. I mean, I'm not even paying to live there. You're doing me a favor," I said, not understanding why my opinion even mattered.

 "Leah, it's not a favor. God is just allowing me to be a blessing in your life, the same way I know that you will be in someone else's. I'm not doing any of this and expecting anything in return; you really need to understand that. And the reason we want the decision to be yours is because the most important thing to Victor and myself  is that you feel safe as you move forward in your life," Evelyn told me as she poured cream into her coffee and stirred. "I've known Omari for years, ever since he was in junior high. He's smart, gentle, and a good person. That much I can tell you. Victor was right when he said having him living next door would be a good thing. There's no doubt that I would be able to sleep a little better knowing that he, of all people, was your neighbor. But, I still feel that there are some things that you should know. You shouldn't fear anyone or anything."

 There was silence for a few seconds. Finally I asked, "What is it that I should know, and why wouldn't I feel safe?"

 Evelyn took a sip of the steaming cup. She looked at me and said, "Omari was just released from prison a few months ago, and now he's living in a halfway house."

 Great, just what I need, I thought, an ex-con living right next door. I knew exactly why Evelyn felt that I needed to know this information, and I was glad that she told me. I couldn't imagine if I had found all of this out later. How safe would my new place be if there was a parolee living beside me? Would his gangster buddies roll up at all times of the night, disturbing what I had hoped would be my peace? And what would happen if his criminal activities weren't that of the past, but became that of the future. Would I be putting myself in jeopardy of having my home shot up by gang bangers over a drug deal gone bad? Wait, what was it that lead to his being behind bars? Drugs, guns, pimping? 

 "Wait," I was talking to myself then realized the words had escaped my mouth. "Why was he in jail?" 

 Evelyn inhaled deeply and slowly exhaled the words that I totally did not expect to hear, "Attempted murder." 

 


	
	 Early Release

 Omari

 "So, I'm supposed to meet the owner of this other spot this afternoon and hopefully that will work out for me," I said into the phone.

 "Why are you looking for somewhere else? Coach Gordon already told you that you could stay at the duplex. He's barely charging you rent, all the utilities are included, it's away from the neighborhood, and it's the best place for you," Shaunie sighed. 

 "I told you, they already rented the other apartment to that girl, Leah, and they didn't know if she would be cool having me live next door. It's all good, you know I'mma be alright."

 "I thought you told me they were gonna talk to her first before they made a decision. Has Coach Gordon said it's a no-go?"

 "No, but I could tell the way that chick was looking at me that she wasn't having it. Trust me, I already know that it's a no-go, without him having to tell me," I told her. As much as things seemed to be working out, I was still dealing with a lot. I had pretty much put things into motion before I even had my parole hearing. I knew without a doubt that I would be released. For nine long years, I was a citizen of the state penitentiary, and my prison record was stellar. I was a trustee, a tutor, and had not gotten in one incident while I was there. Before the bars closed behind me I told myself:  I was not a prisoner and I refused to have the mentality of one. I kept to myself. The only time I dealt with others was in a helpful capacity. A positive attitude and a whole lot of prayers helped me bide my time. Time that I should have been spending with my mother, who had passed away a month before I was released. For nearly nine years, she wrote letters, sent money, and visited me without fail. She was my rock and my reason for maintaining my sanity throughout the years. I was the one who failed her, and it hurt me to know that she never got to see me walk out of that prison and cook the homecoming feast we had planned. Shaunie said the heart attack she had in her sleep had rendered her no pain, and we both knew she was in a better place.

 My sister had been the one to bring pride to the family. After my arrest and conviction, she became a stellar student and track star, earning a full academic and athletic scholarship. She had recently graduated from college and was headed for the US Air Force Academy; she was also an Olympic hopeful. Shaunie was following my dream for me, since I wasn't able to. Without Mama, all we had was each other. I knew she constantly worried about me, and I hated it. 

 "I'm going to need for you to have a bit more positive thinking going on. You don't need to look for another place to live, you already have one. I have faith that you do," she said this with so much authority that I was inclined to somehow believe her. What Shaunie didn't see was the look that Leah had been giving me while we were at dinner with the Gordons. The look that said 'I don't know you and I don't wanna know you.' She had barely said ten words to me the entire evening. I couldn't blame her though. As much as I loved and respected Coach Gordon, I knew he hadn't talked to Mrs. G. about me renting the place, and the dinner was his way of trying to smooth things over with everyone. Now, I was back to square one in my search to find somewhere to live, which wasn't easy for someone in my position.

 "If you say so, baby sis. Enough about me, what about you? You all straight?"

 Shaunie went on to tell me about her life and then said, "I'm coming to visit you in a couple of months. So, get ready."

 "Now I really gotta hurry and find a place," I laughed. "I'm really proud of you, Shaunie. You did good."

 "I'm proud of you too, 'Mari," she said.

 "For what?" I asked.

 "For being the best brother I could ever want. I owe all of my success to you and Mama. I may have made a few mistakes…"

 "A few?" I laughed.

 "A few," she repeated. "But you both did a great job raising me."

 By the time we finished with our 'I love you's' and disconnected our phone call, I was grinning so wide that my cheeks were hurting as I entered the job.

 "Looks like you're having a good day already," Coach Gordon greeted me as I walked in the building. 

 "I just talked to Shaunie, so yeah, I am," I nodded.

 "How is she? Still running, I hope."

 "She's great, Coach…and yeah, she is. She's actually training for the U. S. Team tryouts in a few weeks."

 "That makes me proud," he said, and I could see the pride in his face.

 "Me too," I agreed.

 "'Mari, look, I hope you know that you've always been like a son to me and Evelyn. And we're gonna do everything we can to help you get up and on your feet. I know that the situation with the duplex is sketchy, but we're gonna work everything out, I promise," he said. "Leah's had a rough time of it, and she's dealing with…"

 "Coach, you have done more than enough for me. And you don't owe me an explanation about the duplex. I have faith enough to know that I'm gonna get a place. It's okay."

 "You're a good man, 'Mari. You remind me of myself in a lot of ways. Trust me when I tell you that you will get everything that you deserve, and I mean that in a positive way. You deserve a whole lot of goodness in your life, and it's coming to you."

 "Thanks, Coach. Now let me get to work before I get fired by the boss," I laughed.

 A few hours later, just as I was about to go to lunch, Coach Gordon came and asked me if I would help him out with something.

 "Sure thing, Coach, what do you need?" I asked.

 "I feel kinda bad asking you this, but do you mind going along with me to help Leah get moved in? Evelyn just called and said they could use a hand."

 Ain't this a bitch? I thought to myself. This chick doesn't want me to be her neighbor, but she has no problem with me helping her to move in.

 I couldn't help but laugh, and Coach Gordon looked at me strangely.

 "No problem, Coach. I'd love to help."

 We pulled up to the duplex. A large delivery truck was parked outside, along with Mrs. G's car. We walked inside and found the two ladies hanging curtains and directing the delivery men. 

 "That dresser goes in the bedroom to the left," Mrs. G, stood on a chair, pointing, then smiled. "Hey, Omari, how are you?"

 I walked over and gave her the usual obligatory kiss on the cheek, which she was leaning down to receive, "Hey Mrs. G. I'm good. Hey, Leah."

 "Hey, Omari," she said and gave me a curious look.

 She was probably surprised I came to help.

 "What do you need us to do, Evelyn? You know I got poker tonight and 'Mari's gotta be back at...he...uh...look, we ain't got all night," he said, looking at his watch.

 "Can you get the stuff out the back of my car and take it into the kitchen? That's a good start," she told him. As I was walking out the door behind him, I heard her mumble, "They should be able to handle the simple tasks until we finish here and can be there to supervise."

 The two ladies laughed. I told myself the faster we got done, the sooner I could leave. I tried not to allow my eyes to wander to the other side of the duplex that I had hoped would be my home. The day Coach G showed me around, I had already envisioned myself lounging in my living room, watching Sports Center on the plasma tv I had been saving up for, some homemade chili simmering on the stove. But now, like a lot of the other visions I had for my life, that one was gone...poof...in a heartbeat. For the first time, I was at the point that I wanted to give up, because it seemed hopeless.  

 Think positive, Shaunie's voice said in my head….You're gonna get what you deserve, it's coming,  Coach G's voice echoed behind hers. I fought off the negative vibes that had started to consume me and walked over to Mrs. G's car. Coach passed me a box of pots and pans. Just as we were about to head in the house, another delivery truck pulled up from the furniture company.

 "Damn, how much furniture did they buy?" Coach asked the same thing I was thinking. The delivery men had already brought into Leah's apartment an entire bedroom set;  a living room set;  and two televisions, much like the one I wanted for my place. There didn't seem to be room for much else other than a kitchen set, which I noticed them already unloading. The guys lifted the gate of the second truck. I was shocked to see that it was full of furniture. There had to be a mistake, because there was no way all of that was gonna fit into Leah's apartment.

 We were standing there, looking at the truck and silently wondering what the hell was going on.  Shortly Leah and Mrs. G came outside.

 "Why are y'all just standing there? I thought you all were constrained for time?" Mrs. G asked.

 "Evelyn, how much stuff did you buy? That's ridiculous," Coach pointed at the second truck which they were starting to unload. "You have truly gone overboard. There's no way all of that is gonna fit into Leah's apartment. Sometimes, I just don't understand you."

 "Victor, what the hell are you talking about? You know what, just be quiet and take the boxes into the kitchen. I know what I'm doing," Mrs. G told him.

 "You're wasting money, that's what you're doing," Coach mumbled and headed inside.

 "What? What did you say?" Mrs. G demanded. 

 Being the smart man that he is, Coach just answered, "Nothin'," and continued.

 Being the smart man that I am, I was just about to follow behind him.

 "Wait," Leah stopped me, "Those aren't my pots and pans."

 "They're the ones that were in the trunk," I told her, looking at the box I was holding. 

 "Wait," Mrs. G called out to one of the men unloading a chaise lounge and taking it inside, "That doesn't go in there."

 "Sorry, ma'am. Where do you want it to go?" The man asked.

 "It goes in the apartment next door," she told him. Mrs. G looked at me and said, "And so does those pots and pans. You can go ahead and take them inside too."

 Instead of throwing the box down like I wanted to, I took the box into the kitchen. This was too much. Not only did I have to suffer the humiliation of helping Leah move into her apartment, but I also had to help whoever was moving into the apartment I hoped would be mine. I put the box on the kitchen floor and turned to see Leah standing there, holding another box. 

 "Here you go," she said, passing it to me, "Bathroom stuff, I hope you like green and brown."

 I took the box from her and wondered what the hell she meant. Before I could ask her, she walked out.

 "How do you want us to set this stuff up?" One of the guys asked me.

 "Huh? Oh, I don't know man, it ain't my place. Let me go get the landlord, she can tell you."

 I rushed next door and told Mrs. G she was needed.

 "What's wrong now?" She asked, somewhat frustrated that I had interrupted the process of adjusting an area rug.

 "They need to know how about the other furniture," I told her.

 "What about it? You don't like it?" She frowned.

 "It's fine, I guess," I answered. "They need to know how you want it set up."

 She looked over at Leah, then to Coach, who was still mumbling under his breath, and shrugged, "It's up to you."

 "Mrs. G, I'm not trying to be funny, but I think you should come and tell them what to do," I tried to remain calm.

 "I don't understand why you can't just tell them," she said.

 "Fine," I said and went back to the apartment where the men were waiting. I directed them and showed them exactly where I thought everything should go. Within thirty minutes, everything was unloaded and in place; including the kitchen set, both bedrooms, and the living area. I was admiring the feng shui when Mrs. G and Leah returned.

 "See, you did a good job. It looks really nice," Mrs. G told me. 

 "It really does," Leah agreed.

 "So, are we all done?" I asked, checking the time. I had a seven thirty curfew at the halfway house, and it was already almost six, "I still have to get back to the plant and get my truck before I get home."

 "You wanna do the bathroom before you go? I think you have time," Mrs. G asked, "Where is the bag?"

 "Come on, Omari, let's get going," Coach walked in and said.

 "Ready when you are, Coach," I said, relieved.

 "Victor, can we at least do the bathroom before you leave?"

 "Evelyn, now you've gone too far. I refuse to have this young man hang around here and help decorate somebody else's bathroom…"

 "What?" Mrs. G whined, "Victor, why are you being so difficult?"

 "Because, Evelyn, this entire situation is trying enough as it is. He didn't even have to come and do this, but he did. And you just keep pushing and pushing."

 "Well, I did want him to be here when we did all of this, Victor. I mean, I know I may have been a little presumptuous when I picked out the furniture and decor, but I at least wanted him to help get things moved in. I know it was last minute, but I just found out this morning when we went to the furniture store that they could deliver everything at once. You should at least appreciate my initiative to get everything done as quickly as I did, dear."

 As usual, Coach and Mrs. G were having it out and didn't seem to realize they weren't alone. It was funny, yet strange. I just stood back and waited it out.

 "Having us help Leah is one thing, but to have him help the person moving into here…."

 "Wait, a second," Leah interrupted him, "You do realize who the person moving in here is."

 Coach looked at me and I looked at him, still confused.

 "My Lord, Victor, do you ever listen when I'm talking to you? I called you this morning and told you that Leah and I talked. She's fine with Omari moving in. You all just needed to be here to help," Mrs. G folded her arms and stared at Coach.

 "Evelyn, you said Leah was fine with Omari moving her in and we needed to be here to help her."

 "So, this is my place?" I said, wanting to make sure I was hearing things correctly.

 "Yes, Omari, it's your place," Leah nodded.

 I looked over at Coach, and the grin I had was bigger than the one I wore that morning. He walked over and gave me a bear hug, lifting me off the ground. I was so overcome with emotion that tears came to my eyes. He finally released his arms from around me, and it was Mrs. G's turn to embrace me. 

 "Thanks, Mrs. G," I whispered into her ear. "You don't know what this means to me."

 "Just pay it forward, Omari, and if anyone deserves it, you do," she replied.

 I looked up and saw Leah staring at us and thought how crazy we must have looked. 

 "Thank you," I mouthed the words to her.

 She seemed surprised and didn't react for a few seconds. I wondered if I had done something wrong or been too quick to assume that this was something she had willingly agreed to. A soft smile spread on her face, and I knew that she had.   

 


	
	 Good Behavior

 Leah

 "Wow, Leah, this is amazing!" 

 "Thanks, Anna," I said, standing back and admiring my masterpiece in progress. I was still working on the mural I was painting on the building of the child care center. After I completed the sign that Evelyn hired me to design and paint, I suggested that maybe I could add a little flair to the large, white building. She didn't hesitate and immediately agreed for me to do the work; she gave me free reign to be as creative as I wanted. Painting had become my therapy. Becoming engrossed in the colors and turning the visions I had in my head into visions others could see kept me busy, and at the same time, allowed me to think. Without fail, Evelyn would pick me up each morning and bring me to the school, where I would grab my supplies and go about my work. Soon, the building was covered with colorful images of children laughing and playing with rainbows and butterflies, reading books, and smiling. It was as if I was trying to evoke happiness and peace with every stroke I painted. I would watch parents bring their children to school; my soul would ache for the child I had lost; and I would paint the pain away. 

 Even though I insisted that she didn't owe me anything, each week I was paid, and she still refused to allow me to pay any rent or utilities. I saved my money, and soon had enough to buy a Toyota Camry from one of the parents at the school.  It was a far cry from the sleek, gold Jaguar I was driving in my old life. But it was clean, in excellent condition, and more importantly--it was mine. Days turned into months, and slowly, my new life began emerging. My artistic talents weren't limited to painting the child care center. Mr. Gordon had referred some of his paper clients for me to design logos. I also did an oil painting for one of Evelyn's friend who was dedicated to her cocker spaniel, Peaches.

 "So, how are you doing?" Anna asked. 

 "I'm okay. I've been staying busy," I shrugged.

 "I can see that. I know that's what you've been doing, but how are you?" 

 "I'm starting to have a new life here now. It's nice."

 "Leah, going through the motions day after day is not a life. Have you met any new friends? Gone anywhere other than work and home? You have a new life, but you're not living. Let me ask you this, how are you feeling?"

 "I'm feeling…" I didn't really know how I was feeling. There were days where I was content and things couldn't have been better for me. Then, there were the days where I felt as if my entire life had been ripped from under me, and I wondered if I had made a mistake. After all, life with Kellen wasn't that bad when he wasn't putting his hands on me. Maybe my leaving had been impulsive. I had even thought about calling Kellen and talking things out; maybe he'd even get some help for his behavior, something I didn't give him the chance to do. I had never even suggested that he talk to someone about his aggression, so in a sense, this could have been all my fault and I had been negligent in my duties as a wife. Confused was truly how I felt, but I didn't dare say that to Anna. 

 "Let's go somewhere and talk," Anna suggested. 

 I put my supplies away, and we went to the Starbucks down the street, opting to enjoy our coffee on the outside patio. 

 "I talked to your mother the other day, Leah," Anna said.

 "You didn't tell her where I was, did you?"

 "No, I would never do that. When you're ready for her to know, then you'll tell her yourself," Anna assured. "But, she's worried, and so is the rest of your family. I've told them over and over again that you're fine, but I got a feeling that until she can confirm that fact for herself, she won't be satisfied. And I guess, I kind of don't blame her."

 "I emailed her last week," I said. Thinking about my mother worrying about whether or not I was okay made me feel even worse. Guilt weighed heavy on my heart.

 "I know, but that's your mama. You think she's satisfied with an email?" Anna laughed, then reached into her purse and pulled out her cell phone, handing it to me, "Call her."

 My hands trembled as I took the phone and dialed my mother's number. It had been months since I had talked to her. Even before I left, we only spoke maybe once a week. My focus had been on making sure that she, my aunts, and my grandmother were taken care of financially--as long as that was being handled, we really didn't need to talk. 

 "Hello," my mother's voice answered.

 "Ma, it's me," my voice was barely above a whisper. 

 "Leah, baby….oh my God, it's so good to hear your voice," and suddenly she broke down, sobbing.

 "Mama, please don't cry. I'm sorry...please...please don't be mad at me," it was my turn to cry now. 

 "I'm not mad, Leah, you didn't do anything for me to be mad at," she said.

 "I left, and I didn't say anything...to you...to anyone. But, I couldn't stay there...I couldn't…I thought..."

 "Baby, I know. I understand. You did what you had to do. Everything here is fine. Grandma is back at home, and we are all pitching in to take care of her. Things are good, especially now that I've at least heard your voice."

 I wanted to make it up to my mother and I knew I had to do something. "Mama, I'm gonna fix this. I'm gonna come home. I can call Kellen and…"

 "You WILL NOT!" she yelled. "You will stay as far away from that maniac as you can. I won't allow you to. Now, you want your mama to be mad, you call him, and then I will be mad."

 "But, Mama, we need him...grandma's care...the nursing home…"

 "Grandma came home because she wanted to come home. You know she didn't like that place anyway, and we had put the plans in motion to bring her here before you even left. As a matter of fact, Kellen is probably still paying the bill because he doesn't know she's gone from there. When he called me the other day, I didn't mention it, and neither did he," she laughed.

 "You talked to him? What did he say?" I became nervous at the thought of Kellen calling my mother, demanding to know where I was.

 "He said that the doctors at the facility you were being treated at said you were doing fine and needed a little more time and therapy and that he was just calling to give me an update."

 "Facility? Treatment?" I asked.

 "Girl, yes, that fool has told everyone that you suffered a mental breakdown after your fall and losing the baby and that you were being treated at a center in Nevada who specializes in things of this nature. Had the nerve to say it was even featured on Dr. Phil."

 "You're kidding," I said, stunned. Here I was thinking that Kellen was looking for me, and he was lying to everyone to cover up the fact that I had left. He wasn't even thinking about me.

 "He calls every other week to give me an update and make sure we're taken care of, and I play along. The funny thing is, Leah, the way he talks, he really thinks you're somewhere being treated. He deserves an Oscar, really, he does. If Anna hadn't called the day after you left and told us what was going on, I might just believe him," she laughed.

 "Mama, please don't say anything to him," I pleaded, still not wanting to take the chance of his finding out where I was.

 "Baby, you don't have to worry about that. Right now, you just get some peace in your life and get yourself together. You know if you need anything, I'm right here for you, and I love you," she told me.

 "I love you too, Mama."

 "And Leah, don't you dare be mad or regret walking away from that craziness. I'm proud of you. It allowed me to see, if nothing else, I taught you that you don't have to put up with nonsense just for the sake of having a man in your life. My grandma didn't do it, my mama didn't do it, I didn't do it. It's not worth losing your mind or your life over."

 I couldn't help but smile, "Yeah, I guess I thought I was breaking the cycle, but I was wrong. I'm fine with being alone."

 "You're not alone, Leah, you have so many wonderful people in your life; you always have, including your family. And I truly believe that you will break the cycle because you will have the right man in your life who truly deserves you."

 "Trust me, Mama, that's the last thing I want in my life right now," I laughed.

 "That's just for right now. And that's a good thing; you should be focusing on Leah. Create the life you want and follow those dreams you use to have."

 We said our goodbyes. I passed the phone back to Anna, grateful to have spoken to my mother, "Thanks, Anna."

 "So, now what?" She asked.

 "Now, I start living," I smiled. 

 "That sounds like a plan," Anna got up and gave me a big hug. 

 Later that evening, I surprised myself by doing something that I hadn't even thought about doing before. Which was probably a good thing, because had I thought about it; I would have talked myself out of it. I went home; took a shower; changed into a t-shirt, some leggings, and a pair of sneakers; and walked outside to my driveway at the perfect moment. 

 "Hi," I said.

 Omari looked up at me from where he was stretching and said, "Hey, how are you?"

 "I'm good," I said, then my nerves started to get the best of me. I told myself to get it together and act casual. Anna had mentioned that I hadn't met any friends, which was true. I figured that becoming friends with Omari would be a good place to start; after all, he was my neighbor. We really didn't say anything to one another other than the polite hello and goodbye outside our home. I did, however, know that Omari ran each and every morning and evening. 

 "Is something wrong?" he asked. I realized that I had just been standing there and not saying anything for a while.

 "Um, I was just wondering if I could...I mean...would you mind if I went running with you?" I blurted the words before I chickened out.

 At first he kinda frowned and then, he just nodded and said, "Sure, if you want to."

 "I do," I said. "Let me just run in and grab my iPod."

 "You don't need it," he said.

 "Why not?"

 "Because it's a distraction. Running is a time for you to think, and endure, and if you're listening to music, you can't think and won't be able to endure as much," he sat on the ground and began stretching, something I had secretly watched him do a couple of times. 

 For some reason, I had pictured myself jogging alongside him, listening to Janet Jackson, making small talk, and I suddenly felt as if that was not what was going to happen. "You make it sound like psychotherapy."

 "In a way, it is. Running is just as much a mental activity as it is a physical one," he put his left leg behind his body and grabbed his right foot at the same time. "You probably wanna stretch before we get started."

 I mimicked his actions, stretching my arms and legs. This routine reminded me of how I used to enjoy running on campus in college. 

 "Ready?" he asked.

 "I'm following your lead," I said. Just as we took off, I paused and said, "Wait, how far are we going?"

 "It's your first day, so we can take it easy. We'll just do five miles."

 


	
	 Good Behavior

 Omari

 If a year ago, anyone had told me that I would be in love, I would have told them that they had lost their mind. I had never even considered being in a relationship, let alone a committed one. Maybe it was because in high school, girls weren't really my focus. I was far from being a virgin, but being with just one girl back then wasn't on my list of priorities, especially with my track star status and the fact that my mother told me I was too young to be tied down. I dated, but, only because that was a prerequisite for sex, with most girls. Then, I really didn't have the chance to meet anyone, especially since I was in the penitentiary. There were girls that I met via pen pal. It was usually a "cellie" whose girl had a friend, and they gave them my address. For a while, letters would be sent back and forth and visits would be frequent, but eventually, it would play itself out. I had never really experienced love, to be honest. But, what I was feeling now, this indescribable warmth of emotion and excitement that I experienced every time I thought about Leah, it had to be love. It couldn't be anything else. I knew I was in love with her. The problem was, she didn't. The day she came out and asked if she could go running with me, I was shocked. We had been living next door to one another for months, but we had hardly spoken. She was secluded and withdrawn, barely leaving the house except to go to work. I knew she had somehow agreed to my living next door, but I figured she still felt threatened by me, and I didn't blame her. Coach told me that Mrs. G had told her all about my criminal background, and I'm certain that had a lot to do with her behavior. Who wouldn't be worried when they lived next door to a convicted drug dealer who had served nearly ten years for attempted murder? Hell, I would have been scared, too.      

 The morning after our first run, I knocked on her door. I knew she was up because I heard her through the thin walls that separated our apartments. I waited a few moments, then knocked again. Finally, I heard her voice through the door.

 "Who is it?"

 "It's Mar-…Omari," I said.

 I heard her punching numbers into the burglar alarm, and the door opened, slightly, "What's up?"

 "Good morning, you ready?" I asked, smiling.

 "Ready for what?" She frowned.

 She was still in her pajamas. I looked down at my own athletic attire and said, "To run."

 "Are you crazy? I can barely move after yesterday," She whined.

 "That's why you need to hit it again this morning. Come on, let's go! Get dressed!"

 "Omari, if you don't get the hell away from this door, I swear," she groaned.

 "Okay, I'm just kidding, I did wanna check on you though and make sure you were good. Take a hot shower, do some stretches, and here's some aspirin. You should be good by this evening," I handed her the bottle of pills.

 She stared at me, still half-asleep and said, "It's six-thirty in the morning, and you're bringing me aspirin."

 "Yes, and checking on you," I nodded.

 She took the aspirin from me and sarcastically said, "Gee, thanks."

 I laughed and started jogging backwards, "Have a great day, don't forget to stretch, and I'll see you this evening for our run."

 "I'm not running anywhere anytime soon. I can barely walk."

 "I told you, running is about mental strength and endurance. It's not for everyone, so if you can't handle it, I understand."

 She didn't say anything, just stared at me for a few moments, then closed the door. I laughed and went on about my day. I didn't expect to see her again anytime soon. Later that evening I was pleasantly surprised when I headed out for my evening run, she was already out front and stretching.

 "Don't say a word," she growled and rolled her eyes at me.

 I smiled and went through my stretching routine, then said, "You ready?"

 "Yeah, let's get this over with,"  

 "We can walk instead, if you want to," I suggested.

 "No, I'm strong enough to handle a run. Let's GO!" She said, taking off in front of me. I couldn't believe her, it was as if she had suddenly channeled the spirit of Jackie Joyner Kersey and wasn't the same woman who could barely walk earlier that morning. 

 Running every evening with Leah became the highlight of my day. It was crazy because we didn't talk while we were running, we just focused on the run itself. When we first started, she could barely finish the five miles, especially without stopping periodically. But soon, we had increased it to seven, and she was right beside me the entire time. Our bodies moved in sync. I would listen to the sound of our feet hitting the pavement, simultaneously. We would return home, do our post-run stretches, and that's when we would engage in small talk. Slowly, she began to share little bits and pieces of her life. Like me, she grew up in a single-parent home, with the goal of one day taking care of her family. And also like me, she enjoyed cooking and reading. I already knew she had a love of art, but she threw me for a loop when she told me she loved Bruce Lee movies.

 "Stop lying! You don't know nothing about Bruce Lee, girl," I laughed.

 "Whatever, Fist of Fury and The Way of the Dragon are my favorite movies," she said matter-of-factly. 

 The more I got to know her, the more I was amazed by her. I didn't really talk about myself, but I wanted to know everything about her. Some days, she was full of conversations, but there were days when she didn't have much to say.   I never pried or pressed her, I just let her have her space.

 One evening, our run was cut short by a sudden thunderstorm. There were no signs of rain before we set out; but halfway on our course, the sky became dark and threatening. Clouds formed followed by thunderstorms releasing heavy showers on us. By the time we made it home, we were both dripping wet; we rushed into our apartments. I had just gotten out of the shower when all of a sudden, the power went out and I was surrounded by complete darkness. I fumbled until I found a flashlight and slipped into a pair of sweats and a wife-beater. My first instinct was to call Leah, but she didn't have a phone. Instead, I beat on the wall and called out to her.

 "Yo, you aight?"

 "Shit," I heard her mumble, "I can't find my flashlight."

 "I got one if you need it," I told her.

 "Thanks, but I'll be okay," she replied.

 "Cool. Well, if you need me, just bang on the wall," I yelled.

 "Okay."           

 With no power, there was no TV, and without anything else to do, I decided to call it a night and go to bed early. I thought I was dreaming when a couple of hours later, I heard a tapping. I sat up in bed and listened, hearing it again.

 "Leah?" 

 "Yeah," she said, "I'm sorry, were you asleep?"

 "No," I lied, "What's wrong?"

 I could hear the rain still coming down and the lights were still out.

 "Nothing."

 "You wanna come over here for a while until the storm is over?" I offered. Before she could answer, I told her, "I'm coming over to get you. Open the door so you can come out."

 I got up and slipped on my flip-flops, grabbed an umbrella, and made the fifty-yard trek to her front door where she was waiting with a pillow and blanket. She stepped under the umbrella and closed the door behind her. A few minutes later, we were standing in my living room. She was shivering and wet from the rain that had bypassed the umbrella and landed on her. 

 "Here you go," I said, handing her a towel.  She dried her face and hair, but I could see that she was still shivering, "Are you cold?"

 "No," she said, teeth chattering.

 "Have a seat," I told her, motioning toward the sofa, "The sofa is extremely comfortable, but I'm sure you know that, since you picked it out."

 "You're so NOT funny," she said, sitting down on the edge of the sofa, still clutching her pillow and blanket.

 "Jeez, Leah, relax. I'm not gonna hurt you, I promise. You're safe here. Despite my criminal past, I'm a good guy," I sat on the loveseat across from her.

 "I know that," she said. "And I'm not thinking about your criminal past."

 "Then what's wrong?" I asked. The flashlight barely provided any light, but I was able to make out the look of terror on her face.

 "Don't laugh," she pleaded.

 "I won't."

 "You promise?"

 "I promise," I held up two fingers close together. "Scout's honor."

 "I doubt that you were ever a boy scout, Omari. So that doesn't impress me."

 "Just tell me," I said, still wanting to hear why she was so frightened.

 "I...I'm...see…" she stuttered, then said, "I'm afraid of the dark."

 At first, I thought she was joking and was about to laugh when I realized she wasn't smiling at all.

 "I wasn't always. As a matter of fact, it's kind of recent," she sighed, "I have so many issues I'm dealing with right now in my life. Being afraid of the dark is just one of them, to be honest."

 "Hey, we all have issues. If anyone understands that, I do. Hell, you know my story," I said and sat back.

 "Actually, I don't. We never talk about you. We always talk about me. And I'm usually the one doing all the talking. So, why don't you tell me your story?" The sound of her voice was soft. I wanted to walk over and put my arms around her, but I knew that she would probably become even more frightened than she already was. Even in the darkness, I could see the beauty of her face. The first day I saw her, I noticed how attractive she was, and now that she had started running, she had toned up and was even sexier. My attraction to her was beyond physical, I realized that as we sat in the dark room. Suddenly I wanted to know everything about her; the way I wanted her to know everything about me. 

 I sat back and said, "Fine, I'll tell you mine first, and then you can tell me yours."

 "Deal," she said, "Let me just make myself comfortable."

 Hours later, after we had shared our tales and a few tears; Leah was in my guest bedroom, along with my flashlight. I lay awake in my bed, staring into the darkness. I was still trying to process everything she had shared with me. It was more than I expected, and I now realized why she was so withdrawn. She had been through hell and back over the past eight months and was still an emotional wreck. I admired the courage she had to leave her life behind and find her own peace. I now realized why there was so much hesitancy about my moving in beside her. It had just as much to do with Leah's past as it did mine. I was angry at her husband for the mental and physical abuse that he had done to her for no apparent reason. I wanted to take her in my arms and hold her, letting her know that everything would be okay. But I feared that touching her would be too much too soon and the last thing she needed. Although I knew that I was in love with her, I put those feelings aside and decided to be the friend she needed even more.

 


	
	 Life Sentence

  Leah

  "So, basically, you're saying that you like him?" Dallas asked.

  "No, I don't like him, not like the way you're implying," I snapped.

  "Then why are you upset?"

  "I'm not upset."

  "Yes, you are," she laughed. "Leah, I've known you over ten years. I know when you like a guy."

  "I don't like him."

  "There's nothing wrong with liking him. Hell, why wouldn't you like him? From what you've told me he's a really great guy, not to mention he's fine as a mug!"

  "I don't like him," I repeated.

  "Okay, if you don't like him, you don't like him."

  The fact that Dallas knew me so well only added to my frustration, and the fact that I was frustrated made my frustration even worse. It wasn't her fault though. My entire day had been going wrong, starting with me oversleeping. I showered, got dressed, and hurried out of the house just in time to catch Omari and some female hugged up and walking into his apartment. I tried not to let it bother me; besides, he and I were just friends. Actually, he was just my neighbor. He had never given me any indication of us being more than that, and I hadn't gotten any type of vibe that he was even interested. He always treated me with kindness and respect; it was as if he went out of his way to let me know that we were just friends. The night of the storm when he came over to "rescue" me, I touched his arm as we held on to the umbrella and I could have sworn I felt a spark. And later that night, after we had confided in one another, I felt a shift, as if maybe, there was a spark of possibly being something more between us. Maybe it was because of the darkness surrounding us, or the sound of the thunderstorm creating an atmosphere of trust that enabled us to confide in one another, which we did. But, there was an intimacy that wasn't there before, and I liked it; I definitely wanted to feel it again. But, obviously, I had it all wrong because after that--more than ever--he had made it apparent that he considered me a friend, and that's all he wanted. We still ran daily, and I even joined him in on weekend mornings, where afterwards, we would stop and grab a smoothie on the way back home. He kept the conversation light and always stayed at a safe distance. Once, when I almost tripped while we were running, he reached over to catch me and as soon as I had my balance, he let me go so fast I almost fell again. Most men would have taken that opportunity to allow their arms to hold on a little tighter, their fingers to brush along my arms and linger just long enough to let me know that they enjoyed the feel of my body. Had Omari been attracted to me, I couldn't imagine him not doing the same thing. 

  Seeing Omari with another female had me so flustered that I had to talk to someone. I called Dallas as soon as I got to what was now my office/supply room at Evelyn's day care. I had finished the child development center mural and was now working; I had immediately been contracted to paint a Caribbean restaurant which was scheduled to open in three weeks, and I had a few other jobs lined up. Calls to the center were becoming so frequent that Evelyn had a phone line installed for me.                

  "I think you're forgetting the fact that I'm still married. I'm not in a position to like anyone," I said, reaching onto one of the shelves and pulling one of my sketch books down. 

  "You're separated," she replied. "And speaking of your marriage, what are you gonna do about it? I mean, are you gonna file for divorce?"

  I had been wondering that same question. Filing for divorce meant contacting Kellen, which was something I had been avoiding, and apparently  so had he. It seemed so much easier to just pretend that my marriage had never taken place and Kellen didn't exist.

  "I don't know," I sighed. 

  There was a light knock at the door. I looked up to see Helen, the day care secretary, standing at the door holding up a newspaper.

  "Leah, did you see this? It's awesome!" She gushed and handed the paper to me.

  I glanced down to see what she was talking about and was shocked to see a huge picture of the child development center mural. The article was about how neighborhoods had taken on beautification projects and environmental improvements. 

  "What the hell?" I murmured.

  "I know, it's amazing. When I talked to the paper, I was focusing on how the center was becoming 'green' and more environmentally friendly. I just thought he was gonna mention the school's name but this…this is more than we could ever imagine!" She squealed, "This is not only going to bring in more kids, but funding as well. They were so moved by the mural, they put us on the front page."

  I scanned through the article, praying that somehow, my eyes wouldn't land on the inevitable. Sure enough, in the middle of the article, there it was, 'Local artist, Leah Michaels, poured her heart and soul into what resulted in a kaleidoscope of colors, inviting one and all to enjoy the center and all it has to offer.'

  "What's wrong?" Helen frowned, "You don't like the picture?"

  "It's not that," I said. "It's a great picture. Thanks for showing it to me." 

  "I knew you'd be proud," she nodded and walked out of the office.

  I stared at the photo, and had circumstances been different, had my life been different, had I been different, maybe I would have been able to enjoy the fact that my work had been featured on the cover of a national newspaper. Instead, I knew that this was one moment I would regret. 

  "Helloooooo!"

  I forgot that Dallas was on the phone and quickly said, "I'm here."

  "What's wrong?" She asked.

  I told her about the article that the school had been featured in, and that my name had been mentioned as the artist. "He's gonna find me. He's gonna find me and kill me."

  "Calm down, Leah. He's not gonna find you, because he's not looking for you," she said, attempting to reassure me. "First of all, people don't even read the newspapers these days. Everything is digital. And let's be real, Kellen can barely read."

  "It's a national newspaper. Someone is gonna tell him."

  "No, they won't. Listen, I have a meeting to go to. I need for you to relax and don't do anything crazy, or drastic. Promise me you'll call me later. I don't know why your ass won't get a cell phone, anyway," Dallas hissed. "God forbid something happens to you, how are you gonna call for help?"

  She had a point, and I had thought about that. But, the fact was that I kind of enjoyed not having a cell phone. It relieved me from the responsibility of  constantly being available in case someone important called, such as Dallas, my mother, Anna, or Evelyn; and I didn't have the paranoia of the slight chance of Kellen miraculously tracking me down. I knew having a cell phone was inevitable, especially if my art jobs remained steady, but for now, it wasn't a necessity.  The lack of one made me feel a little safer. 

  I looked down at the newspaper photo again and silently prayed that Dallas was right about Kellen and his borderline illiteracy. Folding the paper and putting it in the bottom of my desk drawer, I gathered the sketches that I had prepared to present to the owner of the restaurant who I was meeting. I tried to fight off the irritated feeling, and then it hit me: the feeling didn't have anything to do with Kellen. I was still bothered by Omari and his new skank girlfriend. 

  By the time I made it home later that evening, I was livid. I could hardly focus during the meeting. The owner loved my designs and even asked if I could start the following day. I agreed, not even taking into consideration that I didn't have half the materials I needed until after I left. All I kept thinking about was Omari, who was probably all cuddled up in some cozy restaurant, whispering in her ear, telling her how much he wanted her. Her hand was probably pressed on his hard chest, slowly moving up and down as she felt his muscular body. By the time I walked into my apartment, I had decided that they had already started planning their holiday wedding and naming their kids. I tried to block out the images of the two of them laughing as they walked up the driveway earlier that morning. The love between them was so obvious, it was sickening to me. He hadn't even had the decency to mention he was dating someone. Well, technically, he didn't have to, because I was nothing to him…nothing…after all, we were just neighbors. My eyes fell on the clock hanging on my kitchen wall.  It was six-thirty, the time we would normally go running, and Omari hadn't even made it home. Feeling pathetic, I undressed and climbed into bed without even eating, wishing I wasn't afraid of the dark. I didn't even realize I had fallen asleep until I heard a knock at the door. I sat up and was about to answer it, then I heard Omari's voice calling my name.

  "Leah, it's your good ole neighbor, come open the door!"

  I didn't move. My heart was beating so loud that I wondered if he could hear it through the door.

  He knocked again, harder this time, "Hey, Leah!"

  "Stop being loud, 'Mari! She might not even be home," a female voice laughed.

  I was shocked.

  "Her car is there, she's home," he said and knocked again, "Leah, I got somebody for you to meet."

  "I can meet her another time. Come on, I wanna go to bed," the female said.

  I remained sitting in the middle of my bed, unable to move. The tears started falling and I silently cried as I waited for him to finally leave. The next morning, I woke up bright and early.  I headed to work before Omari would be out for his morning run. I heard him and the female laughing and talking all the way into the late night. I turned the volume on the tv in my bedroom up loud, fearing that I would be forced to listen to the sounds of their lovemaking. As I backed out of my driveway, I noticed the female's car still in the driveway. 

 


	
	 Life Sentence

  Omari

  "That's crazy," I said to Shaunie as we walked out of my apartment. When I went for my morning run, Leah's car wasn't home. I was hoping she would have made it back by the time I finished my run, but she wasn't. I had been so surprised when Shaunie showed up on my doorstep. My sister looked amazing, and I couldn't believe how much she had matured. She was right, me and Mama did good. After I got off work, we went to put flowers on Mama's grave and then grabbed a bite to eat. I wanted to let Leah know what was going on, and that I wasn't gonna be able to go running, but she didn't have a phone. 

  "Maybe she had a breakfast date," Shaunie teased.

  "She didn't have a damn breakfast date!" I snapped, "Something's not right."

  "Wow, calm down, big brother," she said. "I was just joking. You're really feeling this girl, huh? Now, I really wanna meet her."

  "I told you, we're not like that. She's been through a lot, and she's not even trying to be in a relationship."

  "How do you know? Did you ask her?"

  "No," I shook my head, "I ain't trying to scare her by pressing up on her. I'm just her friend."

  "Then how do you know that she just wants to be friends?"

  "Because, I know. I know the vibe I get from her, and it says 'friend,'" I sighed. "So, what's on your agenda for the day?"

  Shaunie was still dressed in her pajamas as she walked me to my truck, "You mean after I wake up from the nap I'm about to go back and take? I got some friends I wanna go and see, not like the ones you and Leah are, but real friends. And I wanna go by and see Coach and Evelyn."

  "Yeah, Coach is really excited to see you. I'm sure Evelyn is too. I told him when I got to work, and he wanted to know why I didn't bring you to work with me," I laughed.

  "Maybe we can all go to dinner, and you can invite Leah to join us," Shaunie suggested. 

  I grabbed my sister into a bear hug, lifting her off the ground, "Baby girl, you're brilliant. I probably got time to run by the day care and let Evelyn know."

  "Put me down, stupid!" She playfully hit me on the head, and I put her back on the ground. I rushed to make sure I put our evening plans into motion before I got to work. I was pleasantly surprised to see Leah's car in the school parking lot when I pulled in. I smiled and hurried to the door, excited at the thought of seeing her. The building was secured, and you had to be buzzed in. I hit the intercom, and a voice demanded that I state my name and the nature of my business. Hoping it would get me a little more pull with gaining entrance, I proudly showed my Gordon's Paper Company id badge.

  "Omari Parker for Evelyn Gordon," I said, thinking I would surprise Leah.

  "One second," the woman said. A few moments later, she buzzed me in, "Through the double doors, make a left and her office is the second door on the right."

  Walking down the corridor I glanced inside an open door, clearly not following direction. Leah. She was putting a handful of paint brushes into a bag. I tapped on the door. 

  "Hey there, " I smiled. "Fancy meeting you here."

  I expected her to have some snappy come back, or at least return my smile, but instead, she just blinked and said, "What are you doing here?"

  "I…uh….I came by…" I was so thrown off by her lack of emotion that I couldn't think straight. There was something off, "What's going on?"

  "Nothing," she continued packing items into the large canvas bag.

  "I came by last night. You didn't hear me knocking?"

  "Nope, went to bed early so I could get an early start," she answered, then tossed the bag over her shoulder. "Well, thanks for stopping by on your way to wherever you're going. I'm headed downtown."

  "Leah, wait a second," I stopped her. "What's wrong? Why are you acting weird? Is something going on? You wanna talk about it?"

  "I'm fine. I have someone to meet, and I need to lock my door," she looked down at her watch.

  "Oh," I said and walked out into the hallway.

  "Enjoy your day," she said, after locking the door and not even looking at me. I watched her as she walked out of the door and shook my head.

  "Omari," Evelyn said and gave me a hug, "What do I owe this surprise visit? Is Shaunie with you?"

  "No, she's back at my place asleep. I came to check on Leah, really. Is everything alright with her?"

  "As far as I know, she's fine. Why? Did something happen?" A panicked look came across Evelyn's face. 

  I didn't want her to worry without having a reason, so I said, "No, she left super early this morning, and I was just making sure she was okay."

  "You're such a nice young man. I have to give it to my husband, he was right when he said having you live near Leah was a wise decision. Who knows, maybe one day we'll have to knock some walls down and turn those two apartments into a four-bedroom house," she laughed and winked at me. 

  I hugged Evelyn and told her, "On that note, I'm gone to work."

  When I made it the parking lot, Leah was just getting into her car. I started to call after her, but instead, I just watched. 

  Women, I thought, the most confusing creature known to man.

  My attention was drawn to a car parked on the side of the street. Inside was a man who was staring at Leah just as hard as I was. She didn't even look in the man's direction as she slowly pulled out of the parking lot and down the street, and after she had driven a slight distance, the man pulled behind her. I quickly jumped in my truck and became just as intent on following him as he was on following Leah.

  Leah

  Men, I thought, the most insensitive, dumbest invention God created.

  I couldn't believe Omari had the nerve to act all concerned, as if he really cared. I wanted to ask him where his skank was, but instead, I kept it cool and acted as if his sudden appearance in my office was no big deal. It was a little difficult, because he was looking damn good in his work uniform. I still didn't figure out why he was even there.

  He probably came by to see Evelyn and tell her all about his new boo.

  I arrived at the restaurant and pulled myself together, grateful that I had a huge new project to help me get through my latest series of crises. Now I only wished that I had an assistant to help me carry my supplies inside. The thought of needing an assistant made me laugh. 

  "Well, I guess until that happens, I have to assist myself," I said aloud as I got out of my car and opened the trunk of the car. 

  "So, this is what you're doing now, huh?"

  The voice seemed to come out of nowhere, sending chills down my spine and causing the hairs on my neck to stand up at the same time. I shook my head, praying that I was hearing things, but I slowly turned around and saw my nightmare standing in front of me. 

  "What…Kel…" I said. It took a minute for me to get my words together. "What are you doing here?"

  "I could ask you the same thing," he said. "I told myself that it couldn't be true. You know my father was the one that showed me the picture in the paper? Do you know how that made me feel? My father, of all people. Here I was, worried about you…"

  "No, you didn't," I said. "You've been lying this entire time, to my family, friends, everyone. You didn't give a damn about where I was or what I was doing. I'm at a facility across the country getting help."

  "You were at a facility getting help. Sienna had the entire thing taken care of. She made sure it all remained confidential so that neither you nor the family's privacy would be jeopardized. You would think that you'd be a little more grateful. It was you who decided to up and leave there three weeks ago without saying anything to anyone."

  I stared, listening at this incredulous story. Then, it dawned on me that he really did think I was at some loony bin tucked away somewhere, where no one would find out, all courtesy of his sister.

  "You really have no clue, do you?" I asked, shaking my head at him, "This entire time, you had no fucking clue."

  "You had no fucking clue, but you're about to have one now. Get your shit and let's go home," he grabbed my arm and I snatched away from him.

  "No, I'm not going anywhere with you, Kellen. You need to leave now!" 

  "I'm leaving, but you're coming with me," he reached out for me again, this time pulling my hair.  

  I dropped the canvas bag that I was holding, and all of my brushes fell out. I looked at the spilled contents on the pavement while he yanked me, "Okay, Kellen. I'll go. Just please let me go."

  "Do you know how fucking embarrassed I was? All I ever did was love you, Leah. That's all. It was never enough was it? Is that why you did this to me?" He growled, putting his face close to mine.

  I knew that he wouldn't let me go as long as he felt I was challenging him. "It was more than enough, Kellen. I'm sorry, baby. I would never want to embarrass you. I just needed time to get myself together, because…because… I lost… the baby."

  At the sound of the word baby, Kellen seemed to calm down slightly. His grip loosened, and I tried to think of how I was going to escape. The parking lot was empty, and there was no one in the restaurant. The owner had given me a key to let myself in so I could work when I wanted to. I wished more than anything I had listened to Dallas and gotten a cell phone. 

  "We can go, Kellen. I just need to pick up my stuff," I whispered. Those brushes symbolized what had become my life of peace, and seeing them scattered on the ground seemed to crush my soul.

  "Leave that shit there!" He snapped.

  "I can't," I said through my tears. I bent down, scrambling to pick up my belongings, when Kellen's huge foot came crushing on my hand. I screamed in agony, overcome by a feeling of helplessness that I thought I would never have to experience again. I closed my eyes in pain and started to pray for God to somehow, someway, help me. 

  "Get the fuck off her!"

  I thought I was dreaming. I looked up and saw a fist flying to Kellen's face and him stagger backward, losing his balance and falling to the concrete beside me. I screamed and got out of the way as a man jumped on top of Kellen, punching him over and over again. Blood began spewing from his nose and although he kept trying to fight back, he was no match for his assailant. I didn't know what to do. My first instinct was to run away. I got on my feet—prepared to run like the wind—instantly I recognized what the stranger was wearing. The green shirt and khaki pants was as familiar to me as the brushes on the ground. 

  "Omari!" I screamed, "Oh, my God. STOP!"

  He continued to punch Kellen as if he were possessed. I jumped on his back and tried to grab his arms. 

  "I'MMA KILL HIM!" He panted, raising his fist to strike again. I knew that he meant what he was saying. I could see it in his face and hear it in his voice. 

  "NO, baby please. Please stop," I pleaded and it was now me punching Omari's back, hoping that would make him stop. Kellen was now losing consciousness, his eyes rolling to the back of his head. I quickly made my way so that I was facing Omari and I grabbed his face, forcing him to look at me, "No, you can't do this. You can't. Look at me."

  Omari paused and looked up at me, I stared and saw the tears streaming, mixed with the perspiration on his face. I had never felt so much love for one person in my life. This man had been through so much, and there was no way I was going to allow him to make another mistake, all in the name of trying to protect me. 

  "Leah," he said.

  "He's not worth it, Omari. I swear to God, he's not worth it. Stop, he's had enough."

  "He…he…" 

  "He's not worth all this," I smiled. "He's not. Get off him."

  I reached for Omari's hand and helped him to his feet. Kellen lay motionless on the ground, and I feared that Omari had indeed killed him. I put my arms around Omari and held on for dear life. I was so afraid that once I let go, he would be gone. Someone must have seen what was going on and called the police. The sound of sirens came closer and closer, and I held on tighter. I knew what was coming next. If Kellen died, Omari would be faced with another murder sentence; if he lived, Omari would be no doubt have an assault charge. Either way, he was a repeat offender with two strikes already, and this would put him back in jail. It was the same thing over and over again for us both. 

 


	
	 Epilogue

   The Pardon

   Somehow, some way, God heard my prayer. There's a song I once heard on a country music station titled "Bless the Broken Road" that I thought was crazy when I heard it. In the song, they actually are happy about all of the past heartaches and failures that happened, because had they not, they wouldn't have found their way to true love. At the time, I couldn't imagine being grateful for all the hell that I was going through. Now, as I look back, I wouldn't change a thing; because had it not happened, Omari and I would have never found one another. God had a purpose the entire time. 

   It wasn't Kellen who filed charges against Omari; it was I who filed the charges against Kellen. The security tape from the day care had captured Kellen sitting outside, watching and waiting for me. He was charged with felonious assault and stalking. After the charges were filed, he had no problem granting me a quick divorce along with a hefty settlement, which was more than I ever expected. I made a huge donation to the battered women's shelter and the day care. Omari and I purchased the duplex from the Gordon's and are in the process of renovating it into a four-bedroom house. It took a whole lotta hell and a long time coming, but I finally broke the curse and got my happily ever after.

   Omari

   Life sure has a funny way of turning around. Here I am, a two-time felon, who has spent over half my life in jail, now a manager at a Fortune 500 company and preparing to marry the woman of my dreams. A dream that I didn't even know I had until I met her. I still couldn't believe that Leah thought that Shaunie was my skank girlfriend. Had it not been for Kellen showing up, she probably would still be giving me the cold shoulder and the evil eye. So, I guess I kinda owe it to that brother for giving me the opportunity to shine like I did. The truth is, I really would have killed him. Leah was right about one thing, Kellen wasn't worth it, but it wasn't about him. It was about her. And she deserved to see him get every punch I gave him, for every time he put his hands on her. In that moment, not once did I think about the fact that I was jeopardizing my freedom. It didn't even matter. Not then, and not now. I would do it all over again if I had to. So, I guess Mama, Shaunie, and Coach Gordon were all right. I finally got what I deserved. A woman who loved me, despite all that I had been through. True Love. In all that I had been through, not once did I ever question God as to why it was happening. I knew that He had a plan for me. It took him a long time to reveal it, but I'm satisfied.

   "Every long lost dream, led me to where you are.

     Others who broke my heart, they were like Northern Stars,

   Pointing me on my way, into your loving arms.

     This much is true, God bless the broken road,

   That led me straight to you."	
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	  "Come on Dragons! Get it together! Let's Go!" 

   The gym of Gordon High School was packed and the crowd was on their feet as her son's team ran up and down the court. Jodie cheered as Patrick, the center of the team, and at 6'5, the tallest player went up for a lay-up and missed. Moans and groans replaced the cheers and Jodie caught Baron, her son out of the corner of her eye, sitting on the bench. Baron's face was filled with anger and he sat back in disgust, and she knew he was probably thinking the same thing she was. What the hell are they doing? The team was losing by seventeen points and there was less than five minutes left in the game. Baron, who was undoubtedly the most talented player on the team, hadn't touched the court all night. Then again, it was the fourth game of the season, and he hadn't touched the court. Although he hadn't said anything about it, she knew her son was bothered by the coach's decision to keep him on the bench. 

   "Get your head in the game, fellas!" Deon yelled, then turned to Jodie and asked, "What the hell is the coach doing? These are some stupid plays, and why doesn't he put Baron in?" 

   Jodie just shrugged at him. She had been dating the personal trainer for the past month. He was a nice enough guy and she had no complaints. He was attentive, smart, and he seemed to enjoy spending time with not only her, but her sixteen year old son. The fact that he was fine as hell didn't hurt either. She often had to keep herself from staring at his physique, which was very reminiscent of a Greek God. 

   Suddenly, the coach called a timeout and all of the guys huddled in a circle. Jodie  closed her eyes and began to silently pray. God, please let Coach Shaw have some sort of divine revelation and realize that Baron is the key to their winning this game. Please God, give the man a clue. 

   The whistle blew, signaling the time out was over, and so was Jodie's prayer. Her eyes flickered open and she expected to see her son taking off his warm ups and running onto the floor, prepared to lead his team to victory. Instead, Baron took his seat at the end of the bench and leaned back. 

   Unable to contain her frustration any longer, Jodie jumped on top of the bleacher  where she was standing and yelled out, "What are you doing, Coach? You're losing and the best damn player on the team is on the bench! Put him in so we can WIN for a change, Stupid!" 

   Coach Shaw turned and glanced at her, then quickly turned away.

   Deon reached over and pulled her down, "Hey, J, calm down!" 

   "I can't calm down! He's a moron, for God's sake! That's why they can't win a game! The coach is a LOSER!" 

   Jodie could feel they eyes of the other parents staring at her, but she didn't care. She also knew that Coach Shaw could hear her and was ignoring her at this point. Her son was suffering and it was all her fault. Prior to their moving, he had been a key player at St. Bart's Academy and on his way to being ranked nationally, especially with the stellar two seasons he had been on the team. Now, here it was, his junior year of high school and he was being benched on a team that had yet to win a game. Damn her ex-husband for being an asshole. 

   "The point guard can't even set up the shot!" Jodie yelled, as one of the guys on the opposing team stole the ball and went running down the court. The swish of the ball going through the hoop seemed to echo as the he landed the three point shot. Just as she was about to point out another flawed play, she looked down and Baron's eyes pleaded with her to just be quiet. Jodie sat down and sulked for the remaining five minutes of the game. 

   "I'm glad that's over," Deon sighed once the buzzer sounded, "That was crucial." 

   Jodie looked up and shook her head at the final score, in the end, they lost by twenty-three points. Making her way over to her son, she put her arms around him and said, "I'm sorry, Baron." 

   "It's not our fault that we suck," Baron shrugged, "And it's not your fault that we lost either."     

   "Hey guy," Deon said, "It's not your fault either. I've seen what you can do on the court. Had you been out there, I have no doubt that you woulda made the difference and y'all woulda come out on top." 

   "Thanks, Deon," Baron said and the two men pounded fists. Jodie was grateful that Deon was able to provide some motivation for her son. "I gotta get into the locker room with the team." 

   "Why? You don't have to shower," Jodie immediately regretted saying the words as soon as she said them. 

   "Whatever, Mom. I still gotta be in here with the team for post game with Coach," Baron smirked. 

   "I don't see what he would have to say," Jodie snapped, "But, we'll wait for you in the car. Are you hungry?" 

   "Do you even need to ask?" Baron smiled. 

   Deon looked down at his watch and said, "It's after nine, that's too late to be eating." 

   Jodie was already in a mood and the last thing she felt like dealing with was Deon critiquing her late night food choices. She and Baron often shared meals after his games and at five-five and one hundred sixty pounds, she may not have been what he would consider an ideal thirty eight year old body to be, but she was pretty happy with how she looked. The only reason she had even signed up for personal training was because she thought he was fine. 

   "Well, Deon," she told him, "I know you have a pretty early schedule in the morning anyway. You can go ahead and leave and I will call you." 

   Baron quickly followed his mother's lead and added, "Thanks for coming to my game, man. Although you didn't get to see me do my thing, it still meant a lot." 

   "Hey, no problem," Deon smiled, then turned to Jodie and said after Baron was gone, "I'll walk you to your car." 

   "Thanks, but I parked on the opposite side." 

   "It's no problem, I want to make sure you're safe." 

   "I'm sure I'll be fine in this crowd," she assured him. 

   "I don't know. The way they were looking at you while you were heckling the coach, someone may try and take you out," Deon laughed and they entered the parking lot filled with noisy students and blaring horns. 

   Moments later, they were standing beside her car. Deon leaned over and hugged her. She felt his lips gently press on her cheek and right as he moved closer to her lips, she backed up ever so slightly.

   "Thanks again for coming. I'll call you tomorrow." 

   Deon turned and walked away, and Jodie got inside. She leaned back and closed her eyes, wondering if there was something wrong with her. Here she had a perfectly good man who was clearly interested in her, and whom she was undoubtedly attracted to physically, but there was something missing. It was as if every time Deon tried to come close to being intimate, she was hesitant. It had to be the stress she had been under the past few months. After almost twenty years of marriage and a two year separation, her divorce was final, her ex-husband, however, decided that their son no longer needed private school education, and the divorce lawyer agreed. Her child support was lowered dramatically. To make matters worse, the accounting firm where she worked for the past fifteen years, underwent major changes and her department was relocated to what was now her new city. She hated taking her son from his friends, her family and most of all, his basketball team, but she did what she had to do. Baron was understanding of the entire situation, the divorce and the move; but his love of the game, she could tell, was being tested, and Jodie was determined not to have that taken away from her son. She had to do something. The longer she sat in the car, the angrier she became. The crowd became thinner and the parking lot soon emptied. Jodie sat and thought, trying to come up with a master plan. She watched Baron's teammates drift out of the gym and get into various cars. She wondered what was taking her son so long. 

   Tap, tap tap. Jodie nearly jumped out of her skin as Baron knocked on the window.

   "Wow, mom, did I wake you?" He laughed as she unlocked the car and climbed in. Jodie looked over at her handsome son, looking very much like his father. His dimpled cheeks and grey eyes were striking. 

   "No, I wasn't sleep, I was thinking," she told him. 

   "Sure you weren't," he replied. He was a good kid; smart, funny, talented and most of all, respectful. He deserved better than what he was getting. 

   Jodie started the car and drove through the parking lot, "What took you so long? You're like the last one to come out." 

   "I am the last one to come out," he said, "One of the guys was picking on one of the cheerleaders and she was kinda scared to leave. So, I hung out with her until everyone was gone." 

   "Where was your coach?" Jodie asked. 

   "He's the only one left, well him and the janitor." 

   Jodie approached the exit of the parking lot and instead of pulling out, she turned the car around and headed back toward the gym.

   "What are you doing?" Baron asked, confused. 

   "Damn it, I dropped my cell phone. It fell under the bleachers and I meant to get it after the game," Jodie told him. 

   "I'll get it for you," Baron went to open his door. 

   "No, I'll go. I know exactly where I was sitting. Stay here, I'll be right back." 

   Jumping out of the car, Jodie rushed inside the gym door. The janitor, an older guy, was pushing a broom across the floor, and seemed surprised to see her. 

   "Can I help ya?" He asked. 

   "Coach Shaw, where is he?" 

   "Back office," the guy pointed, "Past the boys locker room and to the left." 

   "Thanks," she smiled. 

   She made her way down the small hallway and past the boys locker room until she saw a small office door with the name plate reading 'Coach Stewart Shaw'. Stewart, she thought, what a fitting name. 

   She knocked on the door and opened it without being invited to. Coach Shaw was leaning on the desk, hand under his chin, sipping what appeared to be scotch from a plastic cup. For a second, she felt kind of sorry for the guy. 

   "Coach Shaw," she said, ever so softly. 

   "Yeah," he said, "Can I help you?" 

   Jodie walked into the office a little further, "I'm Jodie Chapman, Baron's mother." 

   He looked at her a little strangely, then said, "What can I do for you, Mrs. Chapman." 

   "Jodie," she told him, "I guess I'm a little concerned about Baron's lack of opportunity to play, Coach Shaw. I understand that this is your team, but I don't think my son is being given a chance to utilize his athletic ability and benefit the team. I respect the fact that..." 

   "Is that right?" Coach Shaw seemed to sit up and said, "I don't think the rude comments you were shouting tonight were that respectful." 

   Jodie felt herself becoming red and wondered if it was from anger or embarrassment, "I admit, I was a bit upset. But, have you seen my son's stats from the past two years, prior to attending Gordon? He was a sophomore and ranked nationally." 

   "I know all about Baron and his prior team," Coach Shaw nodded. This surprised Jodie a little, she somehow thought that Coach Shaw wasn't aware of Baron's talent, "As you already pointed out, I am the coach." 

   Something about the way he said it suddenly infuriated Jodie. Here she was, trying to have a civil conversation about the most important person in her life and this arrogant jerk was treating her as if she was one of the high school students.

   "Then, Coach, why the fuck won't you let my son play?" Jodie was livid. She no longer cared about being polite. She wanted answers and she wanted them now. 

   "Because your son hasn't earned the right to play on my team," Coach Shaw answered. 

   "What do you mean, earned?" She hissed, "My son is a dedicated, star athlete. He's an honor student who is well-liked, well-spoken, and most of all, well-behaved. Obviously, he's earned his spot or you wouldn't have chosen him to be on this whack ass team." 

   "This whack ass team is full of talented players," Coach Shaw snapped. 

   "Oh, my bad, if there's so much talent, including my son, then it's not the team, it's the whack ass coach!" 

   "You need to leave!" Coach Shaw stood up, "NOW!" 

   "I'm not going anywhere until you tell me why you have a problem with my son!" Jodie was now standing. 

   "Look, I have a team full of guys who need the chance to play, unlike your son. These guys don't have trust funds or college money tucked away. They come from hard-working families who struggle just to pay bills every month!" He said. 

   "What the fuck are you talking about?" Jodie demanded. 

   "Look, like you said, your son has more going for him than basketball, most of these guys, don't! Unlike you or you son, we grew up in this neighborhood! I'm the only father figure most of this team has! I'm doing the best that I can!" 

   Jodie stared at Coach Shaw for several seconds, trying to process what he was saying, "That's the most selfish, fucked up thing I've ever heard in my life. So, you think you're just gonna bench my son because he ain't from this neighborhood? Clearly, you've lost your ever-loving mind!" 

   "Look, I asked you to leave," Coach Shaw came from behind the desk and stood by the door. 

   Jodie stood her ground, refusing to move, "I'm not going anywhere!" 

   "Don't make me call security," he told her, holding up what seemed to be a walkie-talkie. 

   "Call them," she said, "As a matter of fact, allow me," Jodie walked over and reached for the device, stumbling in the process. Coach Shaw, standing nearly a foot taller than she, reached his arm out and caught her just in time. Their eyes locked and she was somehow drawn to him. She could feel a different heat now rising as she realized how attractive he was. The smoothness of his skin, the color of dark chocolate, the seduction of his full lips, and the strength of his arms which were now around her. She could feel him wanting her and that alone started to excite her. Unable to fight the urge, she pulled his face to hers and kissed him. His hesitation only lasted a moment, and he opened his mouth to invite her in. He nudged the office door closed as his lifted her off the floor and carried her over to the desk. Jodie could feel the folders and papers being shifted and thrown around as they fumbled, taking each other's clothes off. In what seemed to be one swift movement, Coach Shaw removed the sweater and bra she was wearing and her nipples hardened by the chill of the air. He quickly took one into his mouth while rubbing the other one. She reached down and unbuckled his pants, reaching into what she could tell were boxers until she felt the shaft of his hard dick. It was thick and the head was swollen and it seemed to grow bigger as she stroked it. 

   "Uuuugh," his moan made her even wetter and she wrapped her legs around him. His hands eased her leggings down and before she knew it, he leaned her back on the desk as he pulled them completely off, along with her boots. She prepared to have him enter, hoping that it wouldn't be too painful. To her pleasant surprise, it wasn't his manhood that she felt, but the softness of his tongue, licking her inner thighs ever so slightly, just before he sucked on her clit. 

   Jodie squirmed from the excitement, reaching down and grabbing his head, she whispered, "What are you doing?" 

   He moved her hands out of the way and spread her legs even wider apart. She grabbed the back of her thighs and maneuvered her ass so he could go even deeper as he continued ravishing her pussy with his tongue. Over and over, he seemed to go back and forth, and just when she thought she couldn't take it anymore, Jodie felt herself climaxing and the wetness pouring from deep within. 

   "Ooooooohhhhh," she gasped, as papers flew all over the floor. 

   "Yeah, baby," Coach Shaw whispered and it was then that she felt him enter her. Jodie gasped, both from pain and pleasure. He paused for a moment, as if to make sure she was okay, then continued taking her on the ride of her life. Her back arched and she  grabbed the back of his neck, the rhythm of her stroke matching his. Her eyes fluttered open, and the look of intensity as he fucked her made her even wetter. In that moment, Jodie was in heaven. She was enjoying herself so much until all of a sudden, he stopped. Confused, she sat up on her elbows, wondering what was wrong. 

   Coach Shaw backed up and sat in the chair and beckoned for her with his finger. Jodie jumped off the desk and straddled him, slowly lowering herself onto his welcoming  dick. She rode him, slowly as he teased her nipples with his fingers and sucked on her neck. Faster and faster, her body went up and down, his hands now cupped the fullness of her ass until he told her, "I'm about to come." 

   Jodie squeezed the inner walls of her now throbbing pussy and felt herself slowly erupting again. They came together and she buried her head into his chest, and she realized that he was still wearing his shirt and tie. Unable to control herself, Jodie began laughing.

   "What's so funny?" Coach Shaw asked, frowning. 

   "You're still fully dressed from the waist up," she giggled. 

   "I don't think you were worried about anything above the waist," he smiled. 

   "You're right," she said, easing off him and gathering her clothes. She slowly opened the door and made sure the way was clear. Rushing into the nearby girls locker room, she washed up the best that she could and got dressed. By the time she returned to the office, Coach Shaw was wearing his pants and picking up papers off the floor. 

   "Coach Shaw," she knocked on the door. 

   "Mrs. Chapman," he said, facing her. 

   "Jodie," she corrected him, "And it's Ms." 

   "I stand corrected, Ms. Chapman." 

   "My son is the best player you've got," she told him, "He deserves the chance to do his thing on the court. You want your players to get some shine for the college scouts, let Baron play." 

   "I appreciate your concern, Ms. Chapman, and I will take it into consideration." 

   "That's all I ask," Jodie told him and walked out. 

   "What took you so long?" Baron asked when she finally made it back to the car. 

   "The janitor and I were looking for my phone," she said. 

   Baron stared at her and asked, "Did you find it?" 

   "No, I didn't," she pulled on her seatbelt and started the car, "I guess someone got it." 

   "You wanted a new one anyway," Baron told her. His phone began ringing and he reached into his jacket pocket and took it out, "It's a text from Coach Shaw." 

   "Really?" Jodie asked, "What does he want?" 

   "He says be ready to practice twice as hard this week because I'm starting in next week's game. That's what's up!" Baron smiled. 

   Jodie shook her head and thought of what had just transpired between she and the coach. If it hadn't been so good, she probably would've felt bad, but she knew that as talented as her son was, he had earned the starting spot. As they pulled out of the parking lot and drove down the street, there was the sound of another phone coming from the back seat. Jodie glanced over at her son, who was reaching for her purse. 

   "Your phone is right here," he told her. 

   "So, it is," she nodded, "It was right here all along." 

  


	
    
    	The Point of it All

        
	


	
	 Prologue

   



The Principal's Office

    

   "Amir, I'm waiting. Tell me where you got the gun," I stared into the dark eyes of the chubby-cheeked twelve-year-old-sitting in front of me.  He looked more like he should be starring in his own television show on the Disney Channel; rather than sitting in my office because of a gun found in his locker. 

   Amir didn't respond; he just stared at me, as he'd been doing for the past ten minutes.

   "Look, I don't have time for this, I'm calling the precinct so someone can come and pick him up," Milton Gilbert, the head of school security, snapped. Unlike me, Milton didn't have much patience with the students. To him, he had one job, His school safety: making sure no one at the school got shot, stabbed, beaten up, had any drugs, alcohol, or weapons. He couldn't care less about their home lives, test scores, attendance, or social activities. As far as he was concerned, that wasn't his job; keeping them safe was what he was there to do. My outlook was very different as Principal. I felt that most of the students at Carter G. Woodson Middle School were misguided, misunderstood, and needed to be led in the right direction. My concern was not only for their safety, but their overall well-being. 

   I waited for Milton to leave my office, and when I heard the door close, I kneeled down in front of Amir and touched him gently on the shoulder, "Amir, you gotta help me to help you. Officer Gilbert is calling downtown. Once they get here, everything is out of my hands. So, I'm gonna need for you to work with me. Tell me who gave you the gun."

   Amir looked down and shrugged. "I'm already in trouble, so, it don't even matter where I got it from."

   I wanted to snatch him up out of the chair and say, 'If your li'l ass don't tell me where the hell you got the gun, you're gonna be in even more trouble', but instead, I simply told him, "It does matter, Amir. You matter. And if you tell me where the gun came from, you may not be in as much trouble."

   All I could think about was Amir being taken downtown and the gun being traced back to some random unsolved murder that probably happened before he could even walk. None of that would matter to the detectives because now they would have a weapon and a suspect. I didn't want that to happen to him. He was a smart kid who had been in my office more times than I could count for random acts of mischief from typical seventh grade boy: running in the halls, talking and laughing in class, the occasional cursing, but nothing this major. When it came to major school rule violations, there were other students that I would think of being brought in, not Amir. 

   "I got it from the supply closet," he mumbled.

   I leaned in closer to make sure I heard what he said, "You got it from where?"

   My office door opened and Milton walked in, just as Amir repeated himself, this time a little louder, "I got it from the supply closet."

   I frowned and stood up, hoping that Milton hadn't heard what Amir said. I turned to see him smirking in the doorway and knew that he heard. As I walked behind my desk and sat down, my head began pounding as hard as my heart. I tried to remain calm and collected, reminding myself that I was the principal. "The supply closet where, Amir? Here at school, in a classroom, did you find it there?"

   "No," Amir shook his head.

   "I know where he's talking about," Milton said, "the one on Jacob's Street, right?"

   'Shut up, Amir,' I thought to myself. 'Go back to playing the dumb role. Act as if you don't know what he's talking about, please.'

   Amir nodded. "Yeah, the one at Be Right Barber Shop."

   He's gotta be lying. He didn't get it from there. There's no way.

   There was a knock at the door, and two uniformed officers walked in.

   "I'll call your grandma, Amir," I said as they took Amir out of my office. He looked back , and it took all the restraint within me not to rush over and hug him tightly.

   "I got some additional information on the gun," Milton hurriedly told them, as he followed.

   Calling Amir's grandmother broke my heart, but I assured her that I would do everything in my power to help him in this situation. I know her hands were full with not only Amir, but the other three grandchildren she was raising alone on her social security income. 

   After speaking with her, I sat at my desk, unmoving, staring at the framed poster hanging on my wall which read 'Faith Makes Everything Possible...Not Easy.' Nothing in my life was ever easy, not my childhood, my family, my job, and damn sure not this whirlwind of a relationship that I had found myself in. I tried to think of what my next move would be. I quickly pulled out my cell phone and called my boyfriend, Bernard, and told him to meet me in twenty minutes. 

   "Baby, it's one o'clock on a Friday afternoon, you know this is my busiest day of the week. There's no way I can meet you," he said. There was a lot of background noise and music. I could imagine the place was packed and my timing couldn't have been worse, but there was nothing I could do. I had to act quickly.

   "I don't give a damn what day of the week it is. Obviously, there's a situation that we need to handle right now. I'm leaving the school, and I'll meet you in twenty minutes," I told him. The door to my office was still open, so my voice remained calm and low. 

   "Danni, I got three customers…"

   "Fuck your customers, okay? This is serious."  I hissed.

   "Fine, where?" He said, after a few moments.

   "Chubby's," I replied and ended the call.

   Chubby's was only three minutes away, but I knew I would need time to think. I couldn't believe this was happening. Against my better judgment I took a chance, and it resulted in my now dealing with this situation. Grabbing my purse, I walked into the main office of the school and told the secretary I would be leaving for the day. Mr. Ferguson, my assistant principal, was out for a few weeks because his wife was having a baby. I wished he was here to help me deal with this. He was much older than I, and also more experienced, which I valued. In fact, my being selected as principal instead of him was surprising to me. After realizing he was relieved when he wasn't selected for the position, I asked him why. He said he didn't want the headaches or the extra drama that came along with the title, and now I knew exactly what he meant. 

   "Are you okay. Ms. Eaton?" She asked, "Officer Gilbert said Amir got the gun from Be Right's. Is that true?"

   I looked over at the older woman and said, "I don't know, Mrs. Butler, but that's what he says."

   "I don't believe that. Mr. Wright has done too much for this school and this community. I know he has something of a reputation, and there are some things he does that I don't agree with, but I can't see him giving Amir a gun. That's not him."

   "I guess we'll just have to wait and see," I shrugged. I told her she could reach me on my cell if she needed me and walked out of the building. I prayed that Mrs. Butler was right. If Amir had gotten the gun from B. RightBarber Shop, God only knew what the outcome was going to be; especially since I happened to be in love with the owner. 

  


	
	 The First Dance

   "I just can't believe someone would send this to my baby. This is just atrocious, and something has got to be done, Ms. Eaton. It's just sickening, that's what it is, just sickening!"

   I nodded my head at Mrs. Bowden, the mother of one of my eighth grade boys who was sitting in my office. I had only been the principal of Carter G. Woodson for one week, and on more than one occasion, I convinced myself that I could handle it. Within my first week, I survived one food fight, four fist fights, and two fake fire drills. Mrs. Bowden was my ninth parent conference. To say it had been a long week would be an understatement, and there was still the first school dance of the year, which started in less than three hours. As I stared at the distraught woman, holding a cell phone at me, I was starting to wonder if maybe God really made a mistake and given me more than I could bear. When I was appointed principal of my alma mater, I was overjoyed, thinking that I was finally being put in a position where I was truly needed and could make a difference. I knew the job wasn't without its challenges, and I felt that I was well-educated, well-experienced and well-prepared for whatever those were. What I didn't expect was to be sitting with a concerned parent over a picture of a half-naked girl which she found in her son's phone. The girl in the photo clearly had taken the shot herself in the bathroom. Her face was half-hidden, so I couldn't really tell who she was. Truthfully, even if her was visible, the school had over twelve hundred kids, and I probably wouldn't recognized her. 

   "It is disturbing, Mrs. Bowden. I am just as shocked as you are." I said. "Did you ask your son who sent him the picture?"

   "He claims he doesn't know. The picture was forwarded about thirty times, from what I can see." Mrs. Bowden answered. "I don't know what bothers me more, the fact that he received a picture as disrespectful and degrading as this, or the fact that this girl even sent it to someone. Where are her parents? Doesn't she realize the magnitude of what she's done?"

   Mrs. Bowden was right, the fact that one of my middle school students felt compelled to take a nude shot of herself and send it out for all the world to see was a bit  much to comprehend. 

   "I don't think she does, or she wouldn't have sent it. I will talk with the guidance department and see if we can come up with some sort of workshop and stress how dangerous sexting can be," I told her.

   "Sexting? There's a word for this stupidity? It has a title?"

   "Unfortunately, yes. It's more prevalent in high school, but I see that maybe we need to touch on the subject here at our school," I glanced back down at the photo.

   "Here you go," Mrs. Bowden reached into her purse and handed me a manila folder. "I printed out copies of the picture and the numbers it was sent to, so you can find this fast behind little girl and get a hold of these little perverts."

   Sure enough, there was the photo of the girl on 8x10 glossy paper, in all of her glory. I quickly closed the folder and thanked Mrs. Bowden, "I appreciate you bringing this to my attention. I will do everything I can to take care of this."

   "I hope you find out who she is before she gets even bolder than she already is. I know you got that school dance tonight. I would keep a good look out for what's going on, because these kids are getting out of control," she told me as I walked her out.

   "I will make sure we do," I said. 

   I returned to my office and fell back in my office chair. I looked down at the folder on my desk and called my best friend, Brandi, to share my latest dilemma.

   "Sounds like you had a long day," she laughed.

   "It's not funny," I sighed. "You got me into this mess."

   "I didn't get you into anything. I just told you about the opening. You were the one who wanted to be the superhero and return to Woodson. I told you it wasn't like that when we went there, it's a whole lot different. I bet you'll believe me next time I warn you," Brandi said, "You were doing just fine over here with me at Segundo Middle. We don't have those sorts of issues."

   "No, y'all don't. Everything at Segundo is perfect and BORING!" I teased. "You know you wanna be over here at Woodson where the action is."

   "I don't think so. I'm fine right here."

   "Well, I gotta go and get ready for our Welcome Back to School Gym Jam. Too bad you all aren't having one."

   "No, we had a perfectly drama-free pep rally this afternoon, and the kids were well behaved," she said. "I'm sure you'll be calling me later to tell me how much excitement went on at the Gym Jam, as you call it."

   "I'll be calling to tell you how much fun the kids had," I remarked.

   "I can't wait to hear all about it."

   After talking to Brandi, I rushed forty-five minutes across town to my condo, took a quick shower, and was almost back to the school when I noticed the fuel light on my car.. I knew there was no way I was going to feel like stopping on my way home after the dance, so I pulled into the parking lot of Chubby's Convenience Store to fill up. Chubby's had been there since I was little, and from the looks of things, nothing much had changed, not even the gas pumps that didn't take credit or debit cards. I hurried inside, disgusted at myself for not planning ahead. The line at the register was a bit long. While I waited, I grabbed a bottle of water and a bag of Hot Fries, which I couldn't resist. They had been my favorite as a kid. I got back in line behind a great smelling, well-dressed gentleman who found it necessary to hold an entire conversation with the owner, Chubby, who was still working behind the register. 

   "Looks like someone is gonna have a great night," Chubby laughed as he rang up the guy's items. I couldn't help but look down and notice a box of condoms, two Red Bulls, a box of Tic Tacs, and a large pack of gum. To me, all that seemed to be missing was a slow jam CD and a bottle of Miscato. I hadn't been on a date in so long, that I was a bit jealous of whoever he was prepping for.

   "Naw, not for me, it's for my nephew," the man laughed. His voice was deep and husky, and I tried to get a look at him without being obvious. I wanted to put a face with the voice and the scent. 

   "Your nephew?" Chubby asked, "Isn't he like nine?"

   "Naw, he's older than that. He has his first dance tonight at Woodson, and I want him to be prepared for whatever goes down," the gentleman replied. "You know what I mean?"

   I couldn't believe what I was hearing. Here this man was buying condoms and Red Bull for a student at my school. He was practically encouraging his nephew, whoever he was, to have sex. I was beyond repulsed and about to say something when the man turned and looked at me. In an instant, I was rendered speechless as I stared into a face I hadn't seen in years.

   "Danni? Dannica Eaton, is that you?" He smiled.

   At first, I was so shocked that he remembered me that I couldn't respond. It was as if I was in the middle of a dream rather than standing at the register of Chubby's. 

   "I knew you looked familiar," Chubby smiled.

   "Yes," I was finally able to mutter. "How are you...um….uh?"

   "B.," he said, "B. Wright."

   It wasn't that I didn't know his name. It was just that I couldn't get it out. He was still the finest man I had ever seen. He seemed a bit taller and thicker than the last time I saw him, which had to have been over twenty years ago. It was as if he oozed sexiness and no doubt about it, trouble. B. Wright was always a bad boy. The kind that good girls--like me--knew to stay away from, and yet couldn't resist. I couldn't believe he remembered me. I scolded myself for throwing on a pair of basic black pants and a cardigan to wear to the dance, instead of jazzing myself up in a skirt and some heels. I scolded myself for not putting on some eye-shadow to go along with the mascara and lip gloss I wore. 

   "Bernard Wright," I said, touching my hair, which was freshly permed, thank God.

   "You were always the only one who called me by my 'government' name, Dannica Eaton. I'm good. What about you? You back here in the old neighborhood?"

   "I work over here," I nodded.

   "Really? Where?"

   "I'm the new principal at Woodson."

   "You're kidding, right?" He laughed, "That's cool. I heard there was a new principal, but I didn't know it was Dannica Eaton."

   I looked down at the items still laying on the counted and said, "Yeah, it's me, and I have my work cut out."

   Chubby grabbed the items and bagged them up. I noticed Bernard gave him a funny look and then handed him a fifty dollar bill. Oddly enough, Chubby didn't give him any change. 

   "It was nice seeing you again, Danni. I'm sure we'll see each other again real soon. You can count on it," he turned, smiling at me. 

   I stood and watched him walk out the store-condoms and Red Bull for middle school students. I inhaled and put my water and chips on the counter.

   "It's paid for," Chubby said, nodding toward Bernard, who was getting into a black Denali parked in front of the store.

   "Well, I still gotta pay for my gas," I said.

   "It's paid for," Chubby shrugged.

   "How? I haven't even pumped it yet," I told him.

   "Full tank, already paid. All you have to do is pump now. Next customer," Chubby said. "Good luck with the school, Danni. I'm glad you're back."

   "Uh, thanks, Chubby," I said and walked out just in time to see Bernard pulling out of the parking lot. I almost stopped him when I looked down at my watch and saw that I was now running late. Trouble, that's what Bernard Wright was, nothing but trouble. And if there was one thing in my life that I didn't need, it was trouble.

   * * * * * * * * * *

   "So, how was it?" Brandi asked.

   It was after eleven, and although the dance ended at nine, I was just leaving the school. I stayed around to make sure that everything was locked up and back in place. I was dog tired, but still felt the need to help the staff break down tables, move chairs, and pick up trash; they seemed appreciative of the help, and I was glad I decided to do so. 

   "All in all, it was pretty uneventful. The songs the deejay played were awful, but the kids knew all the words and the inappropriate dance moves that went along with them. Oh, and guess what? A math teacher caught a couple of the boys passing around a cell phone with another picture. They confiscated it, so I may have a lead on my sext queen star," I sighed. 

   "I swear, Danni, your school is better than reality television. I'm so glad you get to be principal and share all of these great stories," she laughed.

   "Wait, I have to tell you what happened before the dance," I said, then proceeded to tell her all about running into Bernard at Chubby's. 

   "WHAT? YOUR B. WRIGHT? Like, from back in the day? What the hell? Oh my God, Danni? That is so random," she laughed. "What did he say? How does he look? Is he still fine as hell…or did he get old and pudgy and lose all his hair?"

   "He's not my B. Wright, Brandi. And he's still nice looking, I guess."

   "What do you mean, not your B. Wright? Do you not recall making me see New Jack City three times, in one day? Because after seeing it the first time, you saw B. Wright and his crew walk in to see it as we were leaving the movies. So, we HAD to stay. And then, you made me sit by that creep Freddie while you and B. Wright held hands and shared popcorn."

   I laughed at her recalling my first so-called date, "That was only twice."

   "Oh no, heifer, don't even try it. We saw it a third time because when I called my Aunt Nita to pick us up. Remember she said she was headed to see that movie and we could stay and watch it with her. She even paid. I swore that, if I ever heard someone ask 'Am I my brother's keeper?' one more time, I was gonna scream!"

   I was laughing so hard at Brandi that I was crying. She was my best friend since second grade, and her accuracy was on point. I was such a nerd back then while she was the popular girl; the fact that I had a crush on Bernard was much more her style than mine. But there was something about him that drew me in, and I was mesmerized by him from the moment we were assigned to be desk partners in eighth grade. At first, I could barely say two words to Bernard. His family had money, and his dad owned the barbershop where all the boys in school went to get their hair cut. He was just as popular as Brandi was and came to school dressed daily in his Ralph Lauren polo shirts, Levi's button fly jeans, and Air Jordan sneakers. We sat at the back of the classroom, and he would always just look at me and smile. One day, he stopped me in the hallway before school and asked if I finished my lab homework. 

   "Can I get it? I'll give it right back to you when we get to class," he said, staring into my eyes. There was no way I could say no; I reached into my book bag and handed it to him without saying a thing, "Thanks, Danni. I'll see you in class."

   The day seemed to drag on, and finally it was time for science. Bernard sauntered in, cool as ever, and took his seat beside me. He reached into his science book, slid my now crumpled homework to me, and winked. At the end of class, when the teacher gave the next assignment, I smiled and said, "You wanna meet me same time tomorrow?"

   Bernard grinned and nodded at me, "You know it. Sounds like a plan."

   "Okay, so, you do the assignment tonight and I'll get it from you tomorrow morning," I told him.

   "What?" Bernard asked, and I could tell he was confused.

   "I did the assignment last night, and you copied the answers from me, so tonight, you'll do it and I'll copy your answers. It's a plan, right?"

   "So, you're not gonna do it for us? You may wanna rethink this. I'm not good at homework," he shook his head.

   "You have a science book, and you can read. It's fill in the blank, Bernard, it's not that hard. See you in the morning."

   I walked away, leaving him standing in the back of the classroom. Later, as we walked home from the bus stop, I told Brandi what I did. 

   "You told him he had to do the homework for you? That's funny. You know you're probably the first person, let alone the first girl, to actually do that to him. B. Wright always gets his homework from someone else. Good for you. But I'm telling you, you'd better do it yourself, because he's probably not gonna do it. And if he does, it's probably not gonna B. Wright!" Brandi laughed. 

   The next morning, I waited for Bernard to show up, but he didn't. He wasn't even in class when I got there. I was glad that I listened to Brandi and done the assignment for myself. Class was almost over when the door opened and he sauntered in, looking as cool as ever. 

   "What's up, Danni," he whispered as he took the seat next to mine.

   I didn't say anything and ignored him for the remainder of the class. And I kept ignoring him.

   "I told you," Brandi said a week later as we walked home, "He's no good."

   "Well, he's the one that's gonna fail, not me," I told her, unwrapping an apple Blow Pop and popping it into my mouth. 

   "Your teeth are gonna fall out by the time you're twenty," Brandi shook her head at me. I had always been a candy and junk food fanatic. I ate a Blow Pop daily on the way to school and on the way home. Brandi's father, who was our family dentist, did not appreciate my sugar addiction. 

   "I don't care," I said, mad at myself for still thinking about him. I was still disappointed in Bernard. All people ever talked about was how cool he was and the clothes he wore. But, I knew there was something more to him. I had no problem letting him copy my homework for the rest of the school year, because I truly wanted to use this as an opportunity for him to show me his true character--and he failed. 

   "Danni, wait up!" Someone shouted.

   We both turned around to see Bernard running toward us. By the time he made it to us, he was out of breath, "What's up, Brandi?"

   "What's up, B. Wright? Um, I gotta get going. Call me when you get home, Danni."

   I stood there silently, waiting for Bernard to speak.

   "Why are you mad at me?" He panted.

   "I'm not mad," I said, trying to talk with the lollipop still in my mouth.

   "Then what's up with the silent treatment?"

   "I got nothing to say, that's all," I shrugged.

   "Look, I'm sorry, okay? I messed up and I feel really bad about it. But, I tried to do the homework and…"

   I popped the candy out of my mouth and shook my head, "It don't matter. You told me you couldn't do it, and you didn't."

   "Danni, don't be like that," he said, "I'm not a bookworm like you."

   I looked down at his sneakers and asked, "How many rebounds did Jordan have in the game against Philly last week?"

   "Huh?" he asked.

   "How many?"

   Bernard laughed and then began spewing off stats like he was a commentator for ESPN.

   "Goodbye, Bernard," I told him, shaking my head.

   "What? What did I do?"

   "You're smarter than you think you are. If you put just as much effort in your homework as you do your outfits, you'd be surprised," I put my candy back into my mouth and walked home.

   The next morning, Bernard was at my locker when I got there. I almost choked on my candy.

   "Hey, can you look over this and make sure it's right?" he asked, handing me his crumpled paper. I looked at it and nodded, and Bernard smiled back at me. Then, he did something so surprising, so sexy, so unexpected that I thought I would melt right on the spot. He reached and took the candy out of my mouth and popped it into his; winking as he said, "See you in class."

   In all of my thirteen years of living, I never imagined anything like that. It was as if Bernard placed some magic spell on me. From that moment on, I lived and breathed all things Bernard Wright, and for the next two months, life was perfect. It didn't matter that people were saying that Bernard joined a gang and was hanging around with the wrong crowd. I overlooked the fact that he missed more days out of school than he should have. Mostly because when he did come, he would touch my face as we stood talking in the hallway. Then, there were the time she would rub his hand on my leg under the desk during class, sending heat waves throughout my body. I even knew that Bernard had other girls, but to me, we had a secret love affair going on that no one knew about except us. 

   "Danni, I'm telling you, B. Wright is no good. Take it from me, I know things," she said. "And the things I know aren't good."

   "And I know Bernard," I sighed. "You know how people talk, Brandi. It's just gossip."

   "Danni, I don't want you to get hurt. Sometimes you act like he's your boyfriend."

   "What? That's not it at all," I lied, knowing that deep down, I did want Bernard as my boyfriend.

   "I'm just saying…."

   "You don't have to say anything. Bernard and I are friends, that's it."

   "Okay," Brandi said and turned the subject to the upcoming Spring Dance. Everyone was excited, including me, and I was secretly hoping that Bernard would ask me to go. He mentioned it in class a couple of days ago and asked if I was going. When I told him I wanted to, he said we'd talk about it. I didn't want to get my hopes up, and Brandi's doubt-filled conversation didn't help.

   Bernard never asked me to the dance. He never returned to school. Two days later, his father was gunned down in front of his barber shop in what was suspected as a drug-related shooting. A few months later, my family moved across town. Until that evening I ran into him at Chubby's, it had been twenty years, six months and four days since I laid eyes on Bernard Wright. 

  


	
	 Hall Pass

  When I arrived at school the Monday following the dance, I was shocked to see a police officer standing in the lobby of the office. 

  "Good morning, can I help you?" I asked quickly.

  Mrs. Butler didn't waste any time in telling me, "Principal Eaton, this is Officer Milton Gilbert, our new head of security." 

  I looked at the giant man, decked out in a full police department uniform complete with a badge and a gun peeking out of the holster.

  "Nice to meet you," he said, reaching his hand out to me.

  "The school board informed that I would have a security officer on staff, but I wasn't expecting someone so….official, for lack of a better term," I said, smiling as I shook his hand.

  "Yeah, I'm about as official as they come," he said. "I've been on the force for about nine years. And I love kids."

  "Well, nice to have you here, Officer Gilbert," I said. "Give me a moment, and I'll show you around."

  I was about to go into my office and put my things down when a little boy came charging into the office, "Ms. Eaton, Mr. Banks took my phone while we was at the dance and he said I gotta see you to get it back!"

  "Young man, that's no way to enter an office or speak to me," I said. "Now, how about you go out and try it again, and this time, try starting with 'Good Morning.'"

  The little boy tilted his head and paused, then walked out of the office. Seconds later, he came in and said, "Good morning, Ms. Eaton. Mr. Banks took my phone and said I gotta see you to get it back!"

  I looked over at Officer Gilbert and Mrs. Butler, shaking my head, then looked at him, "What's your name, young man?"

  "Bryce Douglas," he said.

  "Well, Bryce, come on in and let's talk about your phone and what's in it," I said. "Officer Gilbert, you can join us in my office if you'd like."

  "Wait, you called the police? Am I in trouble? Do I need a lawyer?" Bryce asked, glancing over at Officer Gilbert, his eyes wide with fear. "And how do you know what's in my phone?"

  "Because I'm the principal," I answered. "And you may need a lawyer, we don't know yet. Come on in here and let's find out."

  I led Bryce into my office, followed by Officer Gilbert and they sat down. I reached into my drawer and pulled out the phone, turning it on. The screen lit up and Bryce gulped loudly.

  "Now, Bryce, you know it's against school policy for you to even have your phone on while you're at school, right?"

  "Yeah, but…"

  "Yeah?" I corrected him.

  "I mean, yes ma'am, but nobody was calling me. And technically, we weren't in school. It was after school, at the dance. I'm sorry, can I get it back? I promise, I won't turn it on," he pleaded.

  "So, if no one was calling you, were you calling someone?" I asked.

  "No, ma'am, I wasn't calling anyone," Bryce shook his head.

  "You weren't calling anyone, and no one was calling you. Then what were you doing with the phone?" I leaned forward and asked. I could see Officer Gilbert watching me and what was going on.

  "I was showing my boys something," Bryce answered, his voice slightly above a whisper.

  "What were you showing them?"

  Bryce shook his head.

  "Fine, I'll look myself," I said. "What do you think, Officer Gilbert, should we look and see what he was showing his boys?"

  "I wanna see what he was showing them." Officer Gilbert nodded.

  "It was a joke," Bryce yelped. 

  "Oh, a joke. I like jokes," I grinned. "I wanna laugh, what about you Officer Gilbert?"

  "I could use a good laugh," Officer Gilbert replied.

  I began pushing buttons on the phone and said, "I don't see a joke. Let me see if maybe it's in the text messages."

  "WAIT!" Bryce yelled, "Don't look at the texts."

  "Tell me what it was, Bryce," I said, "and I know it wasn't a joke."

  "It was a picture that someone sent me." He put his head down in shame.

  "A picture of what?" Officer Gilbert now looked worried.

  "A girl without a shirt on," he finally confessed.

  I looked at Officer Gilbert and nodded at him, then passed him the folder which was still sitting on my desk. I watched his face frown as he saw the picture. 

  "Hey, that's not the pic I got," Bryce said, peeking over Officer Gilbert's arm. 

  "What do you mean?" I asked.

  "I mean, that's the same girl, Reality, but that's not the same pic. Look for yourself," Bryce told me. I started fumbling with the phone, looking for the text message indicator until finally he said, "Let me show you."

  I passed him the phone and a few seconds later, he passed it back to me with a picture on the screen of the same girl, but this time, her smiling face was clear and she was even more posed in the mirror than the first picture. If I didn't know that she was only thirteen, I would have sworn that she was a professional Playboy centerfold model.

  "Who is this girl, Bryce?"

  "I told you, it's Reality." He shrugged.

  "Is that the name of some website she's on?" Officer Gilbert asked, taking a small notepad and pen out of his pocket and flipping it open.

  "No, it's not a website, that's her name."

  "Her name is Reality?" I asked.

  "Yeah, she's in my gym class," Bryce said.

  "She's a student here at this school?" It was Officer Gilbert's turn to yelp.

  "Yes, now can I get my phone back?" 

  "No, you can't," I snapped. "I can't believe you or her? Do you realize you're both underage, and this is inappropriate?"

  "Not to mention illegal," Officer Gilbert added. "You're both underage, this is child pornography."

  At that moment, I don't know who was more afraid, me or Bryce.

  "You're not getting your phone back, I'm sorry," I told him. "The only person who can get it back is your parent."

  "But my mom is out of town for two weeks, she's in the Reserves!"

  "Then we'll have to call your father," I said.

  "He's gonna be gone longer than she is. He's in jail for popping positive when he saw his parole officer!"

  "Then, I'm sure you have a guardian, right?"

  "Yes."

  "Then, we'll have to call them. Go out into the lobby and give Mrs. Butler the number. If someone comes and gets the phone, it's up to them to give it back to you."

  "Yes, ma'am," Bryce said slowly standing and walking out of my office.

  "And you have detention for two weeks for violating the school's cell phone policy," I added.

  "Two weeks?" He squealed.

  "Wanna make it three?"

  "Wow, I can't believe this," Officer Gilbert said.

  "Believe it, Officer Gilbert," I sighed. 

  "Milton," he said.

  "Huh?"

  "Please, call me Milton. You handled that great, I'm impressed. Most principals would've just told the kid to have his parents come and get the phone. You went above and beyond."

  "It's about more than just the phone," I explained. "It's about showing these kids that there are serious consequences for their actions. A thirteen year old girl shouldn't be okay with taking a nude picture of herself and sending it to a boy. There's something deeply wrong with that. And these boys should understand that they shouldn't want to have these pics sent to them."

  "Come on now, Principal Eaton…"

  "Dannica," I said.

  "Dannica, you know as well as I do, that boys will be boys. I confess at thirteen, I was sneaking peeks at Playboy. I'm not saying this is the same thing, because its way worse than that, but whose going to turn down a nude pic of the girl in gym class?"

  "Young men who are being raised to have more respect for the women in their class, if I have anything to do with it," I said. I walked into the lobby of the office where Bryce and a few other students were seated, waiting to be helped. "Mrs. Butler, did you call Bryce's guardian?"

  "Yes, ma'am, he's on his way," she informed me.

  "And I need for you to call Reality…" I looked over at Bryce and said, "What's her last name?"

  "Love."

  "Did you say Love?" I asked.

  "Yes, Love," Bryce repeated.

  "Her name is Reality Love," I said, thinking, 'No wonder she's sending nude pics, she has a porn name.' "Can you get Reality Love down here for me, Mrs. Butler as soon as this bell is over?"

  "Yes, ma'am, right away."

  "I'm going to show Officer Gilbert around the building. I'll have the walkie-talkie on if you need me," I said.

  I showed Milton around the school, telling him my expectations of my students, faculty, and staff, along with the ones for myself. We finished and were headed back toward the office when the bell rang and the students poured into the hallway. 

  "No running! Tuck that shirt in, sir! No horse playing! Pull that skirt down, young lady!" I yelled repeatedly. The halls began to clear and we were almost to the main lobby when the door opened and a tall, familiar figure walked into the building. Just like clockwork, I stopped dead in my tracks. The figure walked closer, and closer, and then waved at me; just before entering the main office.

  "Hey, Danni!"

  "Mr. Wright," I said. "Good morning. This is Officer Gilbert, our new head of security."

  "Nice to meet you." The two men shook hands. 

  "So, what brings you to our halls of learning this morning?" I asked, wondering what he was doing there. I tried not to stare at his muscular body, which was still noticeable, even in the baggy sweats he wore. There was no way I could stop myself from inhaling the scent of the cologne he wore. Something about the way he looked made me think he had just gotten out of the shower. It was refreshing.

  "Well, it seems that my nephew's cell phone was confiscated, so I've come to retrieve it," he said.

  "Oh really," I said. "Well, before you retrieve it, maybe we should have a chat first."

  "Uncle B!" Bryce gasped, jumping out of his chair, "It's not my fault that…"

  "Sit down!" Bernard commanded, and Bryce quickly sat back down. I greeted Mr. Ferguson, the assistant principal, who was in the office and introduced him to Officer Gilbert.

  "Officer Gilbert, feel free to monitor the hallways and introduce yourself to the staff. I'll check on you later," I said.

  "You can come into my office," I said, then told Bryce, "You too."

  "Do you need me to…" Milton started, but Mr. Ferguson interrupted him.

  "Come on, Officer Gilbert, we can hit the gymnasium, and you can meet some of the students. That's the largest class we have," Mr. Ferguson smiled.

  Milton seemed somewhat disappointed, but I didn't think it was necessary for him to be there when I talked with Bernard, and having him there while talking to Bryce had only been a scare tactic. 

  "Well, Bryce, do you want to explain what's going on to your uncle, or do you want me to?" I said, after I closed my office door.

  "I'll tell him," he said and then remained quiet.

  "I'm waiting, Bryce, let's hear it," Bernard told him.

  "Well, I was showing the guys some pics in my phone, and the math teacher caught me. He turned the phone in to Ms. Eaton and she said you had to come and get it."

  "That's it?" Bernard asked.

  "Yeah," Bryce nodded, and then looked over at me, hoping I would agree. 

  Bernard looked up and asked, "So, that's it?"

  I looked at Bernard and then back at Bryce.

  "Boy, you're already in enough trouble as it is, and if I find out you're lying to me…"

  "I'm not lying," Bryce whined.

  "If you're not telling me everything, then that's a lie of omission. Same damn thing and you know it. Now talk."

  "Okay, here's what happened. There's this girl in my class, and my friend Amir really likes her. So, his birthday was last week, and I paid the girl twenty-five dollars to take some pics and send them to him. It was a gift."

  "Wait? What? Where the hell did you get twenty-five dollars and what kind of pics?" Bernard was breathing so hard that I could see his chest going up and down. 

  I was still trying to comprehend the fact that Bryce paid the girl for the pics, as a gift for his friend. This girl was not only sending the pics, but getting paid for them. This was way more than I expected.

  "Just pics of her, posing," Bryce said.

  "Again with the lies of omission. Try it again," Bernard warned.

  "Naked pics."

  "Jesus Christ, Bryce. What the hell is wrong with you? What the hell are you thinking? Do you know how much trouble this could get you in? Hell naw, how much trouble you are in? This is major, man. You gotta know better than this."

  "I guess I was thinking it was no different than the stripper parties that you throw…"

  "First of all, you are NOT me. Second of all, I'm a grown-ass man, and you're a kid," Bernard snapped. His voice was stern that even I jumped. 

  "Listen, I've explained to Bryce that not only was the girl sending the pics inappropriate, but his receiving them was just as bad. He understands that this could get him in even more trouble, and could have landed him in jail, right Bryce?"

  "Yes, ma'am."

  "And I'm sure he will delete the pics out of the phone as soon as he gets it back," I said, taking the phone out of my drawer and handing it to Bernard.

  "No, he's gonna delete the pictures now and give me the phone, period," Bernard said, handing the phone to Bryce, "Delete 'em!"

  "Yes, sir," Bryce sighed. He fidgeted with the phone and handed it back to his uncle, "They're gone."

  "You need to apologize to Ms. Eaton," Bernard said.

  "Sorry, Ms. Eaton," Bryce mumbled.

  "Go ahead, get Mrs. Butler to give you a hall pass and go on back to class, Bryce. And don't forget, you have two weeks of detention, starting tomorrow."

  "Yes, ma'am," Bryce walked out.

  "Damn," Bernard said, rubbing his forehead, "I don't even know what to say. I'm sorry you had to deal with this. I just...I don't…his dad is...and I'm just trying to be there while his mom is on duty. Hell, I don't know what's going on with him."

  "He's a kid," I said, "They all are. And they're very impressionable. He just wants to be just like his uncle, that's all."

  "Come on, that's not fair, Danni. I'm not like that anymore," Bernard said.

  "It doesn't matter if you are or not, Bernard, that's not even my concern. My point is that you say you're trying to be there, and that's cool, but understand with that role comes more responsibility than buying him condoms and energy drinks to prep him for a dance." I reached into my drawer, and into my purse, and handed him a crisp fifty dollar bill, "And I believe I owe you this."

  "Come on, Danni, don't be like that. It's all love, and you know we go way back."

  "I know it is, Bernard, but just like you, I'm not like that anymore. I've accepted my role and all the responsibilities that come with it. Now, I have a full day's agenda I have to deal with that I haven't even gotten started on. Thanks so much for coming, and I really appreciate your support in this matter."

  We walked out of my office just as the door opened and Milton walked in with a female student.

  "This young lady was in the hallway without a pass and says she was told to come to the office," he announced.

  Suddenly, the girl let out a scream and came barreling toward Bernard, jumping up and putting her arms around him.

  "Bubsy! OMG! You're here at my school? Did you come to get me? They called me out of class and I ain't know what was going on? Is it because you told them to?" She said without taking a breath.

  "Whoa, girl, calm down," Bernard laughed. "How are you? Look at how big you've gotten. Wow, you're all grown up."

  "Young lady, I'm gonna have to ask you to calm down and take a seat."

  "You know her?" Bryce asked.

  "Know me? Boy, please, this is my Daddy," the girl snapped as she hugged Bernard tightly.

  Bryce looked just as confused as everyone else, and the room got quiet.

  "Ms. Eaton, this is Reality Love," Mrs. Butler said. 

   * * * * * * * * * *

  It was almost six in the evening when I was finally able to leave for the day. I had just gotten to my car and was about to back out of my spot when a motorcycle pulled right behind me, blocking me in. I rolled down my window and watched as the rider cut the engine off and removed their helmet. I shook my head as Bernard jumped off the bike and smiled at me.

  "What are you doing? Are you crazy? I could have run right over you, fool!"

  "Your car wasn't even in gear yet. I made sure I didn't see your reverse lights," he said.

  "What do you want?" I asked him.

  "Two things, actually. One, I wanna thank you for dealing with my nephew and the cell phone craziness. I'm really gonna work on him. What you said this morning made a lot of sense and I need to be a better example."

  "Good," I nodded, "I'm glad to hear that. And?"

  "And I'm going to make sure he doesn't get his phone back anytime soon and when he does get it back, I will definitely be making sure he's not sending or receiving anything inappropriate," Bernard said, matter-of-factly. 

  "Okay, and?"

  He stood beside my car, as if he was trying to think of what he was supposed to say, "And what?" 

  "Bernard, you said there were two things you wanted. You told me one, now what's the other?" I sighed. 

  "Oh, I left without getting your number this morning," he said it so sexy that I almost asked him to repeat it so I could hear it again. Then I remembered that I wasn't in eighth grade, and he wasn't asking me to copy my science homework. This was far beyond that.

  "I don't think so," I told him.

  "Why not?" He seemed surprised that I was telling him no.

  "It's not a good idea," I shook my head. "You don't need my number. If you need to reach me, you know where I work. And you only need to reach me regarding school related issues."

  "Danni, you gon' be like that? I can't call you?"

  "Call me for what, Bernard?"

  "You know what I'd be calling you for. We go way back, and I would like to take you out...go to dinner, see a movie, catch up on what's been going on. We're old friends, aren't we?" He shrugged.

  "You're right, Bernard, we are. But, I'm the principal, and I don't date my students parents. It's not a good idea," I started to roll the window up, and he stuck his hand in, causing me to stop.

  "I'm not a parent of one of your students, I'm an uncle," he said, "His mom will be back in a couple of weeks. So, sounds like a good idea to me."

  "Whatever, that still makes you a guardian. And what about your daughter? You know what? It doesn't even matter; we don't even need to discuss this anymore. I've had a long day and I really just wanna go home," I told him.

  Bernard turned serious, and his eyes darkened, "Dannica, I explained to you earlier that Reality is not my biological daughter. I dated her mom for a while, a long time ago. I never told her I was her father; she just latched on to me. I don't have any kids."

  "Maybe not, but you're still a father figure," I said.

  "Danni…"

  "Ms. Eaton, is everything alright?" Mr. Ferguson called across the parking lot, walking towards us.

  "I'm fine, Mr. Ferguson," I said.

  "Hey, Mr. Ferguson." Bernard reached over and shook his hand. "It's good seeing you."

  "You too, Mr. Wright. I saw the Back To School event you had over at the shop. That was real nice of you," Mr. Ferguson told him. "Some of the boys really needed that."

  "Hey, you know me, Mr. Ferguson, I do what I can. We all got a role to play in these kids' lives, right?" Bernard said, looking over at me and stepping back. "Ms. Eaton, thanks again. I'll see you both around."

  He got on his bike, put his helmet on, and gunned the motor as he pulled away.

  "The infamous, B. Wright," Mr. Ferguson laughed.

  "More like, B. Wrong," I replied. "I see he's taken over the family business."

  "Well, he has his shortcomings, but we all do. I can't say I agree with everything he does, but I don't think he's anything like his father. He's a little more wholesome and grounded."

  "Yeah, imagine that," I sneered. "His nephew thought that sexting was okay because his uncle hires strippers. That's real wholesome, Mr. Ferguson."

  "Again, he has his shortcomings, but he does do a lot for the community. He gave free haircuts to the boys for back to school, and if they make honor roll, they continue to get free haircuts. And, from what I hear, a lot of the needier boys get school clothes from the supply closet in the barber shop."

  "The supply closet?" I asked.

  "Yeah, it's something his dad started when he had the shop. Whatever you needed, you could get it from the supply closet. Back then, it was porn, moonshine, drugs, even girls. You could even borrow money if you needed it."

  "What?"

  "But, it's not like that anymore I don't think. Nowadays, I think it's more like CDs, DVDs, coats and clothes for the kids that need 'em, and actual school supplies. The last time I went…"

  "You went in there?" I said, shocked by Mr. Ferguson's confession. 

  "Hey, my uncle was in town visiting and he wanted some white lightning. That's the only place around here you can get it," he said.

  "I have really got to go," I sighed. "Thanks again, Mr. Ferguson."

  "Hey, not bad for a Monday," he nodded. "And to think, we get to do it all over again tomorrow."

  "Please, don't remind me," I said.

 



  Teacher's Pet

  By the time Christmas vacation rolled around, I was well overdue for a break. I managed to survive the first half of the school year without putting my hands on anyone's child and catching myself before using a few 'choice' words when speaking to parents and even some members of the faculty. The Faculty Holiday Christmas Party was held at the restaurant of one of the finer hotels. It was the evening of the last day of school before Christmas Break. All I kept thinking was that it was the only thing I had to do, and then I would be free for two whole weeks. As exhausted as I was, I somehow managed to remember to purchase gifts for everyone in my family and get them over to my parents' home; before they left for Michigan to spend the holidays with my brother and his wife.

  "I don't understand why you can't just fly to Detroit for a few days," my mother whined, taking the bags of wrapped presents out of my hand.

  "Because I'm tired, and I don't feel like dealing with the headache, Mom."

  "But it's Christmas," she said.

  "I know it is. And that's why I gotta get outta here and get to my staff Christmas party," I reminded her.

  "Leave the girl alone. At least she brought presents," my dad called out from the den.  He was leaned back reading the paper in his recliner.

  "That's such holiday spirit, Daddy," I yelled to him.

  "It's the truth," he said. "Hey, I saw in the paper that barber shop, in our old neighborhood, raised enough money to buy fifty bikes for the kids. That was nice."

  "Yeah, it was," I said. The news of the B. Wright Barber Shop Christmas Bike giveaway was the talk of the school. They were giving away the bikes to kids who either had perfect attendance, honor roll, or good citizenship. I thought it was a noble gesture and was impressed, but kept a safe distance from the project. Mr. Ferguson and Mrs. Butler helped identify the kids, and the bikes were going to be given on Christmas Eve. Oddly enough, Officer Gilbert seemed to take issue with the give-aways. 

  "That barbershop is run by drug dealers," he mentioned, "has been for years."

  "No, it's not," I said, trying not to sound irritated by his accusation. "I know the owner, Bernard Wright, he's not a drug dealer."

  "If you say so; Vice has been watching them, and it's only a matter of time," he said, folding his arms. 

  "I don't know what they're watching for," I said.

  "So, are you bringing someone to the party tonight?" He asked, changing the subject.

  "Nope, I'll be solo," I sighed. 

  "If you like, I can pick you up and we can go together," he smiled.

  A few months after he started working at the school, and against my better judgment, I agreed to meet Milton for a drink after work, thinking that it would be innocent and meaningless. I was wrong. Four shots of vodka later, he was going on and on about how attracted he was to me. 

  "I feel like we'd make just as great of a team outside the school as we do on the inside." He confessed.

  I looked at him, knowing full well that I had no interest in him whatsoever, but I didn't want to hurt his feelings. 

  "I'm sorry, Milton," I said, "I don't date people I work with."

  "I can always transfer to another school," he looked disappointed. "I need another drink."

  "Don't you have to drive home?" I asked.

  "You've only had one glass of wine, you can take me," He stated.  "I don't know where you live," I said, "but, I can call you a cab."

  "Damn, I can't even get a ride home? That's the least you can do after breaking my heart."

  I was 'guilted' into driving his drunk ass home; and he apologized the following day, saying he was out of line and it would never happen again. For the most part, he kept it strictly professional, but occasionally he would try and ask me out on the sly, like right now. There was no way, in hell, I would go with him to the Faculty Holiday Gathering. 

  "Thanks, but no thanks," I said. "I have to head to my parents house and catch them before they hit the road. I'll see you at the party."

  "Is that the same barber shop where that man got shot when we lived over there?" My mom asked.

  "Yeah," I said, "his son runs it now, Bernard Wright."

  "They used to do more in that shop than cut hair," my mother whispered. "They used to have prostitutes in the back. Your father doesn't know that I know about that, but I do."

  I laughed, "I don't think they have prostitutes in there any more, Mom."

  "I hope not, but they got that money from those bikes from somewhere."

  I looked at my watch and saw that I had to get going, "Mom, you and Dad be safe. Call me as soon as you get there. Bye, Daddy!"

  My dad walked in, and gave me a hug, and kissed my cheek, "Have fun at your party, Sweetie. And do something exciting while you're on vacation!"

  "Okay, I'll try," I said.

  * * * * * * * * * *

  "Meet me at Kincaid's!" Brandi said.

  "What? I'm just leaving the Christmas Party. I'm not going to a club. The only place I'm going is home and getting in the bed," I told her.

  "Come on, it's only eleven o'clock. And you don't have to get up in the morning. Just for a little while," she pleaded. "You're right up the street. We can just hang out at the bar."

  I turned my car around in the middle of the street, "I'm on my way. And I'm only staying for an hour!"

  "Yay, let's get this Christmas break started right," she laughed.

  Nearly two hours later, I sat at the bar and laughed with my best friend. I was glad that I agreed to meet her. I was having a ball. The music was on point, the crowd was mellow, and the atmosphere was festive. 

  "Oh my God," Brandi whispered, leaning over.

  "What?" I asked, feeling tipsy from the drinks.

  "Turn around and look who just walked in," she said, her eyes wide with surprise. "Slowly, please."

  I slowly turned around and saw that a crowd of well-dressed guys walking in the club. I didn't recognize any of them at first. Then, I saw him, wearing a dark grey sweater and black leather jacket. I guess he felt me staring, he turned and his eyes met mine. He smiled and nodded at me, and I smiled back. He tapped one of the guys that he was with, and they walked over to the bar.

  "Principal Eaton," he said.

  "Mr. Wright," I responded, "you remember Brandi Hughes."

  "Brandi, what's up, girl? You haven't changed a bit," he said, brushing past me to give her a hug. I inhaled his scent, and a chill went down my spine.

  "You haven't either," Brandi replied. 

  "This is my boy, Doug," he pointed to his friend. "He cuts hair at the shop."

  "Nice to meet you, Doug," I said.

  "What are you ladies drinking?" Doug asked, motioning for the bartender.

  "Oh, I'm done," I shook my head. "I've already had more than enough."

  "Girl, stop," Brandi laughed, "you can have one more. We can toast to old friends."

  I squinted at Brandi, who winked back at me. Another round was ordered, we moved from the bar to a table, and I immediately knew that the night was just beginning. 

  "This is my jam," Brandi said, snapping her fingers and singing along to the Usher song..

  "Then let's go, girl," Doug took Brandi by the hand; and they went to the crowded dance floor.

  "You wanna go?" Bernard asked.

  "Naw, I think I'mma sit this one out," I said.

  He slid his chair closer to mine and leaned toward me, "So, you all ready for Christmas?"

  "About as ready as I'm gonna be," I said. "What about you?"

  "I'm pretty much done. I do most of my shopping throughout the year, so I just have last minute stuff to get," he said.   

   "I think your donation of the bikes to the kids is great."

  "Yeah, I've wanted to do it for a while, and this year, things just really fell into place. I'm glad I could make it happen." His eyes lit up, and I noticed the deep dimple in his left cheek.

  The song changed to another club banger, and Brandi yelled, "Danni, what are you doing? Get out here!"

   "I think we're being beckoned," Bernard said, grabbing my hand and pulling me to the floor. I don't know if it was the liquor or the fact that I was finally on vacation, but I was totally relaxed and comfortable. I swayed to the beat and moved my body against Bernard's. At 6'1", he was inches taller than me, and his body was thick and muscular. The music slowed down at impeccable timing and the deejay began playing Keith Sweat's 'Telling Me No Again'. Bernard looked at me, slipped his fingers between mine, and pulled me close. 

  "I can't believe they're playing this," I whispered, remembering the song from New Jack City and sitting beside him all those years ago.

  "I can," he said, "I asked them to."

  "You remembered?" I said, shocked at his confession.

  "How could I ever forget?" He smiled, and I leaned my head against his shoulder. I was in a dream state and I never wanted to wake up. I closed my eyes and enjoyed the dance.

  "Last Call, Ladies and Gents," the deejay announced, and the music faded out.

  "You guys want to grab another one before we hit the road," Doug asked.

  "No, I'm done," I said.

  "Me too," Brandi nodded. 

  We made our way back to the table, and I realized Bernard and I were still holding hands.

  "I'll get our coats," I said, maneuvering my hand from his and walking to the coat check area. Suddenly, I felt hot. I touched my forehead to make sure beads of sweat weren't forming. 

  'What the hell are you doing?' I asked myself, 'It's only a drink and a dance. There's nothing wrong with that. It's Christmas for God's sake, and I'm just having a night out with old friends. Bullshit, and you know it. You want that man. Always have, always will.' 

  "Is that it?"

  "Huh?" I said, realizing the girl behind the counter passing me our coats. I put two dollars in her tip jar and thanked her. Brandi, Doug and Bernard were waiting for me by the door. We slipped into our jackets and walked outside.

  "I parked over here," Brandi pointed. 

  "I'm over there," I said, pointing in the opposite direction.

  "Well, good thing each of you got an escort," Doug said.

  Brandi hugged me and said, "Call me on your way home, if you go home."

  "Stop it," I pushed her away.

  "Good seeing you again, B. Wright!" Brandi waved. 

  "Danni," Bernard said, walking to my car, "I had a really good time tonight."

  "Me too," I agreed. "It was a great way to start my Christmas vacation. I'm glad I don't have to get up in the morning."

  "So, can I see you again?" He asked, gently touching the back of my neck. 

  I shook my head, "Bernard, I can't."

  "Why not?"

  "I just can't," I sighed, glad that we arrived at my car. I was nervous and if we walked a little longer, I might've given in and agreed to go out on a date.

  "I guess that's it then," he told me. "Can I at least get a hug?"

  I turned and put my arms around his neck, and he held me tight for several seconds. When he finally released me, he licked his lips, leaned his face close to mine and I gasped. His lips brushed my jaw line and he smiled.

  "Good night, Bernard," I said, grabbing my keys from my pocket and unlocking my door.

  "Good night, Dannica," he said.

  I sat in the car, waiting for it to warm up, and located my iPod under the seat. I scrolled through until I found my New Jack City playlist, enjoying Keith Sweat serenading me as I drove home. 

  * * * * * * * * * *

  It was nearly eleven the following morning when I finally managed to get myself out of bed. I called Brandi, but she didn't answer. I figured she had just as much of a hangover as I did. My head was throbbing, and my mouth felt like cotton. I needed something to drink, but the only thing in my fridge was water, string cheese and some old Chinese food. 

  "I gotta go to the store," I groaned. After a quick shower, I threw on some old sweats and a pair of Nikes and went to the nearby grocery store. Pushing my cart down the aisle, I walked right into Bernard, "What are you doing? Stalking me?"

  "What are you talking about? I should be asking you the same thing," he said, frowning behind the dark sunglasses he wore. Like me, he had on a pair of sweats, but his Nikes were Jordans, of course. 

  "Don't flatter yourself, mister. I live right up the street in Old Courtyard Condos," I said.

  "And I live down the street in Courtyard Townhomes," he replied. "I guess we're neighbors."

  Surprised, I said, "I thought you lived in the neighborhood, near the barber shop."

  "No, who told you that?" he asked.

  "No one."

  "Figures," he said, "I've lived out here for about two years."

  "Oh, I moved here last summer," I shrugged. 

  "Welcome to the neighborhood."

  "Thanks," I replied, noticing the same bottles of Gatorade in his basket that were inmine. "Hangover?"

  "A slight one," he laughed. "I see I'm not alone."

  "A slight one."

  "How's your girl?"

  "I checked on her, but no answer; I'm sure she's feeling like we are, if not worse."

  "Yeah, I called Doug, and he didn't answer either."

  "Maybe they're hungover together," I suggested.

  "Maybe, if so, good for him. At least somebody got some…"

  "Hey, hey, hey!" I stopped him before he could finish.

  "You wanna go grab some brunch from the place next door?" 

  I hesitated and just as I was about to answer, he said, "I get it, it's not a date. It's just food. And technically, you're not working because it's Christmas vacation, so it doesn't really count. I'm here, you're here, we both need to get some food in our systems to attack all the liquor we drank last night, and you need it more than I do. Believe me, Gatorade, Slim Jims, a bag salad, and Now & Laters are not gonna help."

  I looked down at the contents in my basket and said, "For your information, I hadn't finished shopping."

  He reached over on the shelf, grabbed a bag of Blow Pops, tossed them into my basket and said, "You're done. Now let's go pay and then get some real food."

  * * * * * * * * * *

  During brunch, Bernard somehow convinced me to go to dinner and a movie the following night. He refuted every reason I had by pointing out that one, this wasn't a date and we were only hanging out as friends; and two, this was an exception to my "no becoming involved with parents" rule because I was on Christmas vacation. There was also the tiny fact-that technically, he wasn't a parent. There was no denying that I wanted to go with him; I accepted his invitation, telling myself that I could handle one date with him. 

  Hours later, I realized, what I couldn't handle was being alone with him, in my condo. We cuddled on my chaise lounge, laughing and reminiscing about our childhood days, with the sounds of Luther Vandross singing Christmas carols in the background. 

  "We had some great times back then," Bernard said, his fingers caressed my collarbone. A chill went down my spine and heat rose from within all at the same time. 

  "We did," I whispered, trying to breathe naturally. I could feel my heart beating and wondered if he could too. Bernard wrapped his arms around me and it was no longer his fingers caressing me, but his lips softly kissing my neck. I turned slightly and looked into his eyes, and he smiled at me. Our faces moved closer and closer until we were kissing, gently--at first--and then, harder and harder. We couldn't get enough of one another. For twenty years I imagined how kissing Bernard Wright would feel. Now, it was happening and it was better than I expected. It was perfect and he seemed to be enjoying every minute too.. And now, my body told me that kissing Bernard Wright wasn't all that I wanted. He turned my body completely around and I straddled his body. His hands found their way under my sweater and I quickly unbuttoned his shirt. My nipples hardened at his touch and I pulled the confining cardigan over my head. Bernard's eyes stared greedily at my ample, full, d-cupped breasts; and then slowly, his eyes moved up until they met mine. He gazed at me and I could see that he was waiting for me to make the next move. It was as if he needed reassurance that I wanted this as much as he did. Standing and taking him by the hand, I led him upstairs to my bedroom. To say that I was nervous would be an understatement. I could count on one hand the number of men I slept with in my life and  count on two fingers the number of times in my bed. 

  "What are you smiling at?" I asked.

  "That high ass bed," Bernard laughed, "Its a Princess and the Pea bed."

  "I like my bed," I said, walking over and hopping onto it. He was right, my bed was fairly high, and I literally had to leap to get in it. 

  "I like your bed too," he shrugged and walked over to the foot of the bed where I was sitting, "But I like you even more."

  He leaned down and kissed me, leaning me back, and we fumbled as we removed our clothes. Within seconds, we were naked, and he was slipping a condom onto his hardness. He climbed upward onto the bed as I wrapped one knee on each side of his body. Slowly, he lowered himself into me until he was totally enfolded in my hot wetness. I raised and lowered my pelvis; he eluded my grasping hands that tried to control him. His movements let me know that he was in charge. Faster and faster he moved, giving it to me and giving it to me good with a relentless rhythm which had me caught up, and I felt my growing orgasm with each thrust. Every time he plunged into my body, my clitoris came into contact with the base of his manhood, rubbing quickly and deeply before he rose up again. Instinctively, we moved in unison as my back arched and my hands clung to his muscular shoulders; for a tiny instant, we held still, then we climaxed together in one: wild, long, drawn out, majestic release. His sweat-drenched body collapsed on top of mine. 

  "Oh...my….God!" He said, breathing heavily.

  "That's a good thing, I hope," I laughed.

  "Better than good," he said, "It was….was…"

  "Was what?" I looked down at him, waiting for him to somehow come up with a word to explain what we just experienced.

  "Indescribable," he said, rolling over and pulling me close to him. He kissed the top of my forehead affectionately. The moment was perfect. Never in my life had I thought that I would be lying in bed with Bernard, basking in the afterglow of our passionate lovemaking.

  "Exactly," I sighed. 

  "Where's your bathroom?" he asked.

  "Through that door right there," I motioned toward the bathroom door. 

  Bernard kissed me again, and then climbed out of bed.

  All alone, lying in the middle of my Princess and the Pea bed, I resisted the urge to grab my phone and call Brandi. Instead, I told myself to calm down and chill out, preparing for what was about to happen next. I closed my eyes and enjoyed the comfort of my sheets, which still held the scent of Bernard. 

  "Danni," Bernard whispered.

  I opened my eyes and realized I had fallen asleep, "Huh?"

  "I gotta go," he smiled.

  I sat up and seeing that he was completely dressed, I asked, "You're leaving?"

  "Yeah, I got some business I gotta go take care of," he leaned over and put his forehead against mine. He tried to kiss me, but I backed off.

  "Okay," I shrugged, "I'll walk you out."

  "You don't have to do that, Danni," he said.

  I jumped out of bed and grabbed my robe, hanging on my closet door. I didn't waste any time heading down the steps and handing Bernard his jacket.

  "Danni, hold on," he said. "Did I do or say something wrong?"

  "No, not at all," I snapped. "I just don't wanna hold you up. I know you have something else to do."

  "It's not like that," he said.

  "You don't owe me any explanation, Bernard."

  He shook his head, "Danni, I had a great time."

  "I did, too."

  "Can I call you later?"

  "I'm gonna take a shower and go to bed," I said quickly.

  "Then I'll call you tomorrow."

  "Okay," I nodded.

  He kissed me once more and then left. I locked the door behind him. 

  My eyes found themselves wandering along his body, and I stopped myself before they found themselves between his legs. I hurried into my bathroom and closed the door behind me. I sat on the toilet and tried to clear my head. 

  'What were you thinking?' I asked myself. 'No, you didn't think. You just had sex with an old childhood friend. And now where is he? Did you expect anything different?'

  * * * * * * * * * *

  I woke up to the sound of my phone ringing. Wondering, who would be calling, at nine in the morning. I glanced over, grabbed my phone, and hesitantly answered the call. The  baritone voice was familiar. 

  "What are you doing?" Bernard inquired.

  "I was sleep." I half-whispered.

  "Sorry for running out like that. I wanna see you again. Have brunch again with me. I know of a nice little spot that plays live Jazz."

  "What makes you think I want to have brunch again with you?"

  "I don't…but, I want to see you again."

  She thought to herself, 'Damn this man for making me feel good!'

  "Can you be ready in thirty?" he asked.

  "Give me an hour. You just woke me up," I pointed out.

  He laughed. "Oh, Danni…wear something sexy."

  I jumped out of my bed and quickly got ready. Bernard arrived sixty minutes later, on the dot. He looked handsome and smelled wonderful. I couldn't stay mad at him for long, with a body that fine and a face like his—I was in trouble.

  Brunch with Bernard turned into dinner and a movie. During the week we would share late-night phone calls. The following weekend, a spur of the moment trip to the outlet mall, for some last minute Christmas shopping. Before I knew it, it was Christmas Eve, and Bernard was preparing for the Bike Give-a-way Get Together at the barber shop. He convinced me to come, saying that it would make sense, especially since I was the school principal. I relented and was blown away when I arrived at the community center, where the festivities were being held. The room was decorated and had tables of food. There was a deejay, and right beside the biggest Christmas tree I had ever seen were rows of bikes. Kids were everywhere dancing, eating, laughing, and joking. I waved to Mr. Ferguson and Mrs. Butler, who were standing nearby. Parents greeted me and introduced themselves, telling me how satisfied they were with how things were going since I became principal. They also shared some valid concerns and suggestions, and I was glad that I decided to come. It allowed me to interact with the parents outside of the school setting and there seemed to be different level of comfort. 

  I watched Bernard interact with the guests, most of whom were females, who couldn't seem to have a conversation without touching him. He did look handsome in a green oxford shirt and black slacks, and he even wore a red Santa hat on his head. I must've been watching too long because he turned, and our eyes met. I quickly looked away, not wanting to get caught in his stare.

  "What's up, Ms. Eaton. You look different." 

  "Why thank you, Amir. You look different and nice yourself," I said, admiring him in his button-down shirt and sports coat. It was a far cry from the baggy jeans and t-shirts he normally wore. 

  "Yeah, Ms. E. You look really nice," Bryce agreed with his buddy.

  "Does this mean I don't normally look nice?"

  Amir grinned and shook his head at me, "Naw, that's not what I'm saying. You just look...fancy, I guess."

  I laughed, knowing exactly what Amir meant. I had taken the time to blow dry my naturally curly hair straight, and instead of pulling it back, it was hanging past my shoulders. I had also taken the time and applied my makeup with such precision that Kym Lee, the famous makeup artist herself, would have been proud. I wore a red silk dress and matching three-inch, red, snakeskin heels, and I knew I looked fabulous, if nothing else. 

  "Well, Amir, you didn't tell me you were bringing a date."

  I glanced up and saw Bernard standing in front of us.

  "She's not my date, B. Wright, she's the principal, Ms. Eaton," Amir blushed.

  "Oh, I'm sorry," Bernard said. "How are you, Ms. Eaton."

  "I'm fine, Mr. Wright. This is really nice," I nodded. "I admit, I'm impressed."

  "Hey, these kids are impressive and they deserve it, right Amir?" Bernard held his fist out and Amir touched it with his own.

  "Yep, we do!" Amir agreed.

  "You're getting a bike, Amir?" I said, trying not to sound surprised. I knew Amir wasn't on the honor roll and couldn't recall him being Student of the Month.

  "Yes, I got perfect attendance!" He said.

  "Hey, there's Frankie!" Bryce pointed, and they ran off to talk to a group of boys who just walked through the door.

  "Perfect attendance. I should've known," I laughed.

  "Yeah, we didn't want to reward just the smart kids," Bernard said. "For some of these kids, the fact that they make it to school every day is an accomplishment. I know that, firsthand. They need to be rewarded for their efforts as well."

  I never thought about it that way and I made a mental note to come up with some sort of incentive for attendance, as well.

  "That's awesome, I mean, all of this is," I told him.

  "That dress you're wearing is awesome," he whispered. "You're looking sexy as hell. You really want Santa to come visit you tonight, huh?"

  I didn't want to but I felt myself blushing. I couldn't believe he said that to me and it caught me off guard. "Bernard, if you dont…."

  "Ms. Eaton, Mr. Wright, can I get a picture of both of you with some of the students?" A small, white guy asked, holding a camera.

  "Uh…" I mumbled.

  "Sure, Chuck," Bernard said, guiding me by the elbow toward the tree and the bikes. "Amir, fellas, come over here and take a picture for the newspaper dude."

  I posed for the photo and then spoke to Chuck, a reporter for the local newspaper. Bernard excused himself; and  Chuck and I found some seats beside Mr. Ferguson and Mrs. Butler. Our attention was immediately drawn to a woman who burst into the room, as if she was the headliner for the evening. Dressed in form-fitting jeans, thigh-high boots, a long blond wig, and a fur jacket; she loudly spoke and waved to everyone. I immediately recognized her and her miniature twin marching behind her, wearing an almost identical outfit--minus the wig. 

  The apple doesn't fall far from the tree, I thought. I watched Reality and her mother make their way through the crowd until they reached Bernard. He, along with Doug and the other barbers from the shop, were arranging the bikes and other gifts. He seemed somewhat glad to see her and gave Reality a hug. Reality's mother continued talking loudly about needing to talk to Bernard outside. 

  "Hey, can't you see he's busy right now?" Doug asked.

  "Nigga please, you betta get out my face," she snapped. "You aint muthafuckin' security!"

  "Hold on, hold on," Bernard's voice was stern. "You're not gonna do this, not here, not now. Whatever it is, Peaches, it's gotta wait until after I'm done. This is business and you know I don't play about my business, right?"

  She stared at Bernard and seemed to calm down a bit, "Yeah, I know. But…"

  "You and Real go grab a plate, enjoy yourselves, and we'll talk later," he said, putting his arm around her shoulder.

  "Fine," she said and slowly walked away.     

  "Wow, is that a parent?" Chuck asked.

  "Which one?" Mrs. Butler asked.

  "Mrs. Butler," I hissed, "that's not nice."

  "Neither is she," Mrs. Butler said, and we all laughed.

  The moment had arrived, and the bikes were all given out, along with iPods, gift cards, and other gifts for those who won door prizes. Bernard gave an inspiring speech to the kids, telling them to stay the course and make a difference. He also thanked me along with my staff and we were given a standing ovation. The emotion I felt was almost overwhelming.

  "I'm really glad you changed your mind and came out today, Ms. Eaton," Mrs. Butler told me as we walked out the community center.

  "I am, too," I nodded.

  "It's important for the parents to see that you care about what the kids do outside of school, just as much as you do while they're in school," she sighed. "This community needs all the support it can get."

  "Ms. Eaton!" 

  I looked to see who was screaming my name across the parking lot. Amir was on his shiny new bike and waving at me. I waved back and he came riding over to where we were.

  "Nice bike, Amir," I said.

  "I know. I'm so happy. I thought I wasn't getting nothing for Christmas, and look what I got."

  "I'm sure you'll get something else," I told him.

  "Nope, my mama got laid off and she told me and my brother the only thing we were getting was a roof over our head and a Christmas meal. We don't even have a Christmas tree," he said, his voice still full of joy. "I just wanted to tell you Merry Christmas."

  My heart sank at the thought of his family not having a tree for Christmas, "You too, Amir, Merry Christmas."

  "I'm so glad that boy got a bike," Mrs. Butler said. "Now maybe he'll get to school on time."       

  I turned and looked at her, "That's so sad about his mom getting laid off and them not having Christmas."

  "His family is just one of many around here in the same situation."

  * * * * * * * * * *

  Later that night, I was curled up on my chaise lounge, eating a bag of cheese popcorn, drinking a pineapple soda, and watching A Christmas Story when there was a knock at my door. I crumpled the bag closed and clicked the mute button, wondering who in the world would be knocking on my door on Christmas Eve at ten o'clock at night. 

  "Who is it?" I asked.

  "Santa!"

  I peeked out the peephole of my door and saw the Santa hat and a big grin. I looked down at my Betty Boop pajamas and fuzzy slippers that I changed into and tried to think of what I should do.

  "Um, I...give me a minute," I said, wondering why I changed clothes when I walked in the door.

  Because it's Christmas Eve and you didn't plan for a fine-ass man to be knocking on your door, that's why, I told myself. 

  "Come on, Danni, open the door. Don't make me come down the chimney," Bernard warned me.

  "I gotta put some clothes on," I told him.

  "No, you don't have to," he laughed. "Besides, there's nothing wrong with those ugly pajamas you got on."

  I turned around and saw that he was peeking in my window, "What are you doing, you STALKER!" 

  "Open the door!"

  I turned around and opened the door, letting him in, "What are you doing here anyway?"

  "I looked for you at the community center, but you dipped out," he said, following me into my living room.

  "It was over, so I left," I told him, grabbing my throw and my bag of popcorn. "Would you like something to drink?"

  "No, I'm good," he took the bag of popcorn out of my hand, "You are such a junk food junkie."

  "It's popcorn," I snatched it from him. "It's one of the healthiest snacks you can eat."       

  "It's cheese popcorn," he said, sitting on the chaise lounge before I could even ask for his coat.

  "That's my seat," I told him.

  "There's room for both of us," he smiled. Without warning, he pulled me by the arm and I fell on top of him.

  "What the hell?" I squealed. 

  "I got something to show you."

  I raised up and gave him a knowing look, "I don't think so."

  "Relax, girl," he reached into the pocket of his leather jacket and pulled out what looked like a sprig of parsley and held it over my heard.

  "What is that?" I looked up, suspiciously.

  "Guess," he said, looking into my eyes with a seductive grin.

  I stared back at him and nervously bit my bottom lip. I knew exactly what it was, and what it meant. I was breathing so hard, that I could see my chest rising and falling. He eased closer and closer to me, and I closed my eyes in anticipation. He pressed his lips on mine gently, and my heart pounded. A few seconds later, I pulled back, and we stared at one another. He lowered his arm, looking confused. I took the mistletoe from his hand and smiled. I leaned in and kissed him; this time, our lips parted, and his tongue found mine. My mouth savored the taste of him; he gently sucked my bottom lip. Heat began rising within my body, and I felt his arm around me. What sounded like a deep growl came from him; it stopped, then started again. He slowly pulled away from me. 

  "Hold up a sec," he whispered, then reached inside his jacket and pulled out his cell phone. What I thought was him growling turned out to be his phone vibrating. He stared at the screen and said, "Damn."

  I stood up, relieved by the interruption. I silently scolded myself for not having the willpower to stop. Hanging out with Bernard to pass the time over the Christmas break was one thing, but now, it was going too far. Kissing him playfully under the mistletoe was no big deal, but then, initiating a real kiss was completely out of character. What if his phone hadn't vibrated and we hadn't stopped. There was no telling what we would be doing right now.. I glanced over at him and thought, 'No telling.'

  "Everything okay?" I asked.

  "Yeah, I just gotta go handle some business at the shop right quick," he said, standing up.

  "This late? On Christmas Eve?"

  "I just gotta pick something up for someone."

  "Okay," I tried not to sound disappointed.

  He walked over and put his arm around me and smiled, "I can come back, right?"

  "It's Christmas Eve, Bernard. You should be with your family," I shrugged, "And I'm going to bed."

  "Don't go to bed, Danni. I'm coming right back," he rubbed his hand along my back. "Hey, come ride with me."

  "What? Are you crazy? I'm not even dressed," I looked down at my Betty Boop attire.

  "You look fine. It's just to the shop, and we'll come right back," he said and kissed me, again sending me to a place of heated desire. 

  Unable to resist, I told him, "At least let me slip into some jeans."

  "You're just gonna take them off when we come back."

  "I'll be right back," I shook my head and went to change.

  * * * * * * * * * *

  The streets were empty as we drove through the neighborhood to the shop. A few houses were decorated with Christmas lights, which lit the night. We pulled into the parking lot of the barber shop, and Bernard pulled around back and parked. I sat back, prepared to wait while he got whatever it was he came to get.

  "Come on," he said, turning the engine off and getting out.

  "I thought you just had to pick something up?" I said, wondering why I needed to come inside.

  "I am, but I don't want you to sit out here alone. This ain't the safest neighborhood. You know that as much as I do. Don't front like this ain't the hood," he laughed.

  I quickly saw his point and hopped out, following him to the door. He opened the door and held the door for me. I could hear a beeping sound, and he rushed to push the buttons of the alarm system; the beeping stopped. It was dark inside, and he hit a light switch. We stood in what had to have been the break room of the shop, which held a table, some chairs, a refrigerator and a microwave. There was also a set of lockers and a row of hooks which held what looked like smocks, each labeled with a name. 

  "This is nice," I said.

  "Come on, I can show you around," he said. He showed me around to the main area of the shop, which had eight barber stations, a waiting area, and three flat screen televisions. It was rugged, yet chic at the same type; upscale, but not fancy. The shop was decorated with lights and holiday garland; a huge tree sitting near the front door. I couldn't see outside because the windows were covered by large metal shades, which Bernard said they pulled every night as a safety precaution. 

  "This place is huge," I said. "I didn't know it was this big."

  "It's grown a bit since I've taken over. Remember Hugo's Shoe Mart?" He asked.

  "Yeah," I said, remembering thestore where my mom bought my school shoes when I was younger. 

  'We're actually standing in it," he laughed. "When Mr. Roman retired, I bought the place and expanded the shop."

  "Wow," I said, "you did."

  "Come on," he grabbed my hand, "I gotta get some stuff from the supply closet."

  We went into another hallway and came to another huge, locked door, which Bernard opened. We stepped into what seemed like a huge stock room. On one side, there were shelves of barber products: clippers, bottles of shampoo, conditioners and blue bottles of Barbicide, towels, combs, and brushes. On the other side, were what looked like grocery shelves of non-perishable food and canned goods. Cereal, tuna, soup, snacks, and other food, were all lined up. There were also brand new clothes and shoes, and even coats. There were even a few video game systems, games, and a couple of laptops. I looked down and saw jars and bottles of clear liquid, and knew that was the 'white lightning' I heard about.

  "What is all this?" I asked.

  "It's the supply closet," Bernard told me, reaching onto the shelf and pulling down a Wii and a couple of games. "It's like the community swap meet."

  "Where did you get all of this?"

  "Some of it I bought. Some of it people donate," he said. "You've never heard of it?"

  "I didn't think it was like this."

  "Well, originally, it wasn't. When my dad had the shop, there were more inappropriate items stored in here. But, now, I keep food and clothing for people who need it, and of course, this stuff," he pointed to a shelf of actual school supplies. 

  "And you just give it away?"

  "Pretty much," he nodded, "The kids have to earn some stuff. But, I know it's hard out here for the families in this community. And I try to do what I can to help if I know they need it."

  "This is great, Bernard," I told him. 

  "I think I have everything. You need anything?" He asked.

  "No, I'm good," I said, still amazed at everything I discovered about this man. He was so much more than I ever thought. I always knew that he was kind, funny and endearing, not to mention sexy, but now, I saw that he was a leader. I thought he took the fact that the kids looked up to him for granted, but he did indeed take his role seriously. 

  We walked out of the Supply Closet and he locked the door, then, after making sure the building was secure, we headed out of the barber shop.  Bernard put all of the items into the back of the truck and we pulled off. He took his phone out of his pocket and dialed a number; I heard him tell someone he would meet them at Chubby's. 

  When we got to the parking lot, Chubby's was closed, but there was a small sedan parked in front. Instead of pulling beside it, Bernard parked on the other side of the building. This time, he left the engine running. He grabbed the items which he had gotten from the shop.

  "I'll be right back," he told me. 

  Unable to resist the urge, I leaned over and peered out the driver side mirror and watched as he walked over to the car. The door opened and out stepped Reality's mother, still decked out in her mink coat and blonde wig. She grabbed the boxes from him and tossed them inside the car, then reached up and hugged him. I held my breath in anticipation of how Bernard would react, but he politely removed her arms from around his neck and walked away. I quickly sat up straight, hoping he hadn't seen me watching. 

  "See, that didn't take long did it?" He asked when he got back into the truck.

  "Nope, not at all," I told him.

  As we drove back to my place, he turned the radio up and the sounds of The Temptations' Silent Night poured out of the speakers. Bernard reached over and took my hand.

  "You need to stop anywhere?"

  "No, besides, it's Christmas Eve, nothing is even open," I replied. It took everything out of me not to ask why he had to bring video games and electronics to Reality's mother, in the middle of the night on Christmas Eve; especially since that wasn't even his child, but I didn't say anything. I was attracted to Bernard, but there were still some things about him I didn't understand.  

  "Technically, it's Christmas Day."

  I looked at my watch and saw that it was slightly after midnight.

  "Merry Christmas, Dannica," he grinned. 

  "Merry Christmas, Bernard," I said. 

  He continued holding my hand the entire ride home, and even leaned over to kiss me at each red light we stopped at. I nervously anticipated what would happen when we got to my house. We pulled into the driveway and he opened the door for me, and put his arm around me as we walked up the sidewalk. I unlocked the door and was about to walk in when he stopped me.

  "You're not coming in?" I asked.

  "No, I gotta go," he said, staring at me, "I just wanted to make sure you made it in safely."

  My heart sank, and I shrugged like it was no big deal, "Well, thanks for walking me to the door."

  He hugged me close to him and unable to resist, I wrapped my arms around his neck. He rubbed his nose against mine and the kiss that followed was so passion-filled that the fact that he wasn't coming inside was probably a good thing. We indulged and tasted one another for what seemed like forever. The wetness of desire creeping between my legs along with the bulge of his hard manhood against me caused me to pull away.  

  "Damn, Danni," he whispered in my ear.

  "What?" I said, innocently.

  "Go inside," he said.

  "Merry Christmas," I said.

  "You damn right about that," he laughed and reached for me.

  "You told me to go inside," I moved from his reach and stepped inside the door.

  "I will call you later," he said.

  "Bye, Bernard."

  "Good bye, Dannica."




	
	 Teacher's Lounge

   "So what do you wanna do for New Year's Eve, be saints or sinners?" Brandi asked. We walked through Nordstrom's, perusing the shoe racks for after Christmas buys. I already spent way more than I anticipated, but my eyes fell on a pair of Coach boots.

   "It doesn't matter," I said and picked the boot up. "Do you like this?"

   "Okay, what's wrong?" Brandi asked.

   "What are you talking about? I think they're cute."

   "Well, first of all, normally you'd be insisting that we be in somebody's synagogue, temple, cathedral, or sanctuary for New Years. Second, you're buying boots that you already bought on Black Friday, along with the matching purse. So, I need to know what's going on. Is this about B. Wright?"

   "Girl, please," I responded, setting the boot back on the shelf. Suddenly I remembered buying the boots and they were still in the trunk of my car. My mind was playing tricks on me, and it was all Bernard's fault. I hadn't seen him since Christmas Eve. Although he called and we talked a couple of times, he hadn't mentioned wanting to see me or coming by, and neither had I. He was probably too busy being hugged up with Mrs. Love and Reality to be bothered. I was frustrated, not at Bernard, but at myself for even caring. The truth of the matter was that I had a vision for the man I wanted in my life, and it was not Bernard Wright. No way, no how!

   "Danni, why don't you just call the man and invite him over for dinner? You know you wanna see him."

   "No, I don't. Besides, don't you think if he was interested in seeing me, he would mention it?" I snapped.

   "Well, considering the fact that you keep giving him mixed signals, he's probably waiting on you to tell him which level of friendship you want to have this week. First, you say you're strictly professional, the principal of his nephew's school. Then, you wanna be buddies with him and hang out and go Christmas shopping. And let's not talk about the kind of friends you were when he was tonguing you down on your front porch," Brandi laughed, "You're a tease."

   "I am not!"

   "A confused tease, at that."

   "See, this is why I don't tell you stuff!"

   "Excuse me, would you like me to get the other boot so you can try it on?" The young salesman asked.

   "No, I'm good," I said and practically threw the boot back on the shelf.

   "Oh, I'm sorry," he said, and scurried away.

   That made Brandi laugh even harder, "Danni, it's okay for you to like him. No one will judge you or think any different."

   "What's that supposed to mean?" I asked.

   "I know you're always worried about what's appropriate and your role and responsibility, you always have been. I know that means that you've got this crazy idea that because now you're a big time principal, having someone like B. Wright in your life wouldn't be...well, right, for lack of a better term. You're so worried about what's appropriate. B. Wright is a nice guy. He's not his father."

   "I never said he was," I sighed, knowing that Brandi had a point. I knew I was attracted to Bernard and part of the reason I didn't act on those feelings was because I was afraid of how I would be seen by not only my parents and staff members, but the school board. "I don't wanna talk about this. I'm hungry. Are you ready to go?"

   "Fine," Brandi shook her head, "let's go, Ms. Appropriate."

   We decided to leave and walked right into Milton on the way out.

   "Merry Christmas, Principal Eaton," he smiled.

   "Merry Christmas, Milton," I said. "Are you enjoying your Christmas vacation?"

   "Well, I've actually been pulling a couple of night-duty shifts at the station so some of the guys could spend time with their families over the holidays," he replied. "I don't really have anyone of my own to share it with."

   "That's really nice of you," I nodded.

   "I see you ladies have been shopping," he pointed at the bags we were holding.

   "Where are my manners? Brandi, this is Milton Gilbert, the school's head of security."

   "Nice to meet you," Brandi shook Milton's hand, "Danni's told me all about the great job you're doing at the school."

   "Thanks…" he said and then offered, "looks like you all did some damage. You ladies need any help with the bags? I can carry them to the car for you, if you'd like."

   "Thanks, Milton," I said. "But, I think we got it."

   "You think this is bad? You should see us when we got money," Brandi told him.

   "Enjoy the rest of your vacation, Milton."

   "See you next week, Ms. Eaton."

   "So, that's Milton. He doesn't seem so bad. He is a nice guy," Brandi said once we got to the car. "As a matter of fact, Milton seems like the kind of guy you say you want. He's strong, ethical, law-abiding, and obviously, he's feeling you. What's wrong with him again?"

   "I don't know," I shrugged. I really didn't have an answer. Milton was attractive and educated; there was no real reason for me not to like him. 

   "I can tell you this, Danni. If you weren't in love with Bernard, you'd probably be all over that man."

   I looked over and stared at my best friend, knowing that she was absolutely right. 

   * * * * * * * * * *

   "Danni! Get the door for me!" Brandi yelled from the kitchen. We decided that we would spend New Year's Eve at her place and have a quiet Girls Night In. We rented some movies, bought a couple of bottles of Miscato, and a brand new deck of Uno cards, and Brandi was making a smorgasbord of hors d'oeuvres for us to indulge in. We were well-prepared to be full, happy, and drunk by the time the clock struck midnight.

   "Happy New Year!"

   My jaw dropped when I opened the door and saw Doug smiling and holding what appeared to be a bottle of champagne. I did a quick peek behind him to see if Bernard was anywhere around, but he was all alone.

   "Happy New Year, Doug," I said, giving him a quick hug as he walked inside. "What are you doing here?"

   "I just dropped by. Brandi told me you were having a private party; I came to crash it for a little while," he grinned. 

   I was surprised, because Brandi hadn't even mentioned talking to Doug after that night we all hung out at the club, "Brandi, Doug's here!"

   "What?" she yelled.

   "She said 'Doug's here'!" Doug yelled.

   "What the hell?" Brandi said, walking into the living room, "What are you doing here?"

   "I told you I was gonna come and crash the party," he said, handing her the bottle of champagne.

   "I thought you were joking," she said, taking the bottle from him and giving him a hug.

   "I guess you see I was very serious," he whispered in her ear. "So, what time will the rest of the party people be getting here?"

   "We are the party people," I told him.

   "Wait, are you serious? It's just the two of you?" He looked from me to Brandi.

   "I told you that," Brandi replied. 

   "I thought you were joking. You named all of this party food that you were cooking: meatballs, deviled eggs, dip, wings, lumpia…"

   "Wow, you know the whole menu, Doug. She did cook all of that. So, tell me, just when did this conversation take place?" I asked, folding my arms and staring at Brandi. "We just decided on a menu last night."

   She politely ignored me and said, "What, the only reason you can cook that much food is when a whole lot of people are coming over? You're crazy. My girl and I are secure, independent women, who don't need a crowd to enjoy good food and have a good time. We are more than enough entertainment for one another. And if you don't understand…"

   "Brandi, shut up," I told her, knowing full well she was trying to deflect the fact that I now knew she'd been talking to Doug and hadn't mentioned it to me, " Doug, let's chat, what else has Brandi been telling you?"

   "Not much," he shrugged. "Nothing other than the fact that you were really feeling  my man, B. Wright, but too scared to tell him."

   I shook my head and stared at Brandi, "Wow, really? Did she tell you that?"

   "I didn't really say it like that," Brandi explained. "I merely mentioned that you weren't too keen on being the aggressor. And she shouldn't be. Precious jewels are to be sought, not to be seeking."

   "Nice try, Brandi," I went back into the living room and sat down.

   "See what you did," I heard Brandi whisper to Doug. "Now she's gonna have an attitude with me all night."

   "My bad," he said. "I'll fix it."

   "No, I don't want you to fix anything!" she hissed.

   "Danni," she called out to me. "You want another margarita?"

   "Sure, why not?" I yelled, thinking I should get drunk; obviously I was the third wheel. I couldn't believe how the night was turning out. Here I was, thinking I was going to enjoy a cozy night ringing in the New Year with my best friend, some great food, some strong drinks, and a lot of girl talk, but instead, I was going to be the pathetic best friend who couldn't get a date of her own.

   "Here you go," Doug said a few minutes later, handing my Mango Margarita. I took a strong gulp and savored the sweetness, barely tasting the liquor. It was heavenly. 

   "Thanks," I told him.

   "So, you didn't want to hit the town tonight?" He asked, sitting on the couch across from the one I was sitting on.

   "Not really. We decided not to fight the crowds and save our hard earned money for shoes instead of spending it on overpriced, watered down drinks," I said, raising my glass and taking another sip.

   "Don't even try it," he laughed. "You know damn well if y'all woulda went to the club, it wouldn't have been your money buying the drinks. It woulda been some dude, like myself, spending his hard earned money."

   "You do have a point," I nodded. "Why aren't you at the club?"

   "It's too early, and besides, I didn't really feel like fighting the crowd either, and the woman I wanted to buy drinks for isn't at the club," he winked. 

   "Really?"

   "Really what?" Brandi asked, walking in carrying a margarita in one hand and a plate of chips and salsa in the other.

   "Doug was just telling me how the woman he wanted to spend his New Years Eve with isn't going to be in the club, which is why he's not going," I told her. "She invited him to hang out at her house with her lonesome best friend."

   "What?" They both looked at each other, then to me.

   "Whatever," I snapped, "You both think I'm stupid? I'm not. And don't think I'm going to just sit here and be the damn chaperone for the evening."

   "Danni, stop being ridiculous," Brandi laughed. "I didn't even know he was coming over here."

   "Then why does he have a beer?" I pointed to the bottle of Heineken Doug was drinking. "You don't drink beer and he didn't bring any beer when he came in. It had to have already been here. Again, I'm not stupid. As a matter of fact, I'm leaving."

   I stood up and put my drink on Brandi's coffee table, purposely not using a coaster because I knew that was one of her pet peeves. 

   "Dannica Eaton, sit your ass down. No one thinks you're stupid. Now, we do think you're crazy, that's a whole other story," Brandi told me.

   "Look, I brought the beer over here a couple of nights ago," Doug said. "It's no big deal."

   "A couple of nights ago?" I said.

   "Yeah," he said, "Brandi and I've been kinda hanging out. She didn't want you to know because she didn't know how it would make you feel, especially with the B. Wright situation."

   "Wow, so you've been lying to me?" I said to Brandi. 

   "Danni, it's not like that," Brandi sighed. 

   Not wanting to hear any more, I turned around and stormed out of her house. I had just gotten into my car and was about to back out of the driveway when a truck pulled behind me, blocking me in. I blew the horn, but they didn't move. I looked out of my rearview mirror and groaned as I watched Bernard get out and walk toward me.

   "Where are you going?" He smiled.

   "What the hell are you doing here?" I said after I rolled down my window. "And why is it every time I try to leave, you block me in. You're gonna get hit one of these days."

   "I'm coming over here to the party," he said, holding up a bottle of Ciroc.

   "What party?" I asked.

   I turned and saw Brandi and Doug standing in the doorway, watching.

   "Doug said Brandi was having a get-together, so I told him I'd come through. Is it a problem?" He looked confused.        

   Brandi walked over to the side of the car, "Hey, B. Wright, you can go on inside."

   "What's going on?" He asked me.

   "Nothing," I said.

   "We'll be inside in a minute," Brandi told him. She waited until he made it to the front door and then said, "Danni, why are you tripping?"

   "I'm not tripping. I tell you everything, and here you are, sneaking around with Doug like it's gotta be done behind my back. I thought we were better than that."

   "It's not like that. I've only seen him a couple of times, and it kinda just happened."

   "That's why you've been so busy these days, I guess," I said. "I still don't understand why you felt like you couldn't say anything to me about it. Wait, I bet I know. Did you think I was gonna be jealous? Is that what it is? Is that why you were trying to push me off on Milton the other day at the mall? You think because now, all of a sudden you got a man, that I gotta have one too? I get it, Brandi. You were always the popular one with all the boys, and I was the geek who didn't get a prom date until the last minute. I've lived with that fact for most of my life. But, I never thought you believed that I was so petty and pathetic that you would have to sneak behind my back because you thought I couldn't handle it. First Doug shows up and now, I guess y'all called Bernard to make me feel better? I don't need this shit!"

   "What? Wow, Danni, is that how you've felt all these years? Because I damn sure didn't know that. What the fuck? I can't believe you, you know that? Because, if I recall, there have been just as many times that you've had a man and I didn't. I don't know what the hell is going on with you. I don't know where this is all coming from but I don't need this shit either. I'll go tell Bernard to come move his truck so you can leave."

   She turned and damn near jogged back to the house. A few moments later, the door opened and Bernard came out.

   "Why are you leaving?" he asked. "I don't understand what's going on. Doug said you got upset and wanted to leave. Now, Brandi is in there crying."

   Hearing that Brandi was crying sent me over the edge, and tears started falling from my eyes. I could count on one hand the number of times I'd seen Brandi cry, and two of those were when each of her grandfathers died. Once was when she got suspended in tenth grade for beating up a girl who tried to jack her for her gold rope chain, and the last time was when she decided that although she loved him, she knew that deep down, she couldn't marry her college sweetheart and broke off her engagement, returning the ring that had been his mother's. I didn't know if her tears now were from heartbreak or anger, but either way, I knew that I was the cause. 

   "Move your truck," I said, now fighting tears of my own.

   Bernard opened the door of my car and reached for me. I got out and he held me tightly against his body. I relaxed in his arms and released the tears that I had been holding. His strong hands stroked my back, and he comforted me.

   "Danni, it's okay," he whispered. "Stop crying."

   "I wanna leave," I sniffed.

   "You're not leaving. I don't know what the hell is going on, but we're going inside to figure all of this out," he looked down at me. 

   I hadn't even realized how cold it was until I saw the smoke coming out of his mouth as he talked. All of a sudden, I was freezing and started to shudder.

   "Where's your coat?"

   "I left it inside," I sighed. 

   "Come on," he took my hand and led me back into the house. Doug was sitting in the living area, looking just as confused as Bernard.

   "Where's Brandi?" Bernard asked him.

   "Still upstairs," he shook his head, then asked me. "Did I do something wrong? I mean, I thought me coming through was cool. I'm sorry, I woulda..."

   "No, it's not that," I said. "It's cool, really it is."

   "Why don't you go upstairs and talk to her?" Bernard suggested.

   I hesitated, then went up the stairs and knocked on Brandi's door, "Brandi."

   "I thought you were gone," she whined.

   Opening the door, I walked into her large bedroom, "Bernard wouldn't move his truck, I'm stuck."

   Brandi was sprawled across the foot of her California King-sized bed, along with a pile of clothes, most of which still had the tags on them. Unlike me, my best friend was a slob. Shoes and boots were all over the floor, and the dresser was covered with various accessories and beauty products. It was a wonder that she even knew what she had. 

   "Take my car, it's not blocked," she snapped, "The keys are on the kitchen counter."

   "You want me to leave?" I frowned, picking up the grey, cashmere, three-hundred dollar Marc Jacobs dress that I had just given her for Christmas a week before and shook my head.

   "No, you said you wanted to go," she snatched the dress from me, "You can leave."

   All of a sudden, I started laughing. It was déjà vu and we were in seventh grade all over again. I remember having this same argument with Brandi at her slumber party because I didn't want to watch Cujo. I was too scared, but she insisted that we watch it; so I threatened to leave, and she offered to ask her mom to take me home. We went back and forth until we fell asleep. I didn't leave, and she didn't watch the movie; it was a total waste of a perfectly good Friday night. 

   "Cujo," I giggled.

   Brandi sat up and stared at me, then started laughing herself. I sat on the bed beside her, "So, how long have you been seeing him? And don't lie."

   "Not long at all," she shrugged.

   "You're lying. It has to have been at least a month. He's been to your house before, enough to have beer in the fridge. You don't even let a guy know where you live until you've been on three dates."

   "You know me so well," Brandi confessed. "It really hasn't been that long."

   I gave her a knowing look.

   "Okay," she told me, "a little over a month. We met one night at the WaWa, and I really didn't think it was that serious until the night we all hung out at the club; which, by the way, was a coincidence. He told me he was a barber, but I didn't know he worked at B. Wright's until that night. I was gonna mention it, but then, I just didn't. It wasn't like I was hiding it on purpose, but I didn't know how to tell you."

   "Well, at least now I know why you've been so busy," I shrugged. "But, you could've told me."

   "I know I could've, but it just never seemed like the right time. It was the holidays and then, when you started seeing B…"

   "I never started seeing him," I corrected her. "We hung out for a few days, that's it, nothing more."

   "Because you didn't want it to be more, Danni," she responded. "That was your choice. You can't be mad at me because you turned him down, even though you know you are in love with him."

   "In love with him?"

   "Yes, in love. You've been in love with him for years, and call me crazy, Danni, but I think he feels the same way."

   I shook my head, "Bernard isn't ready for what I want."

   "Danni, I don't think you even know what you want," Brandi told me.

   "I want a man who loves me and is ready to build a life with me. Someone to share my dreams with and who appreciates me…"

   "And you don't think that's B. Wright? Let me ask you a question."

   "What?"

   "Have you ever asked him? Have you ever taken the time to ask him what he's looking for in a relationship?"

   "No," I told her. Every time we were together, I made sure that the conversation was light and pleasant. I was afraid for it to get too intense; afraid that although I knew he was attracted to me, that he really wasn't interested in anything serious. For me, it was all or nothing, and the fear of being rejected and having nothing, just wasn't worth the heartache.

   "Maybe you should," she suggested. "After you leave, of course."

   I threw the dress I was holding at her, "Shut up, you slob. I ain't going nowhere. It's New Years Eve, maybe one of your resolutions should be to clean your room."

   "Maybe one of your resolutions should be to put your big girl drawers on and talk to B. Wright," Brandi stood up and hugged me. "You're my best friend, and I love you, but this has gone on long enough."

   "You're right," I nodded, "but…"

   "But nothing. I'm not even saying you gotta talk to him tonight. But, stop living in misery because you're concerned about how things would look to other people, or because you're too scared to put yourself out there and B. Wright rejects you."

   "Hey, can we have some of these egg rolls?" Doug yelled up the stairs, "We're starving!"

   "I guess we should go down there and at least feed them," I suggested.

   "Yeah, and we should hurry. Those egg rolls he's talking about aren't even cooked."

   A few hours later, just before the clock struck midnight, Bernard pulled me beside him and whispered, "They say the person you start the new year with is the one you'll spend the year with."

   "That's definitely not true," I said, thinking of New Year's Eve the previous year, which was spent at church with a guy I just started dating, along with his parents. By Valentine's Day, we stopped dating, "Who were you with last New Year's Eve?"

   Bernard gave a look as if he was deep in thought, then said, "Yeah, you're right. This year it's gonna be different, I'm gonna make sure."

   "It's almost time!" Brandi squealed; she passed out glasses of champagne. She turned the volume on the television up, and we all began counting down along with the people in Times Square. 

   "Ten, nine, eight…"

   I looked over and watched Doug take Brandi into his arms; they smiled at one another. 

   "Seven, six, five…"

   I felt Bernard's body close to mine, and I turned to face him; I looked into his eyes, and my arms found their way around his neck.

   "Four, three, two…"

   His mouth covered mine, and we kissed for what seemed like hours. Over and over again, I tasted him, smelled him, savored the moment, not wanting it to end. The intensity was so strong, I felt my knees begin to weaken.

   "Happy New Year!" 

   * * * * * * * * * *

   "I was serious when I said I want this year to be different," Bernard told me a few hours later. We had fallen asleep at Brandi's, and after a brunch consisting of leftovers from the night before, we were all leaving, with the exception of Doug, who decided he was going to hang around and help Brandi clean up. 

   "Okay," I said, not sure of what he wanted my response to be.

   "I would like to take you to dinner, if you're willing to go. I enjoy being around you and spending time with you. I know you have a great time when we're together. Can I pick you up Friday night, around seven?"

   "Bernard," I sighed. I thought about everything Brandi said earlier and realized that I wanted this year to be different as well. Instead of wondering what if, I decided not to think and quickly answered, "Make it seven-thirty."

  


	
	 In-School Suspension

   "What's going on, baby?" Bernard said, walking over to my car where I was standing. He was just about to kiss me when I started speaking.

   "Amir brought a gun to school, Bernard."

   "What? Amir? Are you serious? That's crazy. Is everyone okay?"

   "Yeah, everyone's fine. We found it in his locker."

   "That's good," Bernard sounded relieved momentarily, and then added, "Amir, I can't believe it. His grandmother is gonna kill him."

   "Bernard, we asked him where the gun came from, and he said it came from you."

   "ME?" Bernard yelled and looked at me like I was crazy. "What the fuck?"

   In all the years that I knew him, it was the first time I'd ever heard Bernard curse. His eyes became dark with anger, and I became nervous.

   "Dannica, you know he's lying, right?" He asked. 

   I stood there, not knowing how to answer him. Bernard's look of anger turned to one of hurt.

   "Oh my God, you believe that I would do something like that? You think I'd give a kid a gun? I've known Amir his whole life; he's one of Bryce's best friends. And did you consider the fact that giving Amir a gun would not only be Bryce at risk, but you too? Do you think I would put the life of the woman I'm in love with in danger?"

   I hadn't considered any of that. I hadn't had time to consider anything. 

   "I don't know," I shrugged. "That's why I called you. And he didn't exactly say that you gave him the gun."

   "What exactly did he say, Danni?"

   "He said he got it from the supply closet," I told him.

   "Great," he said and started to walk away.

   "Bernard, wait!" I called after him. "Where are you going?"

   "Back to the shop," he said. "I gotta figure out what the hell is going on."

   I stood there, not knowing whether to follow him or go back to work. I decided to go back to the school and handle what I knew was going to be a media nightmare once word got out that a gun was found on campus. 

   Just as I thought, the phones were ringing non-stop, and the office was full of parents picking up their children. I was only gone less than thirty minutes, but all hell had broken loose at the school. Mr. Ferguson and I wasted no time coming up with a game plan. 

   "Principal Eaton, the school board is on line two," Mrs. Butler announced.

   It was the call I was dreading. I was so overwhelmed with this situation, and I felt as if I was at my wits' end. Here the school board, the parents and the city entrusted me with the safety of their children, and I'd been so caught up with my own social agenda over the past few months that I didn't even realize what was going on within the walls of my own school. I failed everyone miserably.

   "This is Dannica Eaton," I said into the phone.

   "Ms. Eaton, this is Dwight Reed."

   "Yes, Dr. Reed," I said. Dr. Dwight Reed was the school superintendent and was known to fire personnel on the spot if he felt inclined to do so. I sat back in my chair and prepared for him to advise me that I was being dismissed.

   "I understand there was a weapon found in one of the school lockers."

   "Yes sir, we did confiscate a gun from one of the students," I said.

   "I'm hoping this was taken care of without incident?"

   "Yes, the gun wasn't even loaded. The student was taken to the Department of Juvenile Services, we placed the school on security lockdown and sent an alert to all the parents via text, email and voicemail. A thorough search of all the lockers were done, as well," I replied. "I've also prepared a press release, and I will be speaking with the media in a little while."

   "Okay, well, it sounds as if you and your staff have done everything within protocol, and it's taken care of. I expect a full report within the next forty-eight hours on my desk," Dr. Reed informed me.

   "Yes, sir, it will be prepared immediately," I was so nervous that my hand was shaking. I tried to think if I was forgetting anything. 

   "And Ms. Eaton," Dr. Reed added.

   "Yes?"

   "I understand you're doing a great job at the school, and I hope that this will be an isolated incident."

   "I would hope so as well, Dr. Reed. We're doing everything to make sure the students here have a safe learning environment."

   "Very well then. I will speak with you soon," he said and hung up.

   Relieved, I sat back in my chair. Mr. Ferguson walked in and asked, "Which big wig was it?"

   "Dr. Reed," I told him.

   "Oh, Lord," he said, his eyes full of concern. "You're not fired are you?"

   "No," I told him about the conversation with Dr. Reed, "not yet."

   "Why not yet?"

   "Amir told us he got the gun from the supply closet," I shook my head. I thought about the aftermath that I knew would be coming once everyone not only found out that I was dating the man who was possibly the source of where Amir got the gun. Even if Bernard hadn't given him the gun directly, he was somewhat of an accessory. My career was on the line, and it was all my fault. 

   Mr. Ferguson shook his head, "I don't believe that. He can't be telling the truth." 

   "What makes you so sure? They sell everything else in there," I remembered the shelves stocked with all sorts of items and tried to recall seeing any type of weapons. "You said so yourself."

   "That was back in the day. It's different now. B. Wright doesn't even roll like that."

   "Roll like that?" I couldn't help smiling. Mr. Ferguson was almost sixty, and hearing him use street slang sounded funny.

   "Roll like that," he repeated. "This man has worked hard year after year to restore dignity and respect to that shop. Do you know how hard that was for him? And to think that he would risk everything, not just his freedom, but his reputation in the community. Bernard loves these boys. Now, he will give them condoms, that I do know. But, you can't convince me that he would give them a gun. That's not even in his nature. He's a smart kid, always has been."

   I didn't even realize I was crying until Mr. Ferguson reached over and passed me a tissue. I took it from him and realized that he had more faith in the man that I loved than I did. 

   "Thanks," I sniffed.

   "Love is a complicated thing, huh?" He smiled at me.

   "What?" I asked, surprised by his statement. "I…how…"

   "Girl, please. I know everything that goes on in these streets and these hallways. It's my job."

   "Mr. Ferguson, I don't know what I'm gonna do. When people find out…"

   "Find out what? The only real concern that matters is that we confiscated a gun from a student and no one was hurt. Everything else is non-essential. You're a principal and you made sure your students were safe, and you will continue to do so. That's your job and that's all you need to explain."

   There was a knock at the door and Milton walked in, "The news people are starting to gather out front."

   "Thank you. Is Amir okay?"

   "Yeah, his grandmother was there when we got there. I made a call to my buddies at the precinct to let them know he got the gun from the barber shop. They are executing a search warrant right now. The dude who owns it will be arrested before the sun goes down, I hope. He rides around here like some kinda hero, and the kids act like he's a celebrity."

   "What? Why would you do that?" I snapped. "What was your point?"

   "What do you mean? Why are you upset?" Milton frowned.

   "We don't even know if that's where Amir got the gun!"

   "The point is that's where the boy said he got it and he probably did. From what I heard about that spot, it's been being watched for years. They've been running everything from prostitutes to drugs outta there for years. Hell, the old owner was shot right out front in a drug deal gone bad. The apple don't fall far from the tree. I already told one reporter that you finding the gun will probably result in that menace of a business to be shut down for good. You're the hero."

   I looked at Mr. Ferguson for some sort of help. My head was spinning out of control. This was worse than I imagined.

   "Officer Gilbert, you probably need to give Ms. Eaton a minute," he told Milton.

   "I don't understand why this is so upsetting to her," Milton said, "What did I do wrong?"

   "Please just go out and let them know I'll be right out," I exhaled.

   "I'm head of Security, don't you think I should be out there beside you to field questions about the situation?"

   "No, I don't need you to do anything else, Officer Gilbert. You've already done enough."

   "But…" Milton started.

   "Go!" I yelled.

   Milton hurriedly left out of the office, and when he was gone, I cried again. 

   Mr. Ferguson didn't say anything; he just sat across from me and patiently waited for the tears to stop. 

   "Now what?" I asked him.

   "Now, we go talk to the press and you do your job. Everything else is non-essential."

   "No, it's not. It's not all non-essential. I love Bernard, and this is all my fault. He didn't do anything wrong."

   "Neither did you, Ms. Eaton. Trust me, you think this is the first time B. Wright has gone through something like this? He knows the drill. You say you love him, right?"

   "Yes," I nodded.

   "Do you think he loves you?"

   I thought about the conversation I had earlier with Bernard and his words echoed in my head, Do you think I would put the life of the woman I love in danger? 

   "Yes, he does," I nodded again, this time with a slight smile.

   "And I'm sure he knows that you love him enough not to do anything to hurt him. You didn't do anything wrong, Ms. Eaton, so stop acting like you did."

   "I did do something wrong, Mr. Ferguson."

   "What's that?" Mr. Ferguson asked.

   "When Amir told me he got the gun from the supply closet, I believed him and I confronted Bernard about it. I'm no better than Milton."

   "Well, I guess that does complicate things a little. But, like I said, love is a complicated thing."

   * * * * * * * * * *

   Hours later, after giving a statement to the press, I sat outside of Bernard's townhouse, waiting for him. I tried calling and texting him over and over, but either I was being ignored, or his phone was dead. I considered going to the shop, but Brandi told me that the police had swarmed in and turned the place out. We knew that my being there would only add fuel to an already burning fire. I decided to be patient and wait. But, when the clock showed that it was almost one in the morning, and he still hadn't arrived, I decided to go home. I knew that I had a full day ahead, and I needed to try and get at least five hours of sleep. 

   When I pulled up to my house, I was surprised to see Bernard's truck sitting out front. My heart leaped and I jumped out of the car and ran over to greet him.

   "What are you doing here?" I squealed, yanking his door open.

   He nearly jumped out of his seat, and I realized he had been sleeping and I awakened him, "What?"

   "I've been waiting at your place for hours. I tried calling you but you didn't answer."

   "My phone was confiscated by the authorities," he grumbled, stretching as he climbed out.

   "Oh, I'm sorry," I said, feeling even guiltier about the situation.

   "No need to apologize. You didn't do anything wrong. My lawyer told me to give it to them anyway. I didn't have anything to hide," he shrugged and gave me a hug. 

   When we were inside, I stared at him and saw the tired weariness in his eyes, "Bernard, I did do something wrong."

   "What did you do?" He frowned.

   "This afternoon, when you told me that I was the woman you were in love with, I didn't tell you I loved you back."

   "I said that?" He folded his arms, and I could see him fighting a smile.

   "Yes, you did," I put my arms around his neck and kissed him. As we went upstairs, I knew that I would be getting even less sleep than I anticipated; especially since Bernard already started undressing me. 

   The following afternoon, I was in my office when Milton knocked.

   "Ms. Eaton."

   "Yes," I said, looking up from the report I was working on. 

   "Can I come in and talk to you for a few minutes?"

   "Sure." 

   "I just wanted to give you an update on the Amir situation."

   "Okay."

   "Um, turns out, Amir didn't get the gun from the supply closet, as he stated. He got the gun from a gang member. Amir told him he needed a gun, and he met him one night behind the supply closet and got it. I guess he really didn't know the difference."

   "That's good to know."

   "I guess your boyfriend is off the hook," Milton told me.

   I looked at him like he was crazy, "Excuse me?"

   "I mean, from what I understand, when they dumped Bernard Wright's phone, most of the calls and texts he made and received were to you. I'm sorry, I wasn't aware that you all were involved and now I know why you were upset."

   "Well, Milton, my personal life should not be any of your concern, and the status of Mr. Wright and my involvement wasn't why I was upset. The reason I was upset was because you reminded me of myself, and I wasn't proud. I judged Mr. Wright based on his past and what that shop was known for; instead of all the good he's done, the difference he's made, and is making in these kids' lives and this community. And that's not fair. It's not fair to him, or to these kids. We almost ruined a man based on what we thought, not what was true. And we were wrong."

   "Well, I apologize," Milton said.

   "You don't owe me an apology," I told him, then pointed to Bernard who was now standing in the door of my office, "You owe one to him."

   Milton turned around and seeing Bernard standing there, he quickly stood up.

   "I apologize, man," Milton held his hand out. Bernard stared at it for a few seconds and then finally shook it.

   "It's all good," he said. He waited until Milton left out and he said, "So, what was the point of all that?"

   "Of all what?"

   "That whole speech."

   I got up and closed my office door. I put my arms around his neck and said, "That speech was non-essential. The only point that matters, is that I love you."

  


	
  
  	Catch 22

    
	


	
	 Wednesday Night 

	  11:10 P.M.

   The sound of the front door closing caused Sophia's eyes to open and listen closely at the click of the deadbolt as it turned. The clock on the nearby nightstand read ten minutes after twelve. She continued to listen as the footsteps made their way up the steps, entered the dark bedroom and continued into the bathroom. The jingling of his belt and the change in his pocket as his pants hit the floor seemed to echo and the water could be heard running in the sink. Gerald called a little after eleven to say that he was on his way and he wanted her to be waiting for him. Sophia was hoping that with all they had planned over the weekend, sex would be the last thing on his mind. No such luck. Maybe this time will be different, she tried to tell herself. Maybe he'll come and climb into bed and start nibbling along my neck, kissing me until he gets to that spot right above my collar bone and then began sucking, right there, at that spot that gets me wet every time. She felt the heat in her body rising and the wetness beginning to form between her legs. Tonight, he'll take each of my breasts into his mouth, gently biting each one, his tongue encircling my nipples, hardened from the heat of his mouth. Sophia's breathing became harder and she began biting her bottom lip. Maybe, just maybe…her fantasy was interrupted by his climbing beside her. 

   "Baby, I'm home," he whispered into her ear.

   She opened her eyes and rolled over and faced him. She could smell the toothpaste on his breath, "I see."

   "You ready for me?" He gave her a wanting look and she began to get excited. Maybe, just maybe, tonight would be different.

   "Of course, I am," she leaned over and kissed him. He kissed her back, forcefully, crushing his mouth on hers. His tongue was so far in her mouth that she nearly gagged. Sophia moaned in disgust, hoping he would get the hint, but he mistook it for pleasure and instead of backing off, kissed her harder. His hands reached between her legs and before she knew it, he had entered her. 

   "Damn, Sophie, this shit is so good," he groaned, pumping in and out, "It's so hot and wet. Just like I like it. You like that, baby?"

   "Yeah," Sophia lied, her eyes squinting tight.

   "You like it when Daddy hits it like that?" He asked her again, grunting with each thrust.

   "Uh huh," she said. 

   "I know you do, baby. I can feel how much you like it, baby!" He yelled, "Oh yeah, you like it!"

   Sophia opened her eyes and looked up. She tried not to laugh at the look he had on his face. His eyes were closed and he seemed to be concentrating so hard. God, please let him hurry up, she thought. The Lord must've heard her plea because a few moments later, Gerald was sweating and pumping so fast, Sophia wondered if he was gonna have a heart attack. 

   "You ready to come for Daddy?" He asked, now looking down at her.

   Sophia nodded and gave a seductive moan, "Yes, oh yes! You know I am. OHHHH YEAHHHHH"

   "That's right baby. Come for Daddy, oh yeah, I feel that shit coming! ARRRRRGGGGGGHHHHH!" Gerald collapsed beside her, panting as if he had run a marathon. Beads of sweat poured from his body and fell onto her body. He looked down at her and asked, "You okay?"

   She nodded at him and smiled, "Yeah, sweetie."

   "I know you are. You know how I like to try and blow that back out!" He grinned.

   "You're right," she sighed. Maybe next time.

  


	
	 Thursday Morning

	  7:12 A.M. 

    

   "A'ight, you know I'm trying to hit the road by three o'clock, Sophie. Traffic is gonna be bad enough as it is," Gerald said, picking up his leather overnight bag and putting it on the bed. 

   "I know, Gerald," she sighed, "I'll be ready."

   "What all do you have to do today? I know you're not going into the office," he turned and gave her a look.

   Sophia looked down at the jeans and t-shirt she wore and asked, "Do I look like I'm dressed for work? I'm going to get my hair and nails done; I have to stop by the apartment and grab a couple of things I forgot to pack and then I'll be back."

   "Your hair and your nails? That's gonna take all day," Gerald shook his head at her.

   "No, it's not. I'll be at the salon by eight and out of there by eleven."

   "That's a damn lie and you know it. Mouth all mighty ain't even gonna stop yapping long enough to get you out of there by eleven."

   Sophia shook her head, "I'll be done buy eleven, Gerald."

   "I tell you what, you can run late if you want to and I'ma leave your ass right here. I'm serious," he told her.

   He's such an asshole, she thought as she slipped into her sneakers. She was tempted to tell him to go ahead and leave, but she knew it would start an argument. 

   "How are you getting your hair?" 

   Sophia shrugged and answered, "I thought about doing something different. It's almost summertime; maybe I'll cut some of it off. Wear it in a bob."

   "Like hell," Gerald shook his head, "You better not cut your hair."

   "Not all of it, Gerald," Sophia told him, "Just take some of the length off."

   "I don't like short hair," he said.

   "Okay, you don't have to wear it, I do," she smiled, "I'm the one who has to curl it, wrap it, go to the salon all day…"

   "Stop playing with me girl," Gerald walked over and grabbed her shoulder length pony tail and said, "You can't cut it. I like it long."

   Gerald's cell phone began ringing and he grabbed it off the nightstand, "Hello. Yes, Mama, I know. We're hitting the road this afternoon and we'll be there tonight. What? Mama, come on. I got too much to do. I'm not gonna have time to… I don't…but…I…yes ma'am. Love you too."

   "Something wrong?" Sophia asked, seeing the look of disgust on his face.

   "My little brother, Drew. His ass is flying here instead of straight to Hilton Head. His flight gets here at one this afternoon," Gerald frowned.

   "What's the big deal? We got plenty of room and that means you won't have to do all the driving," Sophia began thinking that having someone else on the trip would make the long drive a little more bearable.

   "His spoiled ass ain't gonna be trying to help me drive. Wait a minute," Gerald paused and then asked, "How you figure I'm gonna be doing all the driving?"

   Sophia was busted, "I meant, WE wouldn't have to do all the driving, sweetie."

   "Yeah, right. Man, Drew's ass is gonna throw me all of schedule. I gotta be at the barbershop at noon," Gerald shook his head, "And I hope he don't think he's riding all the way to Hilton Head for free. He better come with gas money in hand."

   "You're making a big deal outta nothing," Sophia grabbed her purse, "It's your little brother. You can't charge him gas money. I'm gone. I'll call you later."

   Gerald walked over and pulled her into his arms, "Remember what I said, don't cut your hair. And don't forget to bring that black dress I like so you can wear it to the rehearsal dinner; and the shoes."

   "I know, Gerald. I already packed them," Sophia shook her head. He was making her even more anxious about meeting his family than she already was. 

   "Did you pack something extra sexy for me too?" He whispered, running his hand under her shirt and grabbing her breasts so hard that it hurt. 

   Sophia flinched and eased away from him, "I'm gonna be late if you don't stop."

   "We got a little time, baby," Gerald reached for her but she stepped back.

    "I'm gone," she kissed him quickly on the lips and walked out. 

   Sophia would have loved having a man bend her over and fuck her from behind. Hitting that spot just right, my breast bouncing as he pulls me by the waist as he puts that dick in, damn. But Sophia knew that Gerald hitting it from the back would be even more of a disappointment than his being on top and she wasn't in the mood to be even more sexually frustrated than she already was. It's gonna be a long weekend. 

   * * * * * * * * * *

   "So, this is the big weekend, huh?" Jaxyn asked as she washed Sophia's hair. Jaxyn was not only Sophia's hair stylist, but she was also her cousin, best friend and self appointed relationship expert.

   "Yep, this is it," Sophia answered.

   "Meeting the fam. You nervous?"

   "A little."

   "So, I guess you've decided to make a go of this thing with Gerald, huh? Even though, let's say, he's a little less than satisfactory," Jaxyn commented.

   Sophia looked up, "I hate that I tell you everything. And Gerald is a good man. He has a great job, he's smart, funny, treats me good…"

   "And he's a lousy lay. Sophia, I'm just saying you know how you are and you know how you like to get your freak on. I just hope you see that meeting his family is a big step and it says a lot about where you are in the relationship. Do you really think this is gonna last?" Jaxyn placed a towel over Sophia's wet hair and sat the shampoo chair up. Sophia looked into the mirror facing them and looked at their reflection. The two women looked more like sisters, both sharing the same dark cocoa complexion, long wavy hair and video vixen build. 

   "He's a good man, Jax."

   "He's an asshole and you know it. An asshole who can't fuck," Jaxyn told her, "You should really leave him alone."

   It was no secret that Jaxyn and Gerald didn't like each other. Sophia thought it was mainly because they were just alike. Both of them had dominating personalities and smart ass mouths. 

   "You're sounding real crazy right about now; you know that? Why the hell would I leave him alone? I can't expect him to be perfect, Jaxyn and you know how hard it is to meet a man with those standards these days. Gerald is marriage material. I'm not gonna stop dealing with him because he can't fuck. That's dumb. Do you know how many guys I can name that had the best dick in the world but were straight up dogs?" Sophia looked at Jaxyn like she was crazy. Although some of what her cousin said was true; at thirty two, Sophia's biological clock was ticking and she was ready to settle down and have a family. Gerald's lack of skills in the bedroom was gonna be something she would have to figure out after she had that ring on her finger and his last name behind her first one. 

   "I guess I'm tripping because you're the main one telling me not to settle for Shane and here you are settling," Jaxyn said motioning for Sophia to move to the styling station.

   "That's because Shane was not up to your standards and you know it," Sophia responded. Jaxyn's ex, Shane had a minimum wage job, lived with his mother, didn't have a car, and was a straight weed-head. But Jaxyn couldn't seem to look past his good looks, street swagger and great tongue game to see any of that until Sophia pointed it out. 

   "He was beyond my sexual standard, that's for damn sure," Jaxyn stared into space, a dreamy look on her face, "And he had a hook."

   "You're retarded," Sophia couldn't help laughing. The first time Jaxyn told her about Shane's curved dick, she didn't believe her until her cousin sent her a picture of it in a text message. She was amazed, and a bit jealous. But hook or no hook, she knew he was no good for her cousin and Sophia was relieved when their relationship ended.

   "And you're settling for a man that you know can't please you in bed."

   "That's just a minor detail. It'll work out," Sophia said, hoping she was convincing her cousin as much as herself.

   * * * * * * * * * *

   "Sophia, where are you?" Gerald shouted into the phone.

   "Leaving my condo. I'm on my way," Sophia looked down at her watch and saw that it was a little after two.

   "I'm not home," Gerald told her, "I'm still at the barber shop."

   "Gerald, you're the main one stressing about time and you're still at the barber shop," Sophia sighed, "I could've…"

   "Listen, I need for you to go to the airport and pick Drew up. He flew in on United and he should be waiting outside the terminal for you."

   "What? Why didn't you…"

   "Sophia, don't be difficult. I'm stressed enough as it is trying to get outta here."

   "I'm not trying to be difficult, Gerald," Sophia tried not to get an attitude, "The point I'm trying to make is that I don't even know your brother. I don't know what he looks like or anything."

   "Believe me; he won't be that hard to spot. Look for the weirdest looking guy out there. By the time you get him and make it to my crib, I'll be there," Gerald said, hanging up before Sophia could respond. 

   Thirty minutes later, Sophia turned into the airport and began searching for where Drew was supposed to be waiting for her. She slowed her car down as she approached the United Airlines sign outside the terminal. 

   "Is he out there?" Jaxyn asked. Sophia called her to tell her about the last minute errand Gerald had sent her on. 

   "I don't know what he looks like, Jax, so I don't know," Sophia scanned the small crowd of people hoping she would be able to spot him.

   "Well, he's black, that's a start," Jaxyn laughed.

   "Hell, it's a lot of black dudes out here," Sophia commented, still looking until her eyes fell on a tall, well built guy leaning against the wall, scrolling through an iPhone, "I think I found him."

   "You sure?"

    There was no mistaking that he was Gerald's younger brother, the resemblance was uncanny. He had that same, smooth butterscotch skin, strong jawbone, and deep dimple in his left cheek. The only weird thing about him was the fact that he was seemed a bit overdressed in the camel colored, three piece suit he wore, complete with a bowtie. 

   "I'm sure. I'll call you back," Sophia told her.

   "Is he cute?" Jaxyn asked excitedly.

   "I'll call you back," Sophia hung up and pulled her car in front of the guy, and rolled down the passenger window, "Drew?"

   The guy looked up and nodded, "That would be me."

   She unlocked the door and popped the trunk of her car, "You need help with anything?"

   "Naw, I'm good," he shrugged. Their eyes met and a tingle went down Sophia's spine. She continued to stare as he gathered his belongings which seemed to consist of one suitcase and a large leather carry on. He placed the bags into her trunk and got inside. Damn, he smells great! Burberry! She waited for him to put his seatbelt on before pulling off. 

   "Um, I'm Sophia," she told him.

   "Cool," he stared ahead and added, "Thanks for the ride."

   "You're welcome," she told him, "You and Gerald look just alike."

   "So I've been told," he said, his attention again focused on his iPhone.

   Seeing that he wasn't interested in small talk, Sophia turned the radio up and headed to Gerald's. She was disappointed when they arrived and his car wasn't there. She called his cell phone, but didn't get an answer. 

   "Well, I don't know where you brother is. He said he wanted to hit the road by three," she said as she got out the car.

   Drew remained silent as he got out and removed his suitcase from the trunk. She led him inside and he placed his bags in the living room. 

   "Which way is the bathroom?" He asked her. She hadn't realized his voice was so deep and it caught her off guard. Again, Sophia's eyes met his and the spark of electricity seemed to go through her. Ok, I'm really tripping, she thought to herself.

   "Down the hall and to the right," she answered, pointing. There was something about the way he looked at her that made the hairs on the back of her neck stand up. 

   "Thanks," he smiled as he brushed past her. 

   The ringing of her cell phone brought her back to reality and she answered it.

   "Did you get him?" Gerald asked.

   "Yeah, we're at the house. Where are you?" She nervously began fidgeting with her shirt as if Gerald walked up on her checking out his little brother. 

   "I gotta run by the job and tie up some loose ends."

   "So, what time are we leaving?"

   "We'll just leave in the morning. As long as I'm there for the bachelor party, you know I'm good," Gerald laughed.

   "That shit's not funny," she told him, "So, what time will you be home?"

   "I don't know. Just hang tight until I get there."

   "What about your brother?" She looked up just as Drew walked into the living room.

   "What about me?" Drew asked.

   "Nothing, Gerald is just running a little late, that's all. And we're not leaving until in the morning," Sophia sighed.

   "Don't worry, I'm a big boy. I don't need a babysitter, if that's what you're worried about," Drew said.

   "Exactly my point," Gerald agreed, "Let me go take care of what I need to and we can meet downtown for dinner. I'll call you and we can decide when and where when I'm done."

   Sophia sighed as she ended the call.

   "If you got shit to do, it's cool," Drew told her.

   "No, your brother was so adamant about our leaving this afternoon, so I made sure I was ready. We're supposed to meet him downtown for dinner in a little while."

   "Guess I get to hang out with you until then?"

   "Yep, you want something to eat or drink?" She offered.

   "Something to drink," he shrugged. 

   Sophia walked into Gerald's large kitchen and opened the refrigerator. Bending down, she scanned the contents and yelled, "We got orange juice, ginger ale, water, beer."

   "Water's fine."

   Sophia jumped as she realized Drew was standing right behind her. He was so close that when she stood up, she brushed against his body.

   "Oh, I'm sorry," she told him, passing him a bottle of water.

   "My brother has a nice crib. You live here with him?" He stared at her as he opened the bottle.

   "No, I have my own place," she replied.

   "So you just stay here sometimes," the phrase was more like a statement than a question. Drew's eyes were no longer on her face, but on her breasts, where her nipples now protruded. 

   The coldness from the fridge, she tried to convince herself. 

   "On occasion," she nodded, folding her arms across her chest.

   "Am I making you uncomfortable?" Drew now smiled.

   "No, I'm fine," she smiled at him.

   "I'm just asking because there's no telling what Gerald has told you about me," he leaned his body against the marble countertop of the kitchen island and unloosened his top button.

   "He hasn't said anything about you really," Sophia shrugged, "All I know is that you're twenty-two and go to school in New York. That's about it."

   "I'm sure he's said more than that. Most of the time he tells people I'm weird," Drew laughed, "So, you don't have to lie."

   Sophia smiled, "He said that you were different, that's all."

   "Okay, different."

   Damn, he's so sexy. Even his laugh is turning me on. 

   "Well, what did your brother say about me?" She put her hands on her hips and asked, flirtatiously. She was beginning to enjoy herself. Drew had a swagger about him that was enticing. He was so different. 

   "Come on, I'm sure you know that me and Gerald aren't close. He hasn't said anything about you to me," Drew admitted, "But, I haven't talked to his ass in over a year, so why would he? I haven't talked to any of my brothers, really."

   Sophia was surprised. She knew Gerald and his younger brother weren't that close, but their not talking in over a year was a bit shocking. Gerald talked to his older brothers quite often. 

   "Wow," she commented. Unable to resist, she asked, "Why?"

   Drew took a long swallow of his water, then said, "Let's just say a situation happened that caused us to drift apart."

   "Oh."

   "Now from what my mother has told me, you're a very nice person."

   "Really? She said that?" Sophia was glad that each time Gerald's mother had called and she answered the phone, she had been very pleasant and polite.

   "Yeah, she did."

   "And I'm sure you agree, right?" Sophia teased.

   "I do concur," Drew nodded, "I will admit I was surprised. I didn't expect you to be…"

   "Be what?"

   "I didn't expect your ass to be so fine," Drew confessed. He put the almost empty bottle of water on the counter beside her.

   Sophia smiled nervously, waiting for Drew to laugh. She searched his face for some sign of humor, but instead, she saw the attraction in his eyes. He bit his bottom lip and slowly walked toward her. 

   Move away from him, she commanded her body, but she didn't move. What the fuck are you doing? Push his ass away! Tell him to stop!

   Their eyes remained locked and she closed her eyes. Drew's lips were soft as she felt them on her own. He parted her lips with her tongue and their tongues became intertwined. He gently and sucked her bottom lip at the same time and she became lost in his kiss. Drew grabbed her hand and placed it on his crotch. She felt the swell of his hard dick and it caused the heat between her legs to surge. 

   "Drew…"

   "Shhhhhh!"

   Stop it! Stop it! Stop it! It was as if she had no control of her own body. She was a woman possessed and couldn't stop.

   Drew lifted her off the floor and placed on the counter top. Her legs opened and encircled him and he slipped his fingers under her shirt, rubbing her nipples through the lace of her bra.

   "Wait…."

   "Stop talking," he whispered.

   Sophia Sade Gilbert! STOP IT RIGHT NOW!

   Sophia arched her back as Drew's tongue trailed from her neck and down her chest. She didn't resist as he unbuttoned her jeans then eased them down around her legs. Before she knew it, he was kneeling in front of her.  

   "We can't…"

   "Can't what?"

   Just as Sophia was about to protest again, he plunged his tongue deep inside her dripping wetness. She gasped and grabbed his head. It was pure pleasure as he teased her clit and moaned at the same time. She felt her body began to ascend its journey to complete satisfaction and just as she was about to reach the peak she had been longing for; Drew stopped and stood up, smiling. 

   Confused, Sophia hopped off the counter and pulled her pants up, "What the fuck? I…You…"

   Drew leaned into her again and kissed her, "Damn, you taste good."

   She could taste her own sweet, stickiness on his mouth. 

   "Is this some kind of joke?" Sophia asked, "What kind of sick, twisted game are you playing?"

   Drew looked at her strangely, "I'm not playing any type of game. I was out of line and I stopped. I apologize. You're my brother's girl. I was wrong. It won't happen again. I need a shower."

   Unable to speak, she nodded and Drew smiled. Sophia stood speechless as Drew walked out of the kitchen. Did this just happen? It had to have been a crazy ass dream. There was no way I was just sitting in the middle of my man's kitchen counter getting eaten out by his twenty-two year old little brother. What the fuck is your problem?  Sophia closed her eyes. She didn't know what pissed her off more, the fact that she had just allowed what had just happened to happen, or that Drew had stopped.        

   After what seemed like hours, Sophia got herself together enough to leave out of the kitchen. As she walked up the stairs and past the bathroom door, she heard the water running and Drew humming some unrecognizable tune. He's in there, standing in the shower. She blocked out images of what she imagined he looked like. He's right behind that door…his body glistening from the steaming water…She fought the urge to "accidently" walk in and take a quick peak. She resisted the temptation to take all her clothes off and join him. Drew had caused something to rise in her. Her inner bad girl was emerging; the one she had forced into submission when she decided, despite Gerald's sexual inadequacies, she would remain faithful. That part of her who constantly sought a spontaneous thrill was daring to come forth. You know you want to go in there…go ahead…I dare you… Sophia's hand began lifting her shirt and she began biting her lower lip in anticipation. Her good girl persona began screaming in her head…Sophia, don't be ridiculous…think about the consequences…it's Gerald's LITTLE BROTHER…the two sides of conscious began to have an all out battle and bad girl seemed to be winning. Sophia's hand touched the gold handle of the door and she took a deep breath as she prepared to turn the knob.

   BBBBRRRRRRIIIIINNGGGGG! Sophia jumped, startled by the ringing of the doorbell. See, it's Gerald! I told you! Sophia tried not to panic and began to relax as common sense began to kick in. It can't be…why would Gerald be ringing his own damn door? She hastily hurried down the steps and looked out the peephole. Standing in the doorway was Jaxyn.

   "What in the world?" Sophia asked as she opened to door.

   Jaxyn held her hand out, revealing Sophia's favorite pair of Dolce and Gabbana sunglasses, "You left these at the salon."

   "Thanks, girl," Sophia sighed.

   "I knew you would be pissed if you would've got to Hilton Head and realized they were missing. Hell, you probably woulda accused me of stealing them. You know how you do!" Jaxyn walked past Sophia and stepped into the living room. 

   Sophia closed the door behind them and followed her, "That's not true."

   "You're a damn lie. You accused me of stealing your suede coat for weeks until you found it in the trunk of your car."

   "And I still believe you put it there," Sophia laughed, "I know you had my coat."

   "I did no such thing. I have my own suede…" Jaxyn stopped mid-sentence and her mouth fell open. Sophia turned to see what had caused her friend's sudden flabbergast. Coming down the steps toward them was a dripping wet Drew, clad only in the towel which was wrapped around his waist. 

   "Oh, my bad, I didn't know you had company, Sophia," he grinned widely.

   Sophia's eyes widened as he got closer and closer to her, "She's not company."

   "Ok, I didn't know you had a visitor," he raised his eyebrow at her. He was almost directly in front of her and she took a step back. He continued in her direction and her heart began racing.

   "Um, Drew, what…this…where…" she studdered. She could smell the sweet scent of jasmine as his body neared hers. He bent over in front of her and she gasped, "What the…"

   "Oh, my bad," he said, "I need to get something out of my bag."

   Looking down and seeing that she was standing directly in front of his bag, Sophia quickly moved out of his way. The towel he wore began slipping and he had to put his hand on it to keep it from falling off. Sophia turned to see Jaxyn still staring and she nudged her shoulder. Jaxyn turned to her and mouthed the words, "Oh my God! He's fine!"

   Sophia shook her head and walked further away. A few moments later, Drew stood up, holding a small bottle of what looked like lotion.

   "That's what you came down here damn near naked for?" Sophia snapped.

   "What can I say, I'm a firm believer in moisturizing," Drew winked at her. He walked over and held his hand out to Jaxyn, "I'm Drew, Gerald's brother."

   "I'm Jaxyn, Sophia's cousin," Jaxyn was about to shake Drew's hand when he gently put it to his lips and kissed it.

   "Beautiful," he said, "Well, I gotta go finish freshening up. It's been a pleasure meeting you. Maybe you can join us for dinner?"

   "As wonderful as that sounds," Jaxyn told him, "I don't think that would be a good idea. It's a well known fact around here that your brother and I hate each other."

   "I can't imagine my brother having any ill feelings toward someone as gorgeous as you. But, then again, he has been known to be intimidated by fine women. I was telling Sophia, I never would've imagined him with anyone as sweet as she is," Drew grinned.

   "You're dripping on the carpet and you really need to moisturize while your body is damp," Sophia said, matter-of-factly.

   Drew stared at her, "Is that a fact? While I'm damp, huh? Interesting. I gotta remember that. Jaxyn, maybe we can grab a drink next time I'm in town. You got a number?"

   "Definitely," Jaxyn nodded.

   Sophia frowned at her cousin who wasted no time reaching into her purse and passing Drew one of her business cards which bore her picture.

   "Hot card," Drew nodded. His eyes met Sophia's and he added, "I'll definitely be calling."

   "I look forward to it," Jaxyn smiled. Drew secured his towel and went back upstairs.

   Sophia flopped down on the sofa and sighed. 

   "He's delicious girl. You did not tell me that. Are you sure he's twenty-two? Baby boy got game, that's for damn sure."

   You got that right! He got tongue game too! Sophia stopped herself before she let the words come out of her mouth.

   "He's a flirt," Sophia shrugged.

   Jaxyn looked at her and asked, "I know. I like it."

   "You're pathetic," Sophia shook her head, "I can't believe you gave him your number."

   "Why not? I like em young!"

   "That's so R. Kelly-ish. He's barely legal. Besides, you know Gerald would have a fit if he found out you were talking to his brother," Sophia pointed out. She wondered why the fact that Jaxyn gave Drew her number bothered her. She damn sure wasn't interested in him like that, so why should she even care.

   "Since when do I give a damn about what Gerald thinks? And the key word here is legal, barely or not," Jaxyn winked, "Age ain't nothing but a three letter word. I don't see Demi Moore complaining. Ashton seems to keep a smile on her face and I can imagine why."

   "If you say so," Sophia replied. 

   "I mean, he looks just like Gerald, but there's something else about him."

   "How about he's young as hell," Sophia suggested.

   "Besides that," Jaxyn shook her head, "He has this air about him."

   Sophia stared at the floor and listened to Jaxyn verbalize the exact thoughts she had when Drew got into the car, "He has swagger."

   Jaxyn snapped her fingers, "That's it! He has swagger! Mmmph. You hit the nail on the head. Gerald needs to take some lessons from his little brother. I bet Drew wouldn't leave you with any complaints in the bedroom."

   "How do you figure that?" Sophia looked at Jaxyn like she was crazy.

   "Believe me, I know. Call it a hunch," Jaxyn nodded and stood up, "I gotta get outta here. Call me later."

   Sophia walked Jaxyn out to the car and said goodbye. When she returned inside the house, she could hear Drew again humming his song. Swagger, she thought. 
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   "Y'all been waiting long?" Gerald asked as they sat down at the table. 

   "Not long," Sophia answered, glancing over at Drew, who was once again engrossed in his iPhone, "Why do we need this big table?"

   "Mack is coming."

   Mack was Gerald's large, loud coworker who Sophia despised as much as Gerald despised Jaxyn. If Mack was joining them, she was sure to make it a short evening.

   As if on cue, Mack strolled in loudly speaking, "What's up my people? Damn, G your woman is fine! I'm trying to be like you when I grow up, Player!"

   "What's up, Mack Daddy! This is my little brother, Drew," Gerald introduced the two men and they shook hands.

   "Sophia, Sophia! That shole is a pretty name! A brother can't get a hug?" Mack asked, leaning his large body toward her. Sophia reached up and patted him on his back, trying to disguise her disgust.

   She looked around the restaurant. Fat Tuesday's was crowded, as usual, and the live jazz band played. It was one of Sophia's favorite restaurants and normally she would be excited, instead, she was distracted. The waitress had to ask her twice what she wanted to drink.

   "Vodka and cranberry," she told her, "Top shelf, please."

   "You're drinking?" Mack asked; his voice full of surprise. Sophia wasn't a drinker, but tonight she needed something to help take the edge off.

   "I don't have to work tomorrow."

   "I want an Amaretto Sour and a glass of whatever you got on tap," Mack grinned at the waitress.

   "Let me get a Jack and Coke," Drew said, finally putting his phone down.

   "You're drinking too?" Gerald's eyes widened at his brother, "Hell, let me get a double shot of Ciroc. I'll drink too."

   Sophia smiled at him, "I ain't mad. Do you."

   "That's what's up," Gerald winked, "Drinking makes Sophia a naughty girl."

   Sophia's face burned with embarrassment and she stared at her menu.

   "Hot damn!" Mack's laugh was sickening.

   "Oh, really?" Drew smiled.

   "So, Drew, how was your flight?" Mack asked.

   Drew looked over and answered, "It was cool."

   "I was surprised that you flew here instead of straight to the wedding," Gerald sat back in his chair.

   "I got some business to take care of here next week, so it made more sense," Drew told him, "I'm flying back from here next Wednesday."

   The reality of what Drew said registered in Sophia's head. They were driving back Monday morning. Gerald spoke exactly what she was thinking.

   "So, you'll be staying with us for a couple of days after the wedding, huh?"

   "Us? I didn't know Sophia lived with you?" Drew looked at her and she looked away.

   "She may as well," Mack commented, "Her ass is over there enough."

   "She stays with me at times," Gerald reached over and covered Sophia's hand with his. He smiled at her and said, "Sophia's my baby. Your hair looks good."

   "Thanks," she smiled back at him.

   "You should cut it a little; maybe into a bob. It would show off your pretty features," Drew suggested.

   Sophia looked over at him.

   "She's not gonna cut it. It looks good long," Gerald said, matter-of-factly, then added, "Mama didn't mention your wanting to stay a couple of days. She just called and asked if you could fly here and ride to Hilton Head. I thought you were going back Monday."

   "I didn't tell her I had business to take care of. Hey, if it's a problem, I can chill at my boy's house or stay at a hotel. It's no big deal to me," Drew shrugged.

   Gerald put his arm around Sophia and responded, "Naw, I got an extra bedroom. We brother's right?"

   The waitress brought their drinks and placed them down on the table. Drew lifted his in a toasting fashion and said, "To brothers."

   They all followed suit and lifted their drinks.

   "To brothers," Gerald repeated. Their glasses clinked and Sophia gulped half of hers down in one swallow. 

   "So, what did you two do this afternoon?" Gerald asked, pulling himself closer to Sophia.

   Drew smiled, "Talked and got to know each other."

   "You actually got Drew to talk, Sophie? Damn, that's a first."

   Sophia looked at Drew and then said, "Well, I think I did all the talking."

   "Yeah, you have been know to run your damn mouth," Mack giggled, continuing to irritate Sophia.

   "She ain't as bad as her home girl Jaxyn though. Drew, this chick don't ever shut the hell up and she is always in someone else's business," Gerald laughed.

   "That's the shorty I met this afternoon, right?" Drew asked Sophia, "She came by the house."

   "Yeah," Sophia told him.

    "Then you saw first hand how fine her ass is. Jaxyn got an ass on her that won't quit. I keep telling Sophia to hook me up, but she won't," Mack sighed. 

   "Is that right?" Drew nodded, still staring at Sophia. He took a sip of his drink and licked his lips. 

   Flashes of his kisses filled her head and she began breathing harder. She looked down at his hands and she recalled his hands on her body. Her eyes met his and the heat within her began to rise.

   "Excuse me," she said, standing up.

   "You alright?" Gerald asked her.

   "Yeah, I just need to go the ladies room," she told him.

   "That liquor working already?" Mack asked.

   "I hope so," Gerald replied, "We may need to get our food to go."

   Sophia hastily made her way to the bathroom. There was a small sitting area, where she sat down and tried to get herself together. Her mind was myriad of confusion and being here was the last place she wanted to be. Her thoughts kept turning to Drew. There was no denying the fact that she wanted him. You're crazy. You need to stop tripping and get your ass together. Forget about what happened in the kitchen. Can you imagine what would happen if Gerald found out? Just get through dinner and avoid Drew.That's all you have to do. Put him out of your mind. Deciding that a little comic relief may be just what she needed, she decided to call Jaxyn. Before she could dial the number, she got a text message.

   "What are you in the bathroom doing? Thinking about me? - D"

   Sophia stared at the screen. The number that the message came from was unfamiliar. She realized that it was from a 212 area code and smiled. She quickly typed a reply: 

   "Don't flatter yourself. Why would I be doing that? – S"

   A few seconds later, another message came through:

   "Because you can't forget about my tongue between them thighs! – D"

    "I don't think so. Already forget about it…wait, I remember you can't finish what you start! – S"

   Sophia washed her face and touched up her lip gloss, double checking her reflection in the mirror. Satisfied, she exited the restroom. She could feel Drew's eyes on her body as she returned to the table. 

   "You alright?" Gerald stood and pulled her chair out.

   She glanced over at Drew as she softly kissed Gerald on the neck, "Yes, baby. I'm fine."

   Gerald grinned, "We need to order another round. She's frisky already."

   The waitress came and took their food order. Soon, Mack and Gerald were engrossed in a heated discussion about football. Sophia's phone began beeping. She took it out of her purse and stared at it.

   "I want u 2 cum on my face! – D" 

   She gasped lightly, and looked across the table. Drew was suddenly involved in the NFL conversation as if he was a commentator for ESPN. Determined not to be outdone by a twenty-two year old rookie, she hurried and sent a reply.

   "I want u 2 cum in my mouth! – S"

   A few seconds later, he was glancing at his phone. His eyes widened and he shifted in his seat. Sophia reached into the bottom of her glass and picked out the cherry, succulently playing with it before popping it into her mouth. She then sent another message to Drew's phone.

   "If you're scared, just say you're scared! – S"

   "Alright, what the hell is going on?" Gerald asked, startling Sophia. She sat up, her heart pounding in her chest.

   "What's wrong?" She asked.

   "Where the hell is that slow ass waitress? She ain't brought our appetizers or that second round of drinks!" He growled.

   Relieved, Sophia exhaled and rubbed his back, "You see it's crowded, Sweetie. I'm sure she'll bring them soon. Calm down."

   Drew began laughing and she frowned at him.

   "What's so funny?" Mack asked.

   "My brother will snap when it comes to his food. I don't know what it is, but we've both always had a love for things that taste good, right bro?"

   Sophia's eyes widened. Un-fucking-believable! This boy is really trying to play me at this table.

   "You got that right," Gerald nodded, "Now where the hell is that waitress?"

    

   Sophia was so anxious, that she could barely eat her food when the waitress brought it to the table. Gerald was acting like he couldn't keep his hands off her, and it didn't help that Drew was every so often giving her looks as if he wanted to devour her. The seductive vibes were so strong, she wondered if everyone at the table could feel them. 

   "You want dessert, baby?" Gerald leaned over and whispered in her ear as his hand squeezed her thigh.

   "No, thanks," she told him, "I didn't even eat all my food."

   "I wasn't talking about eating it here," he laughed.

   Mack overheard and loudly commented, "I hear you, man!"

   Sophia glanced up to see Drew smiling at her. She decided the best thing to do was change the subject, "What time are we leaving in the morning?"

   "Early as possible," Gerald replied.

   "Sounds like you may be in for a long night anyway, G!" Mack winked at Sophia who was scowling at him.

   "We should go ahead and get going," Sophia said, "We got an eight hour drive ahead of us."

   "Come on, stay for one more round," Mack pleaded, "Drew ain't even ready to go."

   "Actually, I'm meeting someone," Drew stood up and placed a hundred dollar bill on the table, "That should cover my part of the bill."

   Sophia didn't know whether to be disappointed because Drew was leaving or pissed about his leaving her to meet someone else. Girl, okay you are really tripping. You just met this man and know the games he's about playing. 

   Gerald grabbed the money off the table and handed it back to his brother, "Man, don't even try it. You really think I'm gonna give you the pleasure of telling Mama that you came to my city and had to pay for your own meal? I don't think so."

   "Gerald, don't be like that," Sophia frowned. She was more concerned with who Drew was meeting at the bar rather than who was paying.

   "Whatever, Gerald," Drew said, walking away from the table, "I'll holla at y'all later."

   "See, this is the bullshit I'm talking about," Gerald looked over at Mack, "This nigga is always trying to show out."

   "I don't think that's what he was trying to do. He was being thoughtful," Sophia told him as she gathered her purse, "I'm tired and I'm ready to go myself. Come on."

   Gerald frowned at her as she stood up, "I told you I wasn't ready. Why are you tripping?"

   "I'm not tripping," Sophia replied, "You know what? I drove my own car. I'm going home."

   "Fine, I'll see you when I get there," Gerald laughed.

   "Negro please. I don't live with you!" Sophia scowled.

   "Daaaammmnnn," Mack seemed to be enjoying their sudden disagreement. Sophia gave him an evil look and was grateful that he had sense enough to sit back and shut the hell up. She hurriedly got up from the table and made her way through the crowded restaurant.

   "Sophia," she felt Gerald's hand on her arm and she jerked away, "Come on, baby. Don't leave like this."

   Sophia turned to face him, "What? You want me to stay here while you and your ignorant ass friend get drunk and disrespect me some more? I don't think so."

   "Baby, I'm sorry for real," Gerald sighed, "I was wrong and you know I was just playing. I would never disrespect you. You're my baby."

   "Fine, Gerald. You stay a little while longer with your asshole friend, but I'm gone."

   "To my house?" 

   Staring into his eyes, Sophia saw the sincerity and felt herself giving in, "Maybe."

   Gerald smiled at her, knowing that he was forgiven, "I love you, Sophie. I'll be there in a little while. Be ready when I get there."

   "I said maybe," Sophia leaned up and kissed him. 

   Maybe, just maybe, she began thinking. Maybe tonight will be different.

   The liquor she had consumed at dinner, along with the semi-sexual texting with Drew had her hornier than normal and she was in the mood for getting freaky. When he gets home, I'm gonna strip for him as soon as he hits the bedroom, removing all of my clothes. She looked down at the Jessica Simpson stilettos she had on and smiled. Except for my shoes.... Maybe the liquor will loosen his ass up…the heels will give me more leverage in bed…it'll be better…by the time she made it to the car, Sophia had a plan.

   "Can I get a ride?"

   Sophia nearly jumped out of her skin, startled by the voice behind her. She turned to see Drew standing behind her, "Why the hell are you sneaking up on me like that? That's how people get shot!"

   "I know you don't have a gun," he laughed, taking a step closer to her.

   "I thought you had to meet someone?" She asked, trying to ignore the fact that he was in her personal space. 

   "I do, but I need a ride to get there," he answered.

   "How were you gonna get there if I was still inside," she tilted her head to the side and waited for him to answer.

   "I knew you were coming out right behind me," Drew reached out to touch her and she took a step back, her back now against the car.

   "No, you didn't," she shook her head.

   "I knew once I left, there was no way you were gonna sit there with those two assholes. When I got up from that table, there was no reason for you to stay," he said it with such confidence, that even if it hadn't been a true statement, Sophia would have agreed with him, "So, can I get a ride?"

   Sophia reached into her purse and took her keys out, unlocking the doors, "A ride where?"

   "Wherever you want to ride me," Drew licked his lips. Sophia dropped her keys and he laughed as he bent over to pick them up.

   "You're an ass," she told him, turning red from embarrassment as she got in the car.

   "This may be true, but you have to admit that you like it," he shrugged, "I'm beginning to think you are a freak for pain. Maybe that's a turn on for you."

   "Don't be ridiculous," Sophia snapped, wondering why he would think such a thing, "And I advise you to get into the car if you don't want to be left."

   Drew walked to the other side of the car and got inside. Suddenly, he reached across Sophia's body, his hand brushing across her breast and landing into her lap. Her body was so hot from his touch that she self like she had a fever. What kind of hold does this little boy have on me? It took all she could to keep from turning her head and kissing him.

   "What the hell are you doing?" She asked as her heart began thumping so hard, she wondered if he could see it.

   "Helping with your seatbelt," he was so close to that she felt him breathing. He found the buckle and fastened it for her, "Safety is a key."

   She rolled her eyes at him and inhaled deeply as she started the car and began driving. R. Kelly was conveniently serenading them from the radio, encouraging their naughty behavior.

   "Do you know where the Jazzy Blues is?" Drew asked.

   Sophia nodded. The Jazzy Blues was one of Jaxyn's favorite hangout spots, "Of course."

   "Drop me off there," he said.

   Unable to resist the opportunity to give Drew a taste of his own medicine, she glanced at him seductively, "I thought you wanted a ride?"

   "You gonna give me one?" He smiled, again reaching into her lap and caressing her thigh.

   "Sure am, I'm riding you to the Jazzy Blues," she laughed.

   "Is that the only ride you wanna give me?" Drew's fingers slipped into her pants and she gasped as she felt him teasing her warmness.

   "Stop playing, I'm driving," she warned him. Her body disregarded what her mind was telling her and her legs opened even wider, giving him more access. She tried to focus on the road, but it was a difficult task. She was grateful when they came to a red light. Drew's fingers continued to taunt her with their pleasure and he assisted by leaning over and licking the lobe of her ear.

   "Pull over," he whispered.

   "No," she told him.

   "Why? Are you scared?"

   "No," she closed her eyes and bit her lip as she began rotating against his hand. This is wrong. I shouldn't be enjoying this. But it feels so damn good. It's like he knows exactly what to do, when to do it, and how it should be done. 

   A horn blared from behind, bringing her back to reality. She pulled off and pulled his hand from between her legs at the same time. He smiled at her and licked his fingers, "Tasty. I love it."

   Unsure of her ability to resist temptation, Sophia decided the best thing to do was to hurry and get the hell away from what could possibly be her future brother in law. She had already crossed to many lines and was already at the point of no return. She made it to Jazzy Blues in record time.

   "Ok, this is where you wanted to go," she told him as she pulled in front.

   "No, this is where you wanted to take me," he sighed.

   "Get out," she told him.

   "As you wish," he said and then paused, "No kiss goodbye? I'm jealous. You gave Gerald one."

   "Gerald is my man," she snapped.

   "If that's what you wanna call him, cool," Drew laughed, "He ain't much of a man because he damn sure ain't handling his business."

   "And what makes you think that?" 

   "I can show you better than I can tell you," Drew said. Just as he shut the door, he blew her a kiss and said, "Don't worry, I won't be late. Leave the door open for me."

   Sophia pulled off, shaking her head. Just as she was driving out the parking lot, she spotted a familiar red Honda with personalized tags reading 'Bad Jax'. She looked in the rearview mirror and saw Drew walking toward Jaxyn and giving her a hug. That asshole, she thought, I knew he was full of shit. I can't believe I even let his young ass get into my head. Let me go home before my man gets there. Maybe, just maybe, tonight will be the night he handles his business. 
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   "Oh yeah, that's it! Take that dick!" Gerald panted as he thrust in and out of Sophia. She felt like she was being fucked by a basketball, literally. His dick bounced in and out of her wetness, giving her no pleasure whatsoever. 

   She spread her legs and grabbed the heels of her shoes, lifting her ass off the bed, praying that maybe throwing her pussy back at him would help her. 

   "Sophie, baby you gotta stop. Don't move like that, I can't take it," Gerald moaned.

   Sophia shook her head. It was no use. She looked up at the ceiling, wondering how long he would continue to bounce. She spotted a shadow movement and realized that the bedroom door was slightly open. She squinted into the darkness and saw the figure standing in the crack of the door. Oh shit, it's Drew. How long has he been standing there? The thought of his watching her as caused her to become even more aroused. She sat up slightly, grabbing Gerald's back as she peaked over his shoulder. She could feel Drew's eyes on her. The door eased open a little more, and they stared at each other. Sophia was mesmerized. She began playing with her nipples and moaning, gyrating against Gerald's body. Drew continued to stare. Sophia's eyes drifted down to his crotch where she saw that his hands were inside. The movement of her body matched the back and forth movement of his hand. She closed her eyes and suddenly, instead of Gerald, it was Drew who was fucking her. His dick felt so good as it entered her. She started to writhe in pleasure.

   "Sophia baby, you're moving too much! I'm bout to come! Oh shit, it feels too good!"

   "Please, baby, not yet," Sophia pleaded. She had become so engrossed in her own  performance that she forgot that she was indeed fucking her man and not his brother. 

   "AAAAAAAHHHHHHH SHIIIITTT!" Gerald called out as he came.

   Sophia peaked at the doorway and saw a grinning Drew walking away. It dawned on Sophia that for the first time, she had actually come close to climaxing with Gerald. 

   "You okay, Gerald?" She asked him, wiping the sweat from his brow.

   "Damn, that was good as hell. I love tearing that ass up," he said, "Get me a rag sweetie."

   Sophia went into the private bathroom in Gerald's room and washed herself up. When she returned to the bedroom, Gerald was passed out and snoring loudly, the sperm filled condom still on his limp dick. She rolled it off and wiped him off. She flushed the condom down the toilet and stared at herself in the mirror. I'm still horny!

   For the next two hours, Sophia tossed and turned in bed, unable to sleep. Finally, she got up and walked downstairs into the kitchen. The large bowl of ice cream she ate didn't make her feel better. Frustrated, Sophia decided to head back to bed. She squealed when she almost walked into Drew in the living room.

   "What the hell are you doing?" She whispered.

   "Getting something to drink," he whispered back, "What the hell are you doing?"

   "Going to bed," she laughed. 

   "You're back early. You and Jax done already?"

   "Jealous?"

   "I don't think so. Of what?"

   "My being out with her instead of you."

   "I don't think so. I was fine where I was," she rolled her eyes at him. 

   "Don't worry. It was just a coincidence that she was there. I had to meet one of my frat brothers about a job lead, that's all. We only had one drink and one dance," he said, then looked her up and down, "Besides, all I thought about was you."

   Sophia realized that all she had on was a tank top and she tried to pull it down. All Drew wore was a wife beater and a pair of boxers. She tried not to peak at the bulge through the opening.

   "Aw, come on, you don't have to do that," he said, seductively, "You know I've seen that all before."

   Sophia tried to walk past him but he grabbed her arm. She stared up at him and asked, "Did you enjoy watching?"

   He seemed tickled by the question, "Not as much as you enjoyed having me watch. It didn't even start getting good to you until you saw me standing there. What? Did you pretend it was me instead of him?"

   "I don't think so," she said and pulled away again, not wanting him to see that there was some truth to what he was saying.

   "Please, before you saw me, you were laying there frustrated as hell," Drew laughed, "Poor baby."

   "Fuck you, Drew," Sophia said. 

   "Not until you ask me nicely," Drew stood behind her and began sucking on her neck. 

   "Ask you what?" Sophia closed her eyes as she felt him lift her shirt over her head. He took his index finger, placed it into her mouth and she sucked it. 

   This is not good. Get the hell back upstairs, Sophia. He's 22!

   "Ask me to fuck you," he whispered in her ear. His hardness poked her from behind and she turned around, placing her fingers around it. She knew not to get too excited. His brother had a nice sized dick, but he didn't know what to do with it. 

   "No," she told him.

   Great answer, now go back upstairs and get into bed with your man. Do not pass go, do not collect two hundred dollars. Go NOW!

   "Why not?" He asked, taking each one of her nipples into his mouth, "Isn't that what you want?"

   Sophia turned and pushed him onto the sofa. Before he could react, she dropped to the floor and took his dick into her mouth, teasing the tip of it with her tongue. He moaned in ecstasy and Sophia new that she now had the upper hand in their sexual game of cat and mouse. She looked up at Drew, enjoying the look of enjoyment on his face. Sophia loved giving head, but she rarely did it to Gerald because it made him come to quick.

   "Shit," Drew said as he looked down at her, "You're sexy as fuck, girl."

   "You ready?" She asked him, caressing his thighs with her fingertips.

   "For what?" He frowned.

   "To beg for it," she smiled, seductively. 

   "I don't think so," he grinned.

   "Suit yourself," she said, taking him so far into her mouth that she almost gagged. Sophia knew she had him just where she wanted him. He grabbed her by the back of her head and pulled her hair. His actions turned her on even more. Her mouth rhythmically moved back and forth,   as she performed her oral magic on him. His grasp tightened and she knew that he was on the brink of exploding. Determined to keep her rank as game master, she stopped, and slid back on the floor.

   The look of enjoyment Drew had on his face quickly changed to one of confusion, "Wha..."

   "What's wrong?" Sophia smiled, spreading her firm thighs to give him a full view of her glistening center. Her clit was pulsating with horniness and begging for attention. She bit her bottom lip and stared at Drew. His eyes widened with surprise as she spread the lips of her wetness open and slipped two fingers inside. She rotated them, and watched his reaction. His mouth fell open and his dick seemed to be getting even bigger.

   "Beg for it," she whispered as she continued to pleasure herself.

   "Ask me nicely," he seemed just as determined as she was not to cave in.

   Sophia spread her legs even wider, inserting another finger, "Beg for it."

   Drew gulped and wrapped his fingers around his swollen dick. Sophia's legs began to shake in anticipation as she watched him come toward her. He hovered over her body, and she reached for his thickness. She placed the tip of it right before her opening and he moaned. Just as he was about to enter her, she quickly moved away.

   "Now, now, now," she teased him, "I didn't hear the magic words."

   "Please."

   "That's not begging," Sophia stood up, "Please what?"

   Drew shook his head in defeat and looked up at her sexily, "Please let me fuck you."

   Sophia smiled and walked over to the small table where her purse was located. Reaching inside the inside pocket, she removed her emergency condom. She passed it to Drew and he opened it and slipped it on before she knew it. He kissed her again and she felt her self being lifted off the floor. Drew carried her over to the sofa and placed her down. She leaned back and reached for him.

   "Nope," he shook his head at her.

   "Come on, Drew," Sophia was ready and playtime for her was over. It was time for business.

   "Turn around," he commanded.

   Sophia inhaled as she turned her back to him and leaned over the back of the sofa. Drew spread her legs with his knees and she became wet with anticipation. She gasped as she felt his lips between her legs, licking her center from behind. His tongue played with her hard swollen clitoris and her legs began to shake uncontrollably. 

   "Oh shit," she whispered, as she began to rock back and forth. THe tantalizing feel of his tongue within her caused the heat of her body to rise and she felt herself begin to erupt from within. She bit into the thick cushion of the sofa back to muffle the scream which was threatening to escape. Faster and faster Drew devoured her, resulting in a release of juices which had been building up for months. 

   "Damn, you gushed all over my face," Drew laughed.

   Sophia panted and she turned to face him. Just as she was about to speak, Drew's mouth was on hers again. His fingers caressed the nape of her neck as his tongue made his way to her breasts. Sophia's body begin to become aroused again.

   "Ask me nicely," Drew said as he lay back on the floor.

   Sophia stared at him and said, "Will you fuck me?"

   He pulled her on top of him and she spread her legs, positioning herself just right. His dick made it's way into her welcoming opening and she remained still, enjoying it's thickness inside of her. She slowly began moving, her fingers playing with his nipples as she gyrated her body against his. She felt his fingers on her ass, squeezing her thick cheeks. She moved faster, finding the rhythm that would bring them both to that point of satisfaction. 

   "Ask me again," Drew demanded.

   "Will you fuck me?" Sophia did as she was told.

   Drew smacked her ass, "Ask me nicer."

   Turned on by his actions, Sophia began to ride harder, staring at him, "Will you please?"

   "Please what" Drew smacked her ass again, this time a little harder. The stinging sensation turned her on even more.

   "Please fuck me!" She replied as she tossed her head back. Her breast bounced up and down as he pumped harder and harder into her.

   "I don't think you want me to," Drew growled, sexily, "You want me to fuck you or someone else?"

   "You!" Sophia whispered.

   "Who do you want to fuck you? Tell me!"

   Sophia was so aroused by everything Drew was doing, that she couldn't take it anymore, "I want Drew to fuck me."

   "Tell me again!" Drew began pounding even harder.

   "Drew! I want you to fuck me!"

   Drew began smiling and he gripped Sophia's ass, "You wanna cum on this dick for me?"

   Sophia nodded, unable to speak. She stared into Drew's face and he nodded. They both moaned as their bodies exploded at the same time. When it was over, neither one moved for what seemed like hours. Sophia lay her head on Drew's muscular chest and purred. She hadn't felt like this in ages. 

   Fuck, what the hell did I do? The reality of fucking her boyfriend's twenty two year old brother began to sink in and she sat up. Consumed with guilt, she hurriedly hopped up and made her way back to Gerald's bedroom. She quietly opened the door and was relieved to see that he was still asleep and snoring loudly, right where she left him. She took a hot shower, washing off any signs of she and Drew's sexual escapade. She scrubbed her body, rinsing away the scent of her body mixed with his. But she knew no matter how much she scrubbed, she couldn't undo the deeds which had been done, nor the fact that deep down, she wanted to continue doing them.

   * * * * * * * * * *

   The knock at the door startled them both. The clock read eight nineteen.

   "What the hell?" Gerald rolled over and growled, "Who is it?"

   The door opened slightly and Drew poked his head in. Sophia pulled the covers tightly to her chin.

   "Mornin' peeps," Drew smiled, "I'm just trying to see what time we're hitting the road."

   "Damn, it's after eight? Why the hell didn't you wake me up, Sophie?" Gerald frowned, "You know I wanted to leave early this morning!"

   "Gerald, I just woke up myself. And ain't nobody tell you to get all drunk up at Fat Tuesdays and oversleep. You know how you are," Sophia rolled her eyes at him.

   Gerald sat up and rubbed his eyes, "Man, we leaving as soon as I get dressed. And I do mean I! Anybody that ain't ready by the time I am, ain't rolling!"

   "Whatever," Sophia said, tempted to tell him he could go ahead without her.

   "Well, I'm about to grab us some coffee and bagels from that Panera Bread up the street," Drew said, "Is that cool?"

   "Yeah, you do that," Gerald told him, "But bring your ass right back or you gonna be left here too. I will leave your ass too, wedding or no wedding. Believe that."

   Sophia shook her head in disgust.

   "Would you like anything special, Sophia?" Drew asked, innocently.

   She glared over at him and shook her head, "No, I'm fine."

   "Alright. Be back in a few," Drew told them, closing the door behind him. 

   Gerald looked over at Sophia, "See, his chipper ass is about to get on m nerves already."

   "You need to stop," Sophia sighed.

   "You ain't tell me to stop last night did you?" Gerald winked and slipped his hands under the cover, trying to cop a feel.

   Sophia stopped him just in time, "Go take a shower so we can roll before your ass gets left here."

   Twenty minutes later, they were both dressed and bringing their bags downstairs to load up. Sophia contemplated calling Jaxyn and telling her what had happened, but she didn't know how to explain it.

   "Damn, I left my charger to my iPod at work," Gerald snapped his fingers, "Hey, what did you do with that other one."

   "Look in the kitchen drawer," Sophia told him. 

   Gerald walked into the kitchen and Sophia listened as he rambled through the kitchen drawers, "Which drawer?"

   Sophia's phone began beeping, signaling her off a waiting text message. Nervously, she read the screen.

   "No panties today - D"

   She quickly sent a reply, "It's over. Stop it."

   "I can't find it. Are you sure it's in here?" Gerald's voice called out to her.

   "Fuck that! That pussy is mine and u know it! - D"

   "Yeah, I'm sure," Sophia replied.

   "Correction, this pussy is MINE! - S"

   "You don't want him...you want me! - D"

   "Sophia, I'm looking in all these drawers and the damn charger ain't in here."

   "It's in there, Gerald. I just saw it the other day."

   "i want you to leave me alone...that's what i want - S"

   "Fine, but remember, he can' t fuck you like i can...and he's a prick! - D"

   "Sophia!" Gerald yelled.

   "What the fuck do you want?" Sophia screamed. 

   Gerald walked in and looked at her like she was crazy. She closed her eyes and tried to think fast. Okay, breathe, maybe that didn't sound as bad as you think it did.

   "What the hell is your problem?" 

   "I'm sorry, Sweetheart. I'll find it for you," she smiled as she walked past him.

   "I'm telling you it ain't in there."

   Sophia looked inside the drawer near the refrigerator and took out the iPod charger Gerald had been looking for. She walked into the living room and gave it to him.

   "Where was it?" He asked.

   "In the drawer," she sighed.

   "Where the hell is Drew's ass?" Gerald began pacing around the living room, "See, this is why I can't be bothered with him! I'm ready to go and his ass is holding me up."

    "He's always fucking something up. I can't stand him! Gerald huffed.

   Sophia's phone began ringing. She saw that it was Drew and she hit the ignore button, a few moments later, it began ringing again. She looked down and saw that it was Jaxyn. 

   "Hello."

   "Hey, girl, y'all on the road?"

   "No, not yet, we're about to load up," Sophia told her.

   "I thought y'all would be on the road by now. Oh my God, Sophia, I gotta tell you what happened last night," Jaxyn said, "How about I ran into Drew at the Jazzy Blues."

   "Yeah, I know. I dropped him off," Sophia tried to sound as nonchalant as possible, "I didn't know you were gonna be there."

   "It was a last minute thing," Sophia responded, "You should've come in and hung out for a minute. We had a lot of fun. Are you where you can talk. You're not gonna believe this shit."

   Sophia's heart began pounding in anticipation of what Jaxyn was about to share with her. She could tell by the tone in her voice that whatever it was, it had to be juicy, and with Jaxyn, juicy always meant SEX.

   "Wait, let me see if it's upstairs," Sophia glanced over at Gerald who was scowling at her. She knew he was mad that she was on the phone, but she didn't care. She ran upstairs into the bedroom, closing the door behind her. What if Drew lied and he really had fucked Jaxyn before coming back last night? Could that really be what Jaxyn was about to tell her? So what if he did? You really can't be mad, after all, you're in no position to talk – you FUCKED him TOO!

   "I take it you all had a good time?" Sophia sat on the side of the bed and took a deep breath.

   "Girl, it was the best ever! I'm telling you, Sophia, I've decided I'm getting me a young buck," Jaxyn gushed.

   I knew it, I knew it, Sophia's face became hot and she could feel jealousy and anger rising in her at the same time. She couldn't even bring herself to speak.

   "Sophia, you still there?"

   "Yeah, I'm here," Sophia replied, "Well, I'm glad you and Drew hit it off. You said he had swagger."

   "Drew? Girl, I ain't talking about Drew. I'm talking about the friend he met at the club, Kenny."

   "Kenny?" Sophia was confused.

   "Kenny, Drew's best friend! God, Sophia, he was so fine. I'm talking mmm mmm good. And I do mean, DELICIOUS. I'm talking melt in your mouth, not in your hands, chocolate delight. To be honest, I melted in his mouth about three times!" Jaxyn laughed.

   Sophia smiled with relief, "Jax, you're crazy. How old is this boy? If he's Drew's best friend, he can't be any older that twenty two."

   "Twenty-three. And I don't care what his age is, Sophia, he's a man in every way that counts. As a matter of fact, he's more of a man than these thirty something losers I've been dating. I'm all about getting me a 'Roni'!"

   "A what?"

   "A Roni, you know, a tenderoni, like Bobby Brown sung about. Wait, wasn't Whitney older than him? See, even she knew what was up. She had Bobby andshe had Ray J's young ass. Sophia, that was the greatest sexual experience of my life."

   Don't I know it, Sophia thought. She pondered about sharing her own confession with Jaxyn, but decided she would just share that bit of information later.

   "Sophie!" Gerald shouted.

   "Look, girl," Sophia giggled.

   "I know, I know, I heard his loud, ridiculous ass barking for you! Call me later so I can give you the intimate details about what happened," Jaxyn told her.

   "I will," Sophia said, hanging up the phone and heading back down the steps. 

   "Why are you yelling like that, Gerald," she frowned.

   "Because I'm frustrated. You're up there yapping on the phone, Drew's ass is probably out wandering around, and I'm ready to leave!" Gerald spewed.

   "It's not that deep, Gerald. Calm down," she walked over and rubbed his shoulders in an attempt to ease the tension, "This trip is supposed to be fun. It's your brother's wedding. You've been talking about it for weeks."

   "I know, but that was before I knew I had to deal with Drew's ass. 

   Sophia peeked outside and saw Drew standing beside Gerald's car, a cup of coffee in hand. He waved and smiled at Sophia.

   "He's right outside, Gerald. What's the deal with you two anyway? What did he do to you?" She asked him.

   "He's just a fuck up, that's all," Gerald replied.

   "A fuck up how?" She decided she wanted to know the real deal.

   "Fine, if you must know. A couple of years ago, he came to visit me, and he fucked my girl!" Gerald stared at her and she saw the hurt in his eyes. 

   "Whoa," was the only thing she could say.

   "It's all good though. I mean, if she was skank enough to sleep with my baby brother, then she definitely wasn't the woman for me," Gerald walked over and put his hand under her chin. He tilted her face to his and kissed her, "I'm glad I don't have to worry about that with you. I trust you, Sophia and I love you."

   "Gerald," Sophia was shocked. Her phone beeped again, revealing she had a text from Drew.

   "Tell that big mouth heiffer to stop texting you. Damn! She needs to get a life! I can't stand that girl," Gerald shook his head and began grabbing their bags, "Aight let's roll. What the hell? Who left a condom wrapper on the floor?"
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   "I think you're overreacting, Mason." 

   "Guess what? Right about now, I don't give a damn what you think." 

   Sabrina's eyes widened as she stared at her fiancé. She knew he was upset, but didn't appreciate the way he was talking to her. She didn't even do anything and was attempting to point that out to him, but his anger was preventing him from being rational. 

   Be nice, she told herself. Remember, you're at work, not at the crib. Remain calm. 

   She placed the cup of coffee she was holding on her desk then walked over and closed the door to her small, but cozy office before saying anything else. The morning was not going at all like she planned. It was Friday, her favorite day of the week. The only thing she was supposed to be dealing with today was taking care of some last minute paperwork and chill until noon, when she planned on taking off to enjoy the long weekend. The clinic was pretty much empty when she arrived, as it had been all week. It was the week after Christmas and most of the staff was on vacation so no one had bothered to make coffee. Unable to function without her daily dose of "liquid crack" as her mother called it, Sabrina had run downstairs to grab a quick cup. She was pleasantly surprised to see Mason standing in her office when she returned. She was even more surprised to see him holding a crystal vase containing a beautiful arrangement of red roses and white chrysanthemums. 

   "Oh my God, baby, their gorgeous!" She gasped, "Thank you so much." 

   Just as she was about to rush over and hug him, she paused, noticing the frown on Mason's face. 

   "What's wrong?" She asked. 

   "I'm not the one you should be thanking," he said. 

   "Oh, really? And just who should I be thanking?" 

   "Well," Mason said, removing the card and reading it, "Sabrina, you mean more to me than you'll ever know. Thanks for always being there. Love, K-Boogie." 

   Oh shit, she thought, staring at the flowers. K-Boogie. Thanks a lot, Khalil. 

   "Mason…" 

   "WHAT?" Mason's voice escalated. He was breathing so hard that she could see his chest rising and falling in the charcoal grey suit he wore.       

   "You know Khalil and I are just friends. Don't start tripping," Sabrina made sure her voice was soft and reassuring, knowing that she was going to have to point out why his reaction to the situation was clearly ridiculous. 

    

   "Oh, I ain't started tripping yet," Mason said and dropped the flowers into the trash can beside her desk. A few of the rose petals landed on the floor beside it. 

   "That was rude," she told him, folding her arms, "You need to calm down, for real. I can't believe you're acting this way over some flowers." 

   "And I can't believe you're playing me like I'm boo boo the fool!" 

   "How? For God's sake," she shook her head, "It's Khalil. He's engaged, hell Mason, we've double dated, with them or have you forgotten that? As a matter of fact, have you forgotten the fact that WE'RE engaged?" 

   "No, I haven't forgotten that, Sabrina. But maybe you need to remind Khalil, or K-Boogie, as you call him, that his ass in engaged, and so are you! Obviously, he forgot that little fact, especially when his ass called you at three-thirty in the morning!" 

   "Mason, he drunk dialed me! You know how Khalil is when he gets drunk!" 

   "What I know is that Khalil wants to fuck you!" 

   Sabrina stared at Mason like he was crazy. Clearly, he had lost his mind, "Are you smoking? I can't believe you even said that, Mason." 

   "I can't believe a lot of things, Sabrina. This shit with you and Khalil is getting real old and I'm tired of…" 

   "What shit, Mason? We're friends and we work together, other than that, there's nothing going on between Khalil and I," she stared at him. He actually looked hurt, and she didn't understand why. She had been friends with Khalil Coleman since freshman year of college. He was cute, athletic, smart, flirtatious and funny, he held all of the basic qualities that attracted women. But because he was overtly aware that he held those qualities, it made him arrogant and most of the time, an all around asshole, in her opinion. Sabrina realized this the moment they met, and believed the fact that she failed to swoon over him unlike all the other females he encountered, she earned a certain level of respect from him. They had always been, and always would be cool. 

   "I think the problem is that you don't realize there's something going on between you and Khalil." 

   "Mason, I know you have some trust issues, and because of that, I can see how you could possible be misreading some things," Sabrina reached over and touched his chest, "But, baby, I promise, we are just friends." 

   "Naw, you used to be friends," Mason shrugged. 

   Confused, Sabrina took a step back, "What?" 

   "Your friendship with Khalil is over; as of right now, this moment." 

   "So, now you're telling me who I can and can't be friends with? I don't think so. I told you there's nothing going on between us and if you can't deal with that, that's your issue, Mason." 

   In that moment, Sabrina looked down at the ring on her left finger. She met Mason nine months ago, and they had been engaged for the last three. Sabrina loved him, but his insecurities were starting to get to her. At first, she thought the way he constantly called to check on her and make sure she was okay was cute. Until she realized that it wasn't her well being he was concerned with so much as to make sure she wasn't cheating, or thinking about cheating, or anywhere or with someone that may cause her to cheat. Mason's mother cheated on his father, his sister-in-law cheated on his brother, his best friend's wife left him for another man, and his next door neighbor was cheating on her husband. The man had been surrounded by women's infidelity, and it showed. Sabrina assured him that he was a good man who gave her no reason to even think about another man, and she would never betray him. She would check in if she was running late, or had a change of plans. Still, he could not trust her, and now, in this moment, she realized he never would. In this moment, she realized that if it wasn't Khalil, it would be someone else. In this moment, she realized that there was no getting over this, no moving past this, not working through this. In this moment, she realized that it was too much, too exhausting, too frustrating, too demanding and not what she wanted in life and in love. In this moment, she closed her eyes and heard her mother's voice in her ear, reminding her of what real love meant, how real love felt, and why, if love is real, it can overcome, overshadow, and overpower everything that comes against it. In that moment, she knew that the emotions she had for Mason were not strong enough to endure his insecurities any longer. 

   "What the fuck are you doing?" He frowned at her as she slipped the ring off her finger and held it out to him. 

   "I'm doing what needs to be done," she sighed. 

   For the fourth time, I'm doing what needs to be done. 

   "So you're ending what we have over this nigga and yet, you swear ain't nothing going on between you two. Ain't this a …" 

   Sabrina shook her head, "It is what it is, Mason. I can't do this anymore. I've told you over and over again that I'm not that chick. I'm not her!" 

   "What? What chick?" He continued to stare at the ring without taking it. 

   "I'm not the type of woman who sneaks off behind your back and disrespects neither you nor what we have. I'm not the one who is always looking for the next best thing, or checking to see if the grass is greener. If I'm with you, I'm with you. I have tried and tried to explain it to you over and over again, but I get it now," she reached and grabbed his hand, forcing it open and pushing the ring into his sweating palm. 

   Please God, let me be doing the right thing, because right now, the fact that I'm standing before this fine ass, gainfully employed, intelligent, charismatic specimen of a man who loves me, and giving him this ring back, seems crazy as hell. 

   "What needs to be done is you need to leave Khalil's ass alone, Sabrina. That's all I'm asking you to do," he pleaded with her, "He wants you. You can't see what I see. A man knows." 

   "And a woman knows, Mason," she shrugged. She had told Mason early on in their relationship that she didn't believe in arguing in a relationship, and it was something she just didn't do. Sabrina hated tension, and refused to feed into situations that she knew would possibly lead to an argument. She didn't get the whole yelling and screaming, back and forth thing while trying to prove a point. Sabrina would simply listen, reply, and move on; simple as that. 

   Mason's forehead wrinkled and he took a step back and stared at her. She looked into his eyes and searched for some sort of clue, some sign that would send a signal to her heart that maybe it could work. But there was nothing but peace. Peace and a sense of sadness that she knew would eventually pass. 

   "So, what, this is it? It's just over? Just like that?" 

   Sabrina just nodded and again, reached out for him.

   "Fine then, Sabrina, if this is the way you want it," Mason brushed her and paused before opening the door, "The sad part about this Sabrina, is that I really thought you were the one." 

   "I am the one, Mason," Sabrina replied, "I'm just not the one for you." 

  


	
   Sabrina

   "Happy New Year Fam!"       

   "Hey baby, Happy New Year," her father, Johnny Nick, stood and gave her a hug. Sabrina couldn't help feeling like a four year old as she squeezed her arms around him. She had always been and always would be a Daddy's Girl.  

   "Hey Daddy, Happy New Year," she said, then leaned down and gave her mother a kiss on the cheek, "Hi Mommy, Happy New Year."  

   "Same to you, baby," her mother grinned. The scent of Oscar de La Renta filled Sabrina's nostrils. Frances Chambers had worn the same perfume for years and refused to change. Her husband and children realized this after several years of buying her other scents. Frances had been grateful, but she still had yet to wear anything other than her infamous Oscar de la Renta. All three of her children had inherited Frances' good looks: Tennille and Sabrina both had her high cheek bones, dark piercing eyes and dimpled smile. But where Tennille and her mother shared the same deep copper complexion, Nicholas and Sabrina were the smooth, chestnut brown color of their father. 

   "And Happy Anniversary to you both!" Sabrina smiled, pulling a card out of her Coach purse and handing it to her father.   

   "Awwww, Brina, thank you!" Her father pulled her into his arms again and squeezed her. 

   "What's up, Aunt Brina!"       

   "Boy, you better get up and give me a kiss!" Sabrina pulled her adorable eleven year old nephew out of his chair and kissed his dimpled cheeks. He was the spitting image of her sister and her heart melted every time she saw him, "Mook! Mook!"  

   Marquise frowned and tried to escape her grasp, "Aunt Brina, come on, this is not cool!"  

   "I remember a time not so long ago when you weren't too cool to kiss your auntie, Mook!" She laughed. 

   "Brina, leave that boy alone," Nick laughed, motioning for his nephew to return to his seat.           

   "Ewww, you got stuff on your lips," Marquise wiped the shiny lip prints off his cheeks, causing the family to laugh even harder.                   

   "So, where is Mason?" Her mother asked looking toward the door. Sabrina looked over at Nick, whose eyes were on the now empty ring finger of her left hand. 

   "Ohhh snap! Another one bites the dust!" Her brother grinned, then turned to Tennille with his hand held out, and said, "Pay up, sucker. Hahaha!" 

   "Pay what?" Sabrina snapped, "I know y'all ain't place bets!" 

   "Not bets, more like a small wager," Nick winked. 

   "That better not be what your brother is talking about," her mother shook her head and glanced over at Tennille and Nick. 

   Her sister was so busy reaching into her purse and taking out her wallet that she didn't even notice their mother's stare, "I can't believe this. I swear, Nick, I thought this time…" 

   "You placed bets on my engagement? Now that's just…" 

   "Wrong," Sabrina's mother finished her sentence for her, "You both owe your sister an apology." 

   "I'm sorry, Brina. But at least I didn't bet against you, like some other people," Tennille looked over at her father. 

   "Daddy!" 

   "Johnny, I don't believe you," her mother swatted her father on the arm. 

   "It was all done in fun and in love, Sweetie," her father smiled. 

   "Hey, at least I put my money on you," Tennille passed her brother and father each a ten dollar bill. A lot of good that did me." 

   "Y'all are just wrong," Sabrina shook her head, "Placing bets on my love life, like it's some kind of game." 

   "Hey, don't get mad at me cause the odds of love are against you, Sis," Nicholas said, folding the money and putting it into his pocket "They're against me too." 

   "That's not true, Nicholas. I'm not even gonna let you sit here and say that," their mother frowned, "Give me that money." 

   "The odds of love aren't against me," Sabrina suddenly felt the need for a drink. It was only eleven fifteen in the morning, and she rarely drank in front of her parents, but none of that mattered at that moment. There's no way I'm gonna be able to deal with Ten and Nick if I don't have a drink. She motioned for their waitress, "Can I get a Ciroc and lemonade?" 

   "Dag, hard liquor in the morning?" Nick grinned, "I guess I struck a nerve." 

   "Nicholas, help Marquise make his plate," their mother commanded. 

   Nicholas didn't hesitate as he stood up, "Come on, Mook. Let's go get our grub on." 

   "Johnny, baby, make sure you get me some of that ham," Frances turned and lovingly stroked her husband's hand, slipping the ten out and passing both bills to Sabrina. 

   "I guess that's my cue to leave too," their dad nodded. The three males headed off to the crowded buffet line. 

   "Make sure he gets some vegetables on his plate," Tennille called after them. 

   "Ten, it's breakfast. Why would he get vegetables?" Sabrina shook her head. 

   "Actually, it's brunch. He needs to put something healthy on his plate," Tennille answered, "other than chicken." 

   Sabrina laughed. There was nothing in this world Marquise loved more than chicken. He really didn't have a choice since that seemed like the only think Tennille ate while she was pregnant. Fried, baked, broiled, barbequed, grilled, boiled, roasted, stewed, braised, fricasseed, as long as it was chicken, Tennille was gobbling it. She ate so much chicken, that they just knew Marquise was going to come out clucking and he should have been named 'Colonel'. 

   "Leave that baby alone," Frances smiled, "Chicken is good for him." 

   The waitress returned with Sabrina's drink and before she could place it on the table, Sabrina took it from her and took a long swallow. The smoothness sent off an instant relief within her and she felt her body relax. Okay, that's better. 

   "Well?" Tennille asked. 

   "Well what?" Sabrina asked as if she had no idea what her sister was referring to. 

   "You know what," Tennille gave her a knowing look, "What did poor Mason do?" 

   "Shut up, Ten," Sabrina rolled her eyes, "It's not even like that. And while we're getting all in my business, where is your husband?" 

   "Working, and at least I actually have one" Tennille sat back in her chair, "I'm trying to help you figure out how to get one. Now talk." 

   "I hate you," Sabrina squinted. 

   "Sabrina you don't hate your sister, so don't say that," Frances sighed, "Tennille, just let her explain what happened. Go ahead, baby." 

    The question of Sabrina even wanting to explain what happened obviously hadn't crossed neither one of their minds. It also hadn't crossed Sabrina's mind either. She knew if she didn't explain, they would harass the hell out of her until she did. At least her mother had been gracious enough to excuse the men from the table. Not that that mattered either because one thing about the Chambers family, if one person knew, the entire family knew. 

   "I just realized that it wasn't gonna work," Sabrina shrugged, "I wanted it to. I really did." 

   "I don't understand. Mason is such a sweet guy," Tennille said, "Great job, smart, nice looking. But then again, so were all the rest of your ex-fiancées." 

   "So, what are you saying, Ten?" Sabrina glared at her older sister who always seemed to have a permanent chip on her shoulder these days. The vibrant, vivacious woman who smiled all the time seemed to be buried somewhere within and Sabrina had been sensing something was off for a while. On the outside, Tennille was still as beautiful as ever, but there was a slight dullness about her. 

   "I'm saying that maybe you need to re-evaluate what's really going on. You're developing a pattern," Tennille replied. 

   "First of all, I know what's going on. Let's get that straight right now," Sabrina felt herself becoming angry by the minute. What the hell is that supposed to mean? Re-evaluate?  

   "Tennille, that's enough. And why are you taking your sister's breakups so personal?" Frances frowned. 

   "Thanks, Ma. I'm sitting here wondering the same thing," Sabrina said. 

   "I'm not taking anything personal, especially not her breakupssssss," Tennille stressed the 's' at the end of the word. 

   "Sabrina, I think Tennille is right about one thing, there is a pattern here," Frances gave Sabrina a knowing look, "So, what was the problem with Mason? You two seemed happy." 

   "In a sense, we were happy, Ma.  But then again, how happy am I if I have to explain my every move to the man I love? How happy can I be if I have to defend every relationship I have and jump through hoops to prove that I really want to be with you and only you?" Sabrina stated, "He wasn't the one. He just wasn't." 

   She saw the understanding in her mother's eyes, and knew that breaking up with Mason was the right thing to do. 

   "If that's the case, then I'm glad you realized it before it was too late" her mother smiled at her. 

   "I still don't understand what brought about this great epiphany?" Tennille frowned, "Mason's had you on a short leash forever, that's nothing new. What happened? Details, please!" 

   Just as she was about to speak, a loud voice seemed to come out of nowhere, "Looks like we came to the right place at the right time, baby. Look who's here!" 

   Sabrina cringed as she looked up to see Khalil and his fiancee coming toward the table, "Oh no, not now!" 

   "Khalil!" Her mother smiled and stood up to greet him with a big hug, "It's so good to see you!" 

   "You too, Mama C!" Khalil kissed her on the cheek. 

   "K-Boogie, man what's the deal!" Nick said with a wide grin as he returned to the table along with her father and Marquise, who were equally excited to see Khalil. Before Sabrina knew it, her father had invited Khalil and his date to join them and they were making room at the table. 

   "I'm going to make my plate," Sabrina stood up and motioned the waitress for another drink. She turned to her sister and nodded toward Khalil who was teasing Marquise, "By the way, that's what happened!" 

  


	

   Tennille 

   "Oh my God, Tennille, they're gorgeous!" Bianca, the bride, gushed. 

   "Wow," was the only word Darrell, the groom could utter. 

   Tennille knew the instant she saw the pictures, the newlywed couple would be pleased. She had captured moments of the wedding that normally wouldn't even seem relevant. Brief, intimate snapshots of their perfect day included a close up shot of the crystal studded sandals Bianca wore, a photo of Bianca's wedding ring precisely placed in the middle of her bouquet, a picture of Darrell's grandmother dabbing tears from her eyes as the minister prayed over the couple. 

   "I'm glad you like them," Tennille smiled. 

   "I can't believe you got all these great shots. I didn't even realize you were taking pictures half the time," Darrell told her. 

   "That's because the only person you noticed was her," Tennille pointed to Darrell, "And that's the only person you were supposed to notice." 

   "That's right," Bianca nodded, "I'm the one and only woman you're supposed to be noticing!" 

   "Don't worry, Darrell, she couldn't take her eyes off you either," Tennille said, "Look at that picture right there." 

   Darrell reached over and stared at the picture of him talking to one of the guests. Bianca was standing right beside him, securely tucked in his arms, staring at him as if she was hanging on to his every word. They looked as if they were made for each other.

   "I don't see how we're gonna decide which ones to buy," Bianca shrugged and stared at her new husband. The cute couple was still glowing from their Caribbean honeymoon cruise, "Awww, Darrell, look at this one with your brothers." 

   "I'll give you guys a moment to decide," Tennille stood up. 

   "Naw, we know what we want," Darrell said. 

   "No, we don't. Darrell, what are you talking about?" Bianca looked over at him. 

   "We'll take all of them," he said, smiling. 

   "Darrell, we can't afford all of these pictures," Bianca shook her head. 

   "Baby, what did you tell me the entire time you were planning our wedding and I said we couldn't afford something?" Darrell reached over and put his arm around her. 

   Bianca smiled, "I said that there were some things we couldn't afford not to do." 

   "We can't afford not to get all these pictures," Darrell pressed his forehead against hers. 

   Tennille watched the exchange between the two of them and smiled. They got it, she thought, I see it, it's there. She had been taking wedding photos for a decade, and as a full time professional for the past three years. Not only did she have a gift of capturing precise moments on film, but she had also developed a sixth sense for those couples that had a level of love that was so deep, it radiated. Unable to resist, she worked out a deal for the happy couple to purchase all the photos. 

   "Another satisfied couple?" Chastity, her new office manager and assistant asked as Tennille walked Darrell and Bianca out of the studio. 

   "Of course," Tennille replied, "They purchased every last shot." 

   "Wow, I knew they had to be balling to hire you," Chastity gave her a knowing look, "But I didn't know they were balling like that." 

   Tennille shrugged and admitted, "I gave them a deal." 

   "I figured that. So, you let them get everything for what? Four?" 

   "Thirty-seven." 

   "Thirty-seven? That's not a deal, that's a steal!" Chastity shook her head. "Those pictures were worth way more." 

   Tenille was pleased. 'Perfect Ten Photography'  had come a long way since she opened five years ago. When she started, she only booked two to three weddings a month and charged a couple hundred dollars. Since then, Tennille had become one of the most sought after wedding photojournalists on the East coast not only doing weddings, but also magazine and advertising layouts. The starting price for her wedding packages was now over three thousand dollars and she was booked nearly a year in advance. 

   * * * * * * * * * *

   Thirty-Five years, that's a long time, Tennille thought as she looked at the pictures of her parents that she took at their anniversary brunch. They had been married as many years as she had been alive, barely. She would be celebrating her thirty-fifth birthday on Valentines Day. She stared at the happy couple who raised her and smiled. True love. They were so happy, always had been. She continued flipping through the pictures of her family. Sabrina stared back at her in the next photo, looking as gorgeous as ever, perfectly poised with their parents. At times, she wondered if her sister was crazy and would ever make it down the aisle. It was as if she would meet these great guys and accept their proposals, get the ring and then miraculously realize that they weren't "Mr. Right" and break it off. Mason had been fiancee number four in the past five years. I hate to be the one to tell you, Brina, but perfect ain't possible. The next picture was of Nick, Marquise and her father, all three men sharing the same mischievous grin. Her brother was a self proclaimed, bonafide player. He barely dated the same girl twice, and had come to the conclusion that he was destined to be single and satisfied the rest of his life. As far as Tennille was concerned, both her brother and sister had issues, serious ones, unlike herself. 

   A lie! Her inner voice said, Your issues are just as serious as theirs. Look at that picture.  

   Tennille glanced up at her own wedding photo. There she was, dressed in a gorgeous gown, makeup and hair perfectly done, smiling as she stood next to Brandon, her husband. They looked like the typical married couple, but Tenille saw something that she wondered if everyone else saw when they looked at the picture. Her sadness. It was the weirdest thing. A woman's wedding day was supposed to be the happiest day of her life. The day that she had planned and been waiting for her whole life. The day she said 'I do' and was joined in holy matrimony with their soulmate. For Tennille, that wasn't the case. She was happy, in a sense, but instead of feeling overwhelmed with emotions of happiness, she felt empty and couldn't understand why. Brandon was a great guy and had everything a woman wanted in a husband. He was good looking, a hard worker, a great provider, laid back, nice, dependable and he loved her. What more could she want? There was no reason for her not to marry him, so she did. Now, five years later, she was still empty. 

   "Tenille," Chastity knocked on the door, "I have your itinerary for next weekend. I made sure you got a window seat." 

   "I'm more concerned with if you got me a first class seat," Tenille teased. She didn't know how Chastity did it, but somehow, she was always able to get her bumped up to first class without paying more or cashing in her frequent flyer miles. She was also able to get upgrades at hotels and resorts at no extra charge. Hiring her had been even more beneficial than she thought. 

   "Of course, you know I did," Chastity smiled, "Are you sure you don't need me to accompany you and assist?" 

   Chastity had assisted Tenille with the last three weddings she shot. All of which had been larger weddings with over two hundred guests in addition to have large bridal parties. She knew this was one of the weddings she would love to assist, especially since it was a destination wedding in Montego Bay, Jamaica. She didn't blame her for trying. 

   "I'm sure, Chastity. You know the wedding is small, only about 50 people. No assistance needed. Thanks for offering though," Tenille smiled and took the file from her. 

   "I can't wait to go with you on the good trips," Chastity hinted. 

   "You just went with me to San Francisco," Tenille reminded her, "Not only was that wedding fabulous, but we got treated like royalty." 

   "I want to go on the exotic trips!" 

   "Believe me you'll get to go. But remember, the more exotic the trip, the smaller the wedding." 

   "Tell the couples you can't travel without your new assistant, then I can go," Chastity suggested, "The more the merrier." 

   "Okay, I'll suggest that," Tenille said. 

   "Your flight gets in late Sunday evening. You need me to pick you up or will your hubby be there waiting with flowers?" 

   The thought of Brandon waiting for her at the airport with flowers almost caused Tenille to crack up laughing. She didn't think he had ever bought her flowers. Flowers and romance were not her husband's strong points. 

   "Sparkle is gonna pick me, it's no big deal," Tenille shrugged. Sparkle was her best friend of over twenty years. 

   "Does he ever travel with you? It seems like the destination weddings would be a great chance for you and he to sorta hang out and spend some uber-romantic one on one time," Chastity winked. 

   Tenille almost laughed out loud again. Instead she said, "You know he works a crazy schedule at the ship yard." 

   That was a true statement. Brandon was a long shoreman and worked a crazy schedule which included days, nights, weekends and holidays. The pay was great, but he put in long hours. 

   "Well, it was just a thought," Chastity said as she walked out of the office. 

   Tenille looked back at her wedding photo, and sighed, "Empty. 

  


	
   Nick

   "Maria, Maria, she reminds me of a West Side story, growing up in Spanish Harlem, she livin' a life just like a movie starrrrrrrrr," Nick sang as he pulled his car into the parking lot of Horizon Telecom where he worked. Although there were plenty of empty spaces near the front of the building, Nick parked all the way in the back of the parking lot where he was sure no one would park near his car. He reached in the backseat and grabbed his new Armani blazer before stepping out and slipping it on. Clicking the alarm and checking his reflection, he was just about to walk off when a car came dangerously close to hitting him as it pulled into the space next to him, music blaring loudly. 

   "Man, you don't know how close you came to meeting your maker," Nick yelled when the driver stepped out. 

   "Whatever, I know how to drive. Wasn't nobody about to hit your ass," Eric Thurmond, his co-worker and best friend laughed, "Nice jacket." 

   "Thanks," Nick adjusted his jacket, "A little something I picked up this past weekend." 

   "And you waited all week to wear it?" Eric shook his head, "Today is Thursday." 

   "Don't be mad because you wear your new gear on Mondays. I have self control, bro." 

   "What the hell ever. So, you rolling out this weekend or laying low?" Eric asked. 

   "Haven't decided yet," Nick replied. Eric had been wanting to go on a road trip for a while. Normally, Nick would be packed and ready to go at the drop of a dime, but lately, he hadn't really had the desire. 

   "Man, what's wrong with you? You've been flaking out on hanging since Christmas," Eric shook his head, "Let me guess...you found a winter boo already. Who is she?" 

   "Naw, man," Nick replied. 

   "Then what's the problem? You getting old?" 

   "Never that," Nick told him, he pointed to two women walking toward the building, "Look, Sheridan and Danielle." 

   "My, my, my, what a lovely sight to see early in the morning," Eric said loud enough for the ladies to hear. The women paused, turned around and smiled. Both women were fine as hell, fly, and classy. 

   "Oh, no, here comes trouble," Sheridan, the darker of the two women shook her head at them. 

   "Where? I need to be running from it," Eric responded. They hurried and caught up with the ladies. Eric reached over and took the large box Sheridan was carrying out of her arm, "Let me help you out there." 

   "How noble of you," Sheridan said. 

   "What are you two doing here?" Nick asked. 

   "Interviewing for a new hire class," Danielle told them. 

   "Word?" Eric grinned, "Fresh meat." 

   "Calm down, man-whore!" Sheridan snapped. 

   "Why am I a man-whore?" Eric smiled, innocently. 

   "Boy, please," Danielle rolled her eyes. At five-six, she was slightly shorter than Sheridan, and a little thicker. Nick knew Eric had a thing for her. 

   "So, how long are y'all in town for?" Nick asked. 

   "Depends, maybe a month or so." Sheridan answered, "So, you guys have plenty of time to wine and dine us." 

   The four of them normally hung out when the girls were in town, especially since they had the use of a per diem card. Dinners at the hottest restaurants and clubs, courtesy of the girls. The only thing they had to spring for were drinks; they weren't allowed to purchase alcoholic beverages on their company cards. Nick enjoyed hanging out with them. Danielle and Sheridan were good people. Plus the fact that Nick and Sheridan had been sleeping together for the past year or so when she was in town was also an added bonus. They both agreed to keep it a secret not only because fraternization between employees was frowned upon, but also because Nick didn't want people to think they were a couple, which they weren't. 

   "Word," Nick nodded, "Where are y'all staying?" 

   "The Montclair, downtown," Sheridan answered as they walked into the large glass building and headed toward the elevator, "It amazes me that as large as this company is, they're still not willing to spring for security. Anyone can walk in this piece and go postal." 

   "Don't be scared, sweetheart," Eric winked, "Big Daddy E will keep you safe." 

   "What the hell can you do to protect us, Eric? Flirt someone to death?" Danielle teased. Nick couldn't help laughing along with them. 

   "Oh, y'all just chock full of jokes today, huh?" Eric snapped, "And you're supposed to be my boy and have my back." 

   "I do, E. But that was funny," Nick admitted. 

   "Whatever. Here, you carry this, Sir Laugh a Lot, this is my floor," Eric shoved the box into Nick's arms as the elevator stopped on the third floor and the doors opened. 

   "You're not gonna come upstairs with us?" Danielle pouted. 

   "No, I'm not. I have a team to manage and I need to be there for them in case an intruder gets in the building and I have to flirt them to death!" Eric stepped off the elevator and started to walk away. 

   "Don't be like that, Eric," Sheridan called after him. 

   "What time do you wanna go to lunch?" Dannica added. 

   "Twelve-fifteen," Eric answered without even turning around, "I'll meet y'all downstairs!" 

   "He is so damn sensitive," Sheridan laughed, "I don't know why you give him such a hard time, Danni. You know he has a crush on you." 

   "Because he's so damn cocky. He thinks all the women want him." 

   Nick glanced over at her and said, "Well, uh, most of them do." 

   Not only was his friend the epitome of tall, dark and handsome, but he had style and personality that attracted women. He was a straight chick magnet.

   "And that's what his problem is. He's used to women falling at his feet. I don't know why, I mean, look at Nick." 

   "Me?" 

   Danielle continued talking as if Nick wasn't on the elevator with them, "He's cute, fine as hell, funny, and can dress his ass off. He has no kids, a good job and his condo is the bomb!" 

   "That's true. Nick does have it going on," Sheridan nodded, "He's definitely a catch." 

   "Exactly, but he doesn't try so hard. He knows he's a hot commodity and doesn't have anything to prove to anybody. Nick has..." 

   "Swagger," Sheridan said. 

   "Yeah, swagger," Danielle repeated. 

   "Ahem, I don't know if y'all realize it or not, but I'm still on the elevator with you," Nick told them. 

   "Uh, you work on the sixth floor, the same floor as us," Dannielle stared at him like he was crazy, "Why wouldn't you be on the elevator with us." 

   "You thought we didn't see you, Nick?" Sheridan glanced at him, knowingly. 

   Nick felt an urge in his manhood, and smiled, knowing he would be in for a treat sooner rather than later. Their "friends with benefits" relationship was casual, the way he liked it; no expectations, no strings, no emotions. And strangely enough, the same way it worked for him, it worked for her. Just two friends, enjoying each other's company and, when the mood struck them, having great sex. What more could he want? 

   The doors of the elevator opened and he followed the two women to the training room and put the box down on a nearby desk. 

   "So, twelve-fifteen?" Sheridan asked. 

   "Twelve-fifteen," he nodded. 

   Her comment on his being "a good catch", echoed in his head. As he headed to his office, he hoped she wasn't trying to change the way things were. Right now, things were exactly the way he liked them.
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