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    They Met… 
 
      
 
      
 
    I Knew from The First Moment We Met. It Was… Not Love at First Sight Exactly, but more…Familiarity. Like: Oh, Hello, Hey It’s You…It’s Going to Be You. 
 
    --Mhairi McFarlane (via 5000Letters) 
 
      
 
      
 
    Angel 
 
      
 
    For as long as I can remember, I’ve had nightmares. Not your average nightmares with monsters and such. No… 
 
    I dreamed about a world depleted of all life. A world on fire… 
 
    A world ravished… 
 
    These dreams I kept to myself. Coming up in the foster system you learn to keep a lot of things to yourself. I don’t think I’ve ever had a good night’s sleep. I am the only one with a case of insomnia that my teas cannot fix. 
 
    People come to my shop from all over the city to get teas that will help cure whatever ailment they suffer from naturally, and so far, I am the only one my teas did nothing for. I don’t know if I’ve become immune to the herbs because I’ve consumed so many of them, or if…and this is what I suspect it to really be, I’m meant to have these dreams. 
 
     For some reason, I think God wants me to see the world the way that I see it in my sleep. It does help me come up with tea recipes. LOL! I know that sounds strange, but it does… 
 
    However, I didn’t start off my tale by telling you guys about my nightmares for no reason. I did it because although my nightmares scare the heck out of me, it’s nothing compared to the fear my foster brother’s boss causes me to feel. 
 
    Westly, who is my foster brother, does maintenance work at the neighborhood gym, a job he’s had for the past six months. It really is bittersweet. Sweet because for Westly having a job for six months is a huge improvement to his record. Over the last ten years, I doubt if he’d held a job for longer than two weeks, let alone six months. 
 
    Westly has two major habits that keep him from being a reliable employee. One, he’s a heroin addict and two, he often steals to support his heroin habit. 
 
    So the fact that he’s held this job for six months is amazing. He’s even for the most part, been able to pay his half of the rent. Well…until recently, but I’ll come back to that. 
 
    The bitter part about him having this job is that he works for a goon. There is no other word that can describe him.   
 
    Okay, maybe…Heathen, Thug, Savage, Animal, Bear, Lion…Brute! 
 
    Yes…Brute is a better word. 
 
    The man is a complete brute. When he walks down the street, people scramble to get out of his path. He’s a bad man and his bad vibes go out ahead of him to clear the way. 
 
    I bet he kills people. He looks like the type. He’s probably beat somebody to death with those huge, scarred monster paws he calls hands. 
 
    Anyway, the man is completely uncivilized.  
 
    But what makes things so much worse is the fact that he’s attracted to me for some strange reason. I was nothing like the kind of woman he should be attracted to. I wasn’t a fancy dresser or a partier…I wasn’t bold or even brave.  
 
    I am a boring tea maker. A boring tea maker who blends so well into the background that folks barely notice me. When people come to my shop, their eyes are drawn to the many jars of herbs and my tea displays that I have worked so hard on. 
 
    Although I’m standing there taking their order, very seldom do they stop and really take me in. My beautiful teas are truly the stars of the show.  
 
    This doesn’t make me feel bad. It has always been that way for me. In fact, I love it that way. I don’t like drawing attention to myself, which is why I dressed in boring, loose-fitting clothes that take away from my looks rather than add to them. 
 
    It’s an old trick I learned early while growing up in foster homes, you didn’t want to attract the wrong kind of attention to yourself, things could get really nasty. So many times, I’d almost fallen prey…But thank God for Westly, who protected me in those days. 
 
    Anyway, I’ll tell you more about that later as well… First, let me finish telling y’all about my amazing ability to go unnoticed.  
 
    Well…to everyone but Hitta.  
 
    The first time I came to the gym to pick up rent money from Westly, Hitta was standing at the front counter, where the cash register was, talking to the person that I assumed was his cashier. 
 
    When I came in, they both looked up, the cashier with a warm greeting smile and Hitta with a fierce scowl that almost made me turn around and run back out the door, but I didn’t because our rent money was very late and the landlord was once again threatening to put us out. 
 
    So…I pressed on, but my eyes as if they had a mind of their own took in the monster of a man in front of me. His muscles were very hard and defined. I don’t think he had an ounce of fat on him…anywhere. 
 
    This I was able to see because he wore a white wife beater that fell on him in a way that could be distracting to a woman weaker than I. He had several tattoos, but what really stood out were the two words that were angrily slashed up each of his forearms.  
 
    The right arm had the word Hard slashed up it, describing that forearm perfectly. And the left arm had the word Hitta slashed up it…no doubt describing those monster fists perfectly. There was another tattoo on his right bicep, but I wasn’t close enough to see what it was. And it looked like another that began somewhere under his tank top and went all the way up to the left side of his thick neck. 
 
    Gracious! 
 
    In his ear, he wore a diamond earring that wasn’t really big, but big enough to let the onlooker know it wasn't cheap. Around his neck, he wore a gold necklace that had a pair of diamond-encrusted boxing gloves hanging from it.  
 
    My gaze continued down his body. He wore a pair of brand name black sweatpants on his muscled legs that fell on his tampered hips as if he was modeling them and a pair of black Jordan’s on his feet. 
 
    The fact that it looked as if he was fresh from the barber with the low-cut hair and full beard that was lined perfectly, did little to take away from his fierceness. In fact, if you could get past the frown that looked as if it may be permanently fixed on his face, he was a really handsome man in a very rugged kind of way. 
 
    The closer I got to the giant, the more I had to strain my neck to look up at him. And the closer I got to him, the more it felt as if he could just pick me up with one hand and snap me in half. 
 
    Gracious! The violence that was pouring off him was suffocating. You ever met someone and thought…this person is very dangerous? You look in their eyes and can tell they won’t hesitate to hurt or kill…In Hitta’s case… Smash! 
 
     I had to change my thoughts or else I was going to lose my nerve and go scurrying back out that door making a complete fool of myself. So I decided to do my best to ignore the big frowning giant to the right of me with the cold deadly eyes.  
 
    It wasn’t easy though. First of all, he didn’t move to the side like a normal, civilized human being would have done so that I could speak with the receptionist privately. 
 
    No… he just rudely stood there, forcing me to stand closer to him than I was comfortable with. He smelled like power. Instead of cologne, he smelled like whatever soap he’d used to wash his clothes and rage. 
 
    And I know you're saying, what the hell does rage smell like…? 
 
    And I’m telling y’all, it smells like Hitta. 
 
    Anyway, so I’m standing there trying to ask the receptionist if he’d get Westly for me and Hitta is staring at me as if I’m an ice cube and he’s a man that’s been lost in the desert for thirty days. I give him a look that says it’s rude to stare… 
 
    And would y’all believe the heathen found that amusing? He even cracked those intimidating lips of his into a smile. I shivered because I didn’t know what was more frightening, his smile or his scowl.  
 
    However, that wasn’t the worst part. The receptionist then left to go and find Westly, leaving me alone with the brute. 
 
    Y’all, the gym was huge. Who knows where Westly was? So I take a few steps back and pretend to read the postings on the cork board that were there. The whole time he was watching me. He hadn’t moved his big body from where he leaned on the counter. 
 
    And then he opened his mouth and spoke, the sound of his deep voice nearly caused me to jump out my shoes. I kid you not, a squeak of fear left my throat. 
 
    Don’t shake y’all's heads at me, I told y’all I’m not that brave. I had a tragic childhood. I hate that I’m this way, but I am very squeamish. 
 
    Anyway, so he spoke. 
 
    “Why you dress that way?” 
 
    My mouth dropped open at his rudeness. “Excuse me?!” 
 
    “I don’t like to repeat myself.”  
 
    At that moment I was thanking God for my brown skin because if I had been a few shades lighter, I would be beet red right now.  
 
    Not only was he a rude brute…he was bossy and mean. 
 
    I held my head up as if he was nothing. “Dress what way?” I wanted to say heathen but changed my mind.  
 
    “Like a homeless person.” 
 
    My mouth dropped open again.  
 
    Oh, my God! Did the man just tell me I dressed like a homeless person? I was so insulted that at that point, my fear of him faded for just a bit. I put my hand on my hip. 
 
    "For your information, this style is called Boho.” 
 
    He lifted an eyebrow and I could tell by the little evil smirk on his face he was enjoying himself at my expense. “Hobo?” 
 
    “No! Boho…It’s a difference.” I nearly yelled. I started to begin that sentence with, are you deaf! But then thought better of it. This guy felt dangerous, like make you disappear dangerous. 
 
    He grunted, letting his intimidating gaze roam over my body.  
 
    Okay, so maybe I didn’t wear the brightest of colors. That day I believed I had on my long maxi black skirt that fell to cover my feet completely and a grey oversized sweater that hung off one shoulder. I’d partnered that ensemble with my black hand beaded tasseled purse. I’ll admit it wasn’t the prettiest thing in my closet, but I didn’t look homeless either. 
 
    His intense gaze was starting to unnerve me. He had yet to look away from me since I walked through those doors. He studied me so intensely it felt as if he could see under my shabby clothes to the figure I worked very hard to hide. 
 
    After his insulting words, he didn't say anything else, he just stood there watching me. And the way that he did it was so unnerving. People walked past and said goodbye to him, but he never looked away from me. He just nodded his head to whoever it was and mumbled something in a language that was purely his because I don’t think it was English. 
 
     I know he was a brute and probably uneducated…but even he had to know that it was rude as hell to stare at somebody like that. It was almost as if he knew he was making me nervous and was enjoying it. 
 
    Although Westly and I were fairly new to this neighborhood, I'd heard enough from the girl who lived across the hall from me to know that he was something of a big shot around these parts. She said he used to be a professional boxer and was doing really good until an injury forced him to stop. 
 
    Of course, I was very curious as to what the injury was, there weren’t many ailments my teas couldn’t take care of. There were some… 
 
    But not many… 
 
    However, he was such a brute we will never find out. If he had been civilized, I would have tried to reach out to him. There was no way that was happening now. 
 
    I was so relieved when I looked up and saw Westly walking towards me that I nearly ran to him and threw myself into his arms. Although an addict, my brother has always protected me. The giant frowned when he saw this… 
 
    “Hey, Bo…” His deep voice seemed to rumble through the floor. “This yo’ girl?” 
 
    He still hadn’t moved from where he casually leaned against the counter. 
 
    Westly seemed shocked that his boss was actually talking to him. I would later find out that was the first time he’d ever said anything to him. 
 
    My brother chuckled in that way that let me know he was freshly high. In another few minutes, he would start the nodding.  
 
     “Naw, bossman, this here my little sista.” 
 
    The giant grunted again as his gaze once again raked down my body. “This the sista that stay with you?” 
 
    Westly was now beaming like a small child whose hero had noticed them. “Yeah it is…I—I didn’t think you knew anything ‘bout me.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. I wanted to kick him for being so infatuated with the brute.  
 
    At one time y’all, my brother was so very strong and handsome. Girls used to line up at our foster parents’ door to see him. Of course, I would get nervous whenever he went out because that meant I would be home with Kirk without Westly’s protection. 
 
    Scary times… 
 
    Very scary times… 
 
    Anyway, back in those days, my brother was the man to know. Now, the heroin and whatever other drugs he liked had torn his body down. He was only a tenth of the man he used to be. Of late, he’s been scratching big sores on his arms and face.  
 
    I pray he hadn’t started doing meth, but I fear that he has. I have paid for him to go to rehab more times than I can count, but so far, nothing has worked. However, I can’t turn my back on him. Had it not have been for him putting the fear of God in Kirk’s heart, I would have been brutally raped many times. 
 
    No, I can’t turn my back on him. I take comfort in the fact that although he steals like nobody’s business…he’s never stolen from me. 
 
    Not once… 
 
    “I know about everybody working for me.” The giant spoke again, drawing my attention back to him. “Including the fact that you like to suck on that glass dick…” His intense gaze fell back to me. 
 
    But I was too busy trying to pick my mouth up off the ground for the third time. He’d just put my poor brother on blast and brought up his ailment in the most vile way. The guy at the register pretended to shuffle around some papers. 
 
    “You sure are rude…” I finally hissed. I’d had enough of his horrible personality. 
 
    “Baby, I don’t sugga coat sh*t.” 
 
    Westly gave a nervous laugh. “I’ll be right back, boss, I just need to talk to my sista outside for a minute.” 
 
    His hands shook as he led me away. I looked back over my shoulder at the animal man and I swear, what he did next nearly made me trip, had Westly not been holding my arm so tightly I would have. 
 
    He slowly licked his lips and then kissed toward me, but that wasn’t the shocking part. The shocking part was my body’s response to that scandalous gesture. I felt a spasm between my thighs that stole my breath.  
 
    That was the first time anything like that has ever happened to me. When I frowned at the brute’s vulgarness, he had the nerve to wink at me with that evil grin on his face, as if he was very much aware of what his vulgar gesture had done to my body. 
 
    Needless to say, after that day, I did my very best to avoid going to the gym for anything, but then I started seeing him in the oddest of places. 
 
    Like the bus stop when I’m on my way to and from work. It isn’t every day, but some days he’d be sitting there watching me in that big black Hummer with the tan leather seats that my brother thought was the best vehicle to have ever been created under the heavens. 
 
    He never said anything, just sat there and watched me get on the bus or get off. For my own sanity, I’d convinced myself that he wasn’t sitting there for me. The gym was right across the street. He could be sitting waiting for someone to come out or just waiting to go in. 
 
    And then it was that time he’d shown up at the carnival that I’d taken my six-year-old niece to. She’d dragged me all over wanting this and that. And well, I was on a serious budget and could not afford to get any more tickets to get on any more rides. 
 
    My God, the tickets were nearly five dollars apiece, and you needed at least three to get on each ride, which meant every ride was costing a whopping fifteen dollars for four minutes. And of course, like any kid her age who didn’t understand money, she started to have a fit on me. 
 
    I know I need to be firmer with her, but the truth is, I didn’t have it in me…Both of her parents were drug addicts. The only time she got to be a kid free of worries is when she was with me. 
 
    So there I stood in the middle of the carnival checking my bank account with my phone trying to see which account I could get away with pulling a few more dollars from when suddenly she went quiet and started thanking someone like crazy. 
 
    I looked up to see her happily holding a hand full of tickets, so many tickets that it would take us the rest of the night of riding rides to use them all. My gaze rose to the crowd to try and see who the hell had just given her so many tickets when I saw Hitta’s muscled back walking away from us. And just like always, the crowd just automatically parted for him. 
 
    Once again, I’d convinced myself that it was a coincidence and he was not following me. But I knew deep down that he was, which was confusing because he thought I dressed like a homeless person. Surely he wasn’t attracted to me. So why else was he following me? 
 
    Anyway, I’d managed to avoid the gym and was doing a damn good job at it till today. Westly had been late on his half of the rent for the last three months and I’d had to pay the whole thing. Because of this, I’d fallen behind on a few things to do with my shop, like the insurance. 
 
    Well, actually I’d lapsed on my insurance policy a few times, but it had never been an issue till now. My shop is in a very old building, only God knows when the last time the electric wiring had been updated. 
 
    The fire started in the walls and did quite a bit of damage to my west wall. Because it happened during the time I’d let my insurance lapse, I was paying for the repairs out of pocket. With paying for that plus the rent on both the apartment and the shop, plus footing the bill for my niece’s schooling, because neither of her parents could do it, and I didn’t want her going to the school around her mother’s house, because it was a death trap. Just last week, three kids had gotten shot standing in front of the school… 
 
    My money was extremely funny and for the life of me, I couldn’t figure out why. The tea shop wasn’t doing too badly. I was blocks away from a college campus, so I had a steady stream of customers… It was only me working there because I couldn’t afford to hire anyone, so it wasn’t like I was paying for labor…   
 
    And yet here I stood outside my brother’s job broke and needing him to come through with some major funding. 
 
    It was bad… 
 
    Not only was my wall half repaired, but I was also behind on the rent for both the apartment and the shop…not to mention Jessie's tuition that will be due at the end of this month. 
 
    I paced back and forward in front of the gym, trying to work up enough nerves to go in. The members who went in and out looked at me as if something was wrong with me, but I didn’t care, I was a nervous wreck. 
 
    What if he was in there? 
 
    What if he was standing right by the desk again?  
 
    After a group of three guys came out, I walked to the door and stood on my toes to try and look into the round window. I had to clutch the handle and try and hoist myself up because I was still too short to see. 
 
    As you guys may have guessed, I am vertically challenged in a world where everything was made for tall people. I think I stopped growing at twelve and a whopping 5’2.  
 
    My arms strained as I finally got myself up high enough to peep in the window and smiled when I saw he wasn’t standing at the front desk. There was a pretty girl behind the cash register today. 
 
    A squeak left my throat when right then my arms gave out causing me to fall back. I braced myself for the impact with the ground, but it never happened. 
 
    I was caught by something hard, but it wasn’t the ground. My eyes widened when I saw that the muscled arm that was wrapped around my waist shamelessly holding me against an equally muscled body, said Hard. The other arm slowly joined it securing me completely, said Hitta.  
 
    Dear God! I had fallen right into the brute’s arms. For a moment I didn’t move. He tightened his arms as he brought me even closer gently burying his face in my long braids at my neck. My lips parted in a gasp when I felt his mouth lightly brush my skin. 
 
     The caress was barely there, but because I was super sensitive at that moment, I'd felt it. His lips made their way up to my ear.  
 
    “Man, shawty…I want to f*** you so bad.” He whispered.  
 
    His words that should have angered me caused an answering response in my center that surprised me. 
 
    The emotions that were racing around inside of me were all brand new and for just a moment, I paused to try and understand them. 
 
    Arousal I understood. Although it was true, I’d never felt it to this extent, it was a feeling I understood. It was the other thing he caused me to feel that stunned me. 
 
    It felt really good being held in his arms. The top of my feet rested on his bigger ones… For the first time in my life, I felt… safe.  
 
     I know I said earlier that Westly always protected me and he did, but his protection was as shaky as him. Even though he protected me from Kirk, I was still afraid. I was always afraid. The feeling that I felt now was different. 
 
    I felt safety in Hard Hitta’s arms. That thought frightened me right out of the stupor I had fallen in and I scrambled away from him. 
 
    “I’m so sorry!” I told him staring at the ground because I was not brave enough to look into his face. 
 
    “You looking for somebody?” His voice was so very deep. 
 
    I nodded pushing the braid that had fallen in my face back behind my ear. “Yeah, my brother.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    That made me look up at him startled. I can’t believe how rude he is. I opened my mouth to tell him off but changed my mind. Instead, I cleared my throat.  
 
    “Nothing important, I just have to tell him something.” 
 
    He took a step closer to me and I took another step back.  
 
    “This the only time I’m going to let you lie to me. Consider this a warning. You lie to me again and I will have to punish you. You hear?”  
 
    He growled those words at me. And I’m not going to lie, they scared the hell out of me. He’d just threatened to punish me. What the hell did that mean? 
 
    He is so freaking mean!  
 
    Not able to take his intense angry gaze any longer, I turned my head and nodded, looking at the cars that were passing. He was too intimidating. And to top it off, he was not moving to walk away, not getting the picture that I didn’t want to talk to him about it. He just stood patiently waiting for me to tell him my business. 
 
    Tough Titty…I ain’t telling him nothing. I may not be brave enough to tell him off to his face, but I can give the silent treatment like nobody’s business. 
 
    I folded my arms and looked down at my foot that I was using to gently kick a rock around. He chuckled before his muscled arm came toward me. I jumped away from him as if he was holding hot coals, but exhaled in relief when I saw he was only opening the door. He held it open for me and gestured for me to proceed. 
 
    I did so quickly, practically running to the counter to ask the pretty girl if she could tell my brother I was here to see him, but she was only half listening to me. Her attention was on the big man that had followed me in. 
 
    He walked behind the counter and picked up a pile of mail and began to look through it. He must have just gotten here because he carried a gym bag on his arm. She walked over to him and began to tell him something with a big flirty smile on her face, but he stopped her. 
 
    “Get over there and help the lady standing there?” He grumbled in his truly rude fashion. 
 
    She turned red with embarrassment, for just a moment her mouth opened as if she couldn’t believe he’d talked to her that way. There was no doubt in my mind they were sleeping together. 
 
    “I’m sorry, how can I help you?” She nearly snapped those words to me. She was not happy with me. 
 
    Great! Now she hated me because of him. I smiled kindly at her, hoping to extend an olive branch. I didn’t want to make anything tough around here for Westly. He was doing so good. 
 
    “Yes, may I speak with Westly Baker, please?” I repeated for the second time.  
 
    She rolled her eyes and walked away to get him. This time I will not make the same mistake and stand here to be harassed by the mean guy. I turned and walked back out the door, Westly will know to look for me outside. 
 
    A few minutes later he came out. “What’s going on, baby girl?”  
 
    I groaned because he was high. I really wished he was sober so that he could know the severity of what I had to tell him. 
 
    “West, I need your rent money for the last three months. Ms. Armstrong came by the shop again today. She’s threatening to put me out. Although the fire happened because of the wiring in her building, she still blaming me. She wants me gone! With me not having her rent money, this will be just the excuse she needs to put me out! West, you know I will go crazy if I lose my shop! Working with my teas is the only thing that brings me comf---” 
 
    “Whoa! Whoa! Whoa! Angel, Damn! Calm down!” He took my arm and pulled me away from the gym doors. “Just relax, I’m going to have the money for you tonight.” 
 
    Y’all see what I mean? That was the drug talking. 
 
    I folded my arms across my chest. “Westly, I’m serious!” 
 
    He chuckled, his eyes blinked so slowly it looked as if he was going to nod off any second. “And I’m serious too, baby girl. I’m going to have the money tonight.” 
 
    “Where you gon’ get that kind of money from?” 
 
    “A patna of mine just got back into town. He owes me some money from a job he and I did a few years ago.” 
 
    See what I’m saying? I was in no mood for his crap. My brother may not steal from me, but he had no problem lying to me. 
 
    “Westly, don’t you understand what I’m saying?! I’m getting ready to lose my shop!” 
 
    “Hey! You ain’t gon’ lose nothing! Don’t I always come through? Now I told ya, a patna of mine is going to drop off a package to me tonight. I’m going to bring it home, just relax. You’ll be able to pay Ms. Armstrong worrisome a** in the morning.” 
 
    I gave him a long look. He smiled at me with droopy eyes. “Relax…” 
 
     
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 2 
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    You Belong to Me 
 
      
 
      
 
    Angel 
 
      
 
    “Oh, my God, West! Where did you get all of this money from?!”  
 
    My brother had just walked through our front door and dumped about ten thousand dollars onto my lap. He chuckled as he headed into his bedroom. Our apartment wasn’t that big. The kitchen and living room were all in one space. My brother’s room, the bathroom, and my room were three doors connected to this space. 
 
    There were no hallways or anything, so I could see him from where I sat on the couch clutching the rolls of money he’d just dropped in my lap. He had a nervous grin on his face as he hurriedly pulled some of his clothes out of his drawer and threw them into a plastic bag. 
 
    It was that grin that concerned me. It said I can't believe I've done what I just did.  
 
    “I told you, a patna of mine came into town and paid me for a job he and I worked on together a while back. That should be enough to cover our rent, your shop rent, and a couple of months of Jessie’s tuition. When I get back into town, I should have enough to cover a few more months.” 
 
    I frowned as I watched him put his brush and pick in the plastic grocery bag. 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “My patna has another job for me that should pay as well as that one. But I have to leave out tonight.” 
 
    Every cell in my body told me that he was lying to me. The fact that he has yet to make eye contact only verified it. 
 
     “What kind of a job?” 
 
    “He builds houses,” was all he said. 
 
    I sat and waited for more, but nothing else came… 
 
    Now the ball was in my court. I could do two things, return this money to him and demand he take it back to whoever he stole it from…and then lose my shop, thus losing the only perfect thing I’d ever done in life. I would also lose my apartment and wouldn’t be able to pay Jessie’s tuition, at which point, she would end up in the public school down the street from her house. 
 
    Orrrr…. 
 
    I could turn a blind eye and take this money. West said he got it from helping his partner, whoever that was, build houses. Why not just believe him? Thus, keeping my shop, my apartment, and Jessie’s spot in that amazing school where she doesn’t have to worry about dodging bullets on the playground. 
 
    Hmmmm…What is a girl to do? 
 
    I grabbed Westly’s arm as he went to walk past me to the door. “Just promise me you didn’t take this from an orphanage or a hospital and that nobody is going to kick down my door looking for this money and blow my brains out because of it.” 
 
    He squatted down next to me and smiled…and I remembered a time he was so handsome that it hurt to look at him. Now, he was only a ghost of the man he used to be. 
 
    “Come on, baby girl… You know I wouldn’t put you in that situation. The money is good. I earned it…Every cent of it.” He leaned forward and kissed me on the forehead. 
 
    “I have to go…I’ll be back in a few weeks.” 
 
    “Be back from where?” I asked as he headed out the door. 
 
    “California.”  
 
    And then he was gone…  
 
    I tossed and turned all night, conflicted. The next morning, I lay in bed and the battle I’d fought within myself continued. I knew the money was bogus. Westly ain’t ever had a job that paid that much. So, the fact is, he'd stolen the money. If I partake, then I'm stealing it too. 
 
    But I also knew that if I didn’t pay the things that needed to be paid today, I would not only lose my livelihood but because my livelihood supported so many others, they would lose as well. Damn Westly for putting me in this situation.  
 
    I thought about Jessie. I loved her like she was my own child. There is nothing that I wouldn’t do for her. If I lose the shop I couldn’t pay for her schooling, her clothes, hell…her food because God knows her mama and daddy borrowed from me often enough to feed her. 
 
    By the time I’d finished my morning cup of tea, my mind was made up. And after praying that God forgave me, I paid the rent for my shop. I’d tried to get Ms. Armstrong to take one month’s rent, although I was behind on two, swiftly approaching my third. 
 
    If I paid her for the two months, it would suck up more than half of the ten grand and I will still be in a tight spot once everything was paid. 
 
    “Absolutely not!” She screeched. “I’ve been more than patient with you. First, you cause a fire inside my building—” 
 
    “That fire was not my fault. The fire chief said it was because of the old wiring. Technically, you should be paying for the repairs.” 
 
    She opened her mouth as if I’d slapped her. Ms. Armstrong was an old white woman, who believed in the traditional way…if you know what I mean. And you’re going to think I’m kidding, but she looked and acted just like the woman in the movie Driving Miss Daisy. 
 
    Her racism wasn’t overly noticeable. Well, …at least not to her. She was what my great, great…heck, I don’t know how many greats, grandmother Tabitha would call an undercover racist.  
 
    Now, I know you all are wondering how the world I knew what my great, great…I don’t know how many greats grandmother would call Ms. Armstrong. And the answer is simple… 
 
    She told me. 
 
    What I’ve just said has thrown many of you for a loop… But no worries, I will come back to this topic and explain that phenomenon a little later. Just know that it was because of Tabitha that I’d opened the tea shop at nineteen. It was she who taught me how to use the herbs to make teas for healing, taste, and overall well-being. 
 
    “You don’t need to be talking to me that way, girlie! I’ve always been good to you people!” She was good and worked up into a frenzy now. 
 
    “What way? I was just trying to explain…” The look in her eyes brought my explanation to a halt. It was time for my lease to be renewed, the last thing I wanted to do was get on this woman’s bad side. 
 
     I exhaled. 
 
     Well, that and…for some people, it was just a complete waste of time to try and reason with them. The sad part about the whole situation was that she didn’t even realize just how racist her statement was. She truly believed in her heart that she was a good person because she’d been good to us people. 
 
    “You know what? You’re right, Ms. Armstrong, I will write you a check for both months’ rent. I owe it, it’s only right that I pay it. I really appreciate your being understanding these last few months.” 
 
    She huffed as she held her head up as high as it would go on her little wrinkled neck.  
 
    “That’s more like it. I don’t know what has gotten into you talking back to me like that. In my day, such a thing would have never been tolerated. My mother raised us to be kind to the colored…but it’s only so far kindness can go. I took a chance on you and let you rent this place because you seemed to be more put together than the rest--” She actually caught herself and after clearing her throat, continued her tirade. 
 
    “I believe I’ve been more than patient with you.” 
 
    “Yes, you have.”  
 
    I ground down on my teeth and wrote her a check for seven thousand dollars. Remember Angel, you need her to agree to another two years on your lease.  
 
    The things that we as a people had to put up with in order to compete in the race. I learned long ago that it did no good to complain. Complaining only gave folks an excuse to call you lazy and say you wanted a handout. The fact is, I owe her the money and I needed to pay it. 
 
    She took the check and had the nerve to ask for a half pound of my healthy heart blend that I’d been making for her since I’d opened the place, a hundred- and twenty-two-dollar order that she never once offered to pay for. Of course, she didn’t look at that as a handout, instead, she saw it as something she was owed for allowing me to exist in her realm. She always took the tea without even a thank you…today was no different. 
 
    “And don’t be long getting that wall finished. There’s a draft coming in through that hole.” She shivered for good measure and then turned and marched on out the door, causing the little bell over it to ding angrily.  
 
    I had to bite down on my tongue so that I didn’t call her an old hag. Instead, I reminded myself why I put up with her crap by letting my gaze take in my amazing tea shop. Ms. Armstrong was a slum lord, but she had a treasure of a building buried here in the heart of Oak Park. 
 
    When I stumbled upon this place, it was just sitting empty and abandoned. She was doing nothing with it. I found out from the city that it was her father’s general store some years back and had been willed to her after he died. 
 
    She'd never done anything with it, practically forgetting it existed. When I finally hunted her down and asked to buy it, she told me she would get back to me after she'd talked to the family lawyer. Of course, she never got back to me, so I had to hunt her down again. 
 
    She then quoted me a ridiculously expensive amount.  
 
    “But the building is abandoned…” I reminded her. 
 
    “Do you want it or not, missy?” 
 
    That’s when I realized what I was dealing with. My shoulders slumped and I almost gave up. That night, I stood outside the shop looking into the dirty windows, just imagining what could be.  
 
    “Be a shame if that old biddy’s greed keeps you from having this gem.”  
 
    I smiled at the sound of Tabitha’s voice…her just seeming to appear out of nowhere no longer surprised me. She cupped her eyes with her hands and looked through the dirty glass into the shop. 
 
    “Going to need a lot of work though.”  
 
    “Yeah it is…but it won’t be me doing it. I can’t afford what she’s asking for the place, let alone fix it up.”  
 
    Okay…really quick, just so that you guys are not in the dark, let me explain a few things about my great, great---you know what, skip that. From now on, I’m just going to refer to her as Greatie, that’s what I’d taken to calling her years ago. 
 
    For a long time, I thought she was a figment of my imagination. The first time I could remember talking to her, I was five…still living at home with my mom, who was strung out and still is on every drug beneath the sky. She used to leave me at home by myself sometimes without any food. 
 
    It was during those times when I saw Greatie the most, she would come and see me and bring me food. That’s when she first started teaching me about teas. She would bring several plants for me to study and while I experimented with them, she would sit and embroider. When I told my mom about her, she laughed and said I had an imaginary friend. 
 
    She had even convinced me it was true. So, after that, whenever Greatie showed up, I’d just assumed she was from my imagination, except my pants that had once had a hole in them was now sewn up. And the skirt that had been too short, was longer…and not to mention the pretty pink sweater she made me with the word chosen stitched over the heart, that I still had to this very day. Sometimes, I let Jessie wear it when she was over my house. 
 
    Anyway, …my mom never noticed these things, because like I said, she was always too high. Greatie didn’t show up every day…She didn’t even show up every month. Sometimes years would go by in between her visits.  
 
    But I always remember her showing up at pivotal points in my life. The day they took me out of my mother’s home, she came and saw me before the police showed up, telling me my life was getting ready to change. And the day I moved in with Westly and his family, she came and warned me about Stan, Westly’s stepdad. She said that he was a predator and I had to always sleep with one eye open while in his home. 
 
    By that time, I'd already been to several foster homes and knew well how to sleep with one eye open. But she told me that I would find a temporary protector in West…but that he wouldn't remain so. She told me not to worry because the Ancient of Days never left his children defenseless…and that he would send me a true protector that will slay all of my monsters. 
 
    It was during that time that I realized that she wasn't a figment of my imagination. Westly came in the kitchen one day while I was trying out a new tea recipe and she was sitting at the table working on my eighth-grade graduation dress.  
 
    “Who are you?” he asked. 
 
    I whipped around from the stove. “You can see her?” 
 
    Both he and Tabitha looked at me as if I’d lost my mind. And at that point, I thought I had. You see, if Tabitha wasn't a figment of my imagination and was in fact real, then that meant she was really my great, great, great…only God knows how many greats grandmother. 
 
    My mom’s mom died when I was five. I remembered going to her house a few times, but not many because she didn’t support my mom’s way of life. I remember seeing pictures of my great grandmother on my grandmother’s walls, although they favored her, neither of them was Tabitha. 
 
    Greatie said that my mom’s mom was her great, great, great, many greats granddaughter. 
 
    So, you guys may ask the question, how do you know she’s not just some crazy old woman lying to you? 
 
    Well…because I look just like her. I mean almost identical. She’s short like me, her skin is the same shade of brown as mine. Her hair is white now from age…but it’s the same length and even the same grade as mine. She has the same birthmark I have on my shoulder. It’s a brown mark that resembles the continent of Africa…I kid you not. 
 
    Although she’s clearly much older than me, her skin barely has any wrinkles, just a few laugh lines around her eyes and lips. She said it’s that way because she drank herbal tea her whole life. Her love for tea passed down to me. Although technically, she’s a seamstress…and I can’t stitch to save my life, she is definitely my kin. 
 
    It was then I learned and accepted that there was more to this world than what we were being told. It was also then my nightmares started…However, I’ll tell you guys about those a little later. 
 
    Anyway, so she and I are standing there in front of the shop that at the time, was abandoned when she came up with a beautiful idea. 
 
    “Well, if it’s too high to buy, how much do you think she’ll charge you to rent it?” 
 
    I turned to look at her with a big grin on my face. 
 
    “That’s a wonderful idea, Greatie!” And then threw my arms around her and gave her a huge kiss on her cheek that caused her to chuckle.  
 
    That next week, I was signing a two-year lease on the tea shop. Ms. Armstrong’s rent was still a little high, but this was Oak Park, everything was high in this area. Plus, this place was so worth it. 
 
    The hardwood floors were very old, but when I’d first rented the place instead of tearing them up, I had them waxed until they shined brightly, highlighting their uniqueness. The walls were all various shades of brown cobblestone that really added a homey feel to the place. 
 
    I’d lucked up and found an antique sectional couch that was quite big and comfortable at a storage auction a few years back. I got it reupholstered in Ankara African fabric that blended in perfectly with the walls and the floors. 
 
    I’d used the same fabric on the two big claw foot chairs that sat in front of the fireplace that I kept lit in the wintertime. Between the two chairs sat an oak table that had a chessboard carved into the top. Each of the pieces had been carved out of oak wood as well. That table had been a gift to me from one of the charities I did an annual fundraising for. 
 
    On the walls, I had a few paintings and some of my favorite quotes from the book of Proverbs. I had several bookshelves that had every book I could find about herbs and teas on them.  I’d managed to get fifteen tables in my space without making it feel overcrowded. The tables were all old wood that I allowed my customers to autograph…I felt it added a little character to the place. I wanted them to feel that they will always be a part of it.  
 
    I had a few plants scattered in the mix for color and also because Greatie says one should always have plants in your environment because they helped to purify the air.  
 
    But as amazing as my dining room was, the coup de grace was my tea collection. One of the main reasons I’d chosen this place for my shop was the deep mahogany wood wall of shelves that were behind the L shaped counter. 
 
    Whoever had designed them was simply brilliant. They’d carved them out of the wall, and they went from floor to ceiling. Somehow, they’d managed to get them to form a curve. I had exactly eight hundred jars in varies sizes, of herbs, roots, and flowers lined up on them that I was very proud of. 
 
    And you already know because I was short as all get out, I had me a step ladder on wheels that I used for the top three shelves.  
 
    On the counter, I had two big golden antique steamers…another storage auction find. Even though I only sold tea…I could make it several ways. To give my coffee addicts the full tea experience, I often steamed it with a bit of milk and cinnamon. I am proud to say that I have successfully converted hundreds of coffee drinkers to tea drinkers. 
 
    I smiled as I gently nodded my head. I’ve created my own little slice of heaven in this shop. It made putting up with Ms. Armstrong’s ignorance well worth it. Inhaling deeply, the smell of herbs filled my nose comforting me.  
 
    However, my gaze fell on the huge hole in my wall covered by the thick plastic and I cringed. She wasn’t lying, there was a draft coming through it. Chicago in the winter was a very brutal place. I threw a couple of logs in the fireplace, that hole was really killing my vibe. I’d tried to conceal it the best way I could, but there was no covering it up.  
 
    I’d thought I was going to have enough money left over from the ten grand to get someone back out here to work on it, but after I pay our back rent for the apartment and Jessie’s tuition, there won’t be much left. 
 
    I was just going to have to find another way. Maybe I can try and take out a small loan. I’d taken out one to get this place fixed up when I’d first gotten it and after two years, have almost paid it back in full. Of course, my payment was well overdue at this point, in fact, the bank’s letters have begun to pile up on my junky desk in the back with the rest of my bills. 
 
    I shook my head…I was going to have to find another way. 
 
    As I walked around the shop turning on the display lights that I have highlighting my beautiful mahogany wood shelves, the phone on the wall rang. I smiled because I already knew who it was. 
 
    “Why aren’t you in school?” I asked as soon as I picked it up. 
 
    “My mama and her friend still sleep.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. Goodness, I wish I could just take my niece from her trifling parents. I asked Trina, who is my niece’s mother if I could adopt her years ago, but of course, she angrily said no. My niece is nothing but a check to her. 
 
    “You still coming to pick me up Friday?” 
 
     "Of course, Flower Bud. Don't I come to pick you up every Friday?"  
 
    I could hear the phone move from where she nodded. “I just don’t want you to forget me.” 
 
    Tears came to my eyes. Dear God, give me strength. “Baby, your Tee-Tee ain’t gon’ never forget you, you hear me?” 
 
     The phone rustled from where her hair beads rubbed against it as she nodded. I took her to get her hair braided every time I got mine done. I liked going to that braid shop because they braided our real hair just as good as they did when adding hair. Neither Jessie or I needed to add hair because our natural hair was thick and long.  
 
    “Do Tee-Tee a favor and go wake your mother up and tell her you need to get to school. Are you dressed?” 
 
    Her beads rubbed against the phone as she nodded. 
 
    “Did you take a shower and brush your teeth.” 
 
    “Yeah! I used that toothpaste you got me that taste like bubble gum!” In her excitement, she screamed that at me. 
 
    “Jessie, you didn’t eat the toothpaste, did you?” 
 
    “Only a little bit, but I didn’t mean to…” 
 
    I smiled. When I first got her the toothpaste, I had to explain to her that although it tastes like bubble gum, toothpaste was not good to ingest because of the fluoride in it. 
 
    “Alright, Flower Bud, go wake your mama up. And don’t forget to call me when you get in from school.” 
 
    I had her call me every day when she got in because a few times, Trina had forgotten to pick her up from school. I gave the school my number so that they could call me when that happens. I shook my head as I finished getting the shop ready for opening. 
 
    I have begged my brother to file for custody. If he gets custody, then I can take care of Jessie. I’m the one taking care of her anyway. But he refuses. He says Trina ain’t that bad and Jessie needs her mama. The only reason why I haven’t called the Department of Children and Family Services on her is because… maybe he’s right. 
 
    My mama gave me up when I was very young. And I often think I would have liked if she would have kept me. I could have survived her drug habit or whatever, just as long as I was with her. It would have been a far better life than the one I had in the three foster homes I ended up in. 
 
    There was a knock on the door. I looked up and smiled when I saw the young man with my daily boxes of baked goods. Because I was no baker, I'd worked out a deal with the bakery around the corner. Every morning they dropped me off a variety of pastries.  
 
    While he arranged them in the glass display case, I prepared the daily tea for his aunt, who owned the bakery. Before she started drinking my teas, she suffered from arthritis. Years of rolling dough had been the culprit. 
 
    The medicine the doctors prescribed for her had terrible side effects. I made her a tea with grounded up turmeric and ginger, I added a few other things to it, but the turmeric and ginger were the true powerhouses. After a week of drinking my tea, she was able to straighten her fingers after not being able to straighten them in years.  
 
    She was so thankful that she gave me several boxes full of bake goods every morning at only half the price she charged her other customers, but only if I continue to make her tea.  
 
    After I paid him for the pastries, he handed me a receipt. I took it back to my little office and threw it in the drawer with my many other receipts. Maybe I’ll finally get around to arranging them today... 
 
    Ha!!! Every morning I told myself the same lie, knowing very well I was not going anywhere near that receipt drawer. 
 
    As soon as I turned the closed sign to open, my day got to rolling and didn’t stop till I served my last customer at seven that evening. I really could not understand why I was struggling for cash although the tea shop did such good business. I probably should talk to someone about it and see if they could help me figure it out. 
 
    After cleaning up everything, I put the left-over pastries in a few bags. On my way to the bus, I walked past the soup kitchen and gave them to Minnie, who ran the kitchen so that she could give them out to whoever wanted them. 
 
    As soon as the bus got close to my stop, I started straining my neck to see if that black Hummer was sitting outside. When I didn’t see it, I exhaled, only… I didn’t know if it was from relief or disappointment. 
 
    Although Hitta was not my type…not even close, it still did something to my insides to know that I’d somehow caught the eye of a man like him. He seemed like the type that would be attracted to the kind of girls like the one who was working at his register yesterday.  
 
    She was the kind of beauty you turned on the television and saw, the kind of girl like the Kardashians, who had nice clothes, hair and nails always done up…probably wore expensive high heels. I was the complete opposite of that. 
 
    I wore my hair in braids that fell to my butt. As you know most times, I wore baggy clothes because thanks to Stan and his exploring fingers, I was very self-conscious about showing off my figure in any way.  
 
    My idea of a good time was grabbing a good book and lying flat on the grass at the park and reading it. A great time would be if the sky was clear and a gentle breeze was blowing. Several times, I’d done just that at the park around the corner from the tea shop and ended up falling asleep.  
 
    Hitta’s idea of fun was going to the latest night club where everybody worshipped the ground he walked on, at least according to Tasha, the girl who lives across the hall from me. Several times, she and I have ended up in the basement doing our laundry at the same time and in those short visits, she’d managed to fill me in on most of the neighborhood gossip, including the fact that Hitta and his crew were very dangerous, just as I had figured.  
 
    Tasha told me story after story of people that had come up dead after having a run-in with him, people who placed bets on a fight and couldn’t pay. She said it was no secret that Hitta was a well-known killer, who had managed to become a famous boxer for a little while. 
 
    According to Tasha, other fighters were afraid to fight him, not just because he was the champion…but because he had taken his street ways to the big leagues with him. As I stepped off the bus, I decided that it was relief I felt at not seeing his Hummer across the street tonight. I had no business even thinking about a man like that. 
 
    “Hey, baby girl.” The sound of my mother’s voice brought me up short. She was sitting waiting for me on my porch. 
 
     I exhaled…so glad I’d stopped by the apartment management office and dropped off the rent check.  
 
    “Hey, ma…” 
 
    She stood from the steps to give me a hug. I held my breath because she reeked of alcohol and body odor. Her thin body shook so badly it felt like she was going to fall over. 
 
    “Where have you been?” I asked as I sat on the porch. There was no way I was inviting her upstairs. My mom had stolen from me so many times it wasn’t funny. 
 
    She sat back on the porch next to me. “Them bastards threw me in jail.” 
 
    I didn’t even bat an eye…There was nothing new in that department. 
 
    “How long were you locked up?” 
 
    “Six months…” 
 
    I nodded as I watched the cars drive by. I knew why she was here— 
 
    “Baby, mama need a few dollars.” 
 
    Dang, that was quick. She didn’t even ask me how I was doing. Normally, she would at least try and pretend that she cared. I shook my head…I was surrounded by crackheads. 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    “Two hundred dollars…” 
 
    I reached in my purse and pulled out a twenty before coming to my feet handing it to her. “That’s all I have.”  
 
    She took it with dirty hands before smiling up at me with teeth that had begun to rot… “Thank you, baby, you gone upstairs and get some rest, mama will talk to you later.” 
 
    Surprisingly, she got up and slid into the passenger seat of an old beat up Honda. When it rolled past, she waved at me with a huge smile on her face. The man that was driving was in no better condition than she and I couldn't help but wonder if they had stolen that car.  I stood for a minute and watched them go. 
 
    Would this be the last time I saw my mother? 
 
    Will she end up in jail? 
 
    Will she end up dead? 
 
    All questions that I’ve asked myself a million times over the years. Even though I was in foster homes, I’d kept in contact with my mom. When I was younger, she made me believe that she was going to get herself together and come back and get me. 
 
    Every time my caseworker set up a visit for us, my heart would swell with excitement. I couldn’t wait to see her, to see if she had kept her word and gotten clean. Many times, she came to our visits high…and then there were the times she’d forgotten all about the visits.  
 
    By the time I’d turned fifteen, I stopped hoping. I’d been let down in life so many times, I’d become jaded. Many folks gave people the benefit of the doubt. I doubted people benefitably. If folks turned out to be good, it came as a surprise to me…because the majority of the people in the world are bad. 
 
    By the time I got upstairs, I was so tired that I shrugged out of my coat and kicked off my shoes at the door. My target was my bed that I saw beckoning me as soon as I walked in. With tunnel vision, I crossed the space that was separating me from my pillow, only managing to step out of my black slacks on the way. 
 
    Still dressed in my thigh high stockings, panties, and my halter sweater, I crawled into the bed and collapsed. I didn’t move from that spot until the first wave of my nightmare hit. 
 
    I was lying in the grass in the park around the corner from the tea shop. I held a book in my hand, but I wasn’t reading it. Instead, I was looking up at the sun that looked strange. It seemed to be getting closer to me… 
 
    I reached up and wiped away the sweat from my brow. The sun got closer…other people in the park had stopped to look at it. The closer it got, the more afraid they became…the heat coming from it began to be unbearable. Steam came from the cup of water on the ground next to me. It looked as if something broke away from the sun and it was heading our way quickly. People began to run, but I knew there was no place to go. And then all of a sudden-- 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    Crying out, I jerked up in the bed just as my front door busted off the hinges. For a second, I thought I was still dreaming when Hitta’s big body filled the frame. His angry gaze came to mine and I realized it wasn’t a dream. 
 
    There were more men with him, but it was his gaze that held me prisoner. I felt frozen in fear until he began to come towards me. Seeing him charging my way like an angry bull snapped me out of my panic induced coma and I scrambled out of my bed. 
 
    “Find that f***ing crackhead!” I heard him growl to his men before he barreled into my room. I grabbed the nearest thing to me, which was a big herbal book I’d been reading and threw it at him. Using his powerful hand, he angrily punched the book sending it flying back across the room. 
 
    I screamed as I tried to run past him, but his big warm hand palmed my belly before he slammed me back against the wall. It wasn’t hard enough to hurt, but it was hard enough to get my attention, not to mention the fact that he was crowding my space in a very threatening way.  
 
    He was so strong, his hand still flat against my stomach was holding me against the wall while his other arm rested on the wall just above my head. He leaned in close, trapping me with his big stout body. 
 
    Tears filled my eyes when his raged filled face got close to mine. I wanted to scream for help, but I was so terrified the only thing I could do was stand there shivering.  
 
    “Where yo’ f***ing brother?” He growled. 
 
    And… 
 
    Oh, my goodness!  
 
    The force of his words had my knees knocking, if his hand was not there on my stomach holding me in place, I would have slid to the ground. 
 
    “I—I don’t know,” I cried. “Please don’t hurt me!” 
 
    “He’s not here, boss,” someone said behind us. 
 
    “It’s cool, go downstairs and wait for me.”  
 
    Although I couldn’t see anything past Hitta’s big body, I heard the other men as they filed out, leaving me alone with this…this… 
 
    Force of nature! 
 
    “Please don’t hurt me…” I repeated through trembling lips as his gaze raked over my face. He moved back a few inches so that he could look down my body and I saw something change in his eyes. 
 
    I bit my lip wanting to cry out again when I realized I was standing there in nothing but my black thigh-high stockings, black panties, and my black halter sweater…his big warm palm was still pressed against my naked stomach. 
 
    “Damn…” I heard him whisper as he took in my body. 
 
    “What do you want?!” I yelled, not able to take it anymore.  
 
    His heated gaze came back up to mine. “Yo’ crackhead a** brotha stole money from me yesterday.” 
 
    I closed my eyes… 
 
    No, Westly! No! 
 
    Oh God! No! 
 
    Out of all the people in the world to steal from. 
 
    Please, God, …don't let this be true! 
 
    When I opened my eyes again, he was biting his lip looking at me with that hungry gaze of his. I’ve never had a man look at me like that before. His gaze took its time taking in my body as his thumb rubbed against my soft stomach. 
 
    “Please tell me that wasn’t your money?” I whined. 
 
    “Where the f*** is it?” 
 
    My shoulders slumped. I give up… this was just too much. 
 
    “I—I spent it.” 
 
    I don’t know why I told him the truth. Maybe because I didn’t want him to kill my brother and I knew he wouldn’t kill me. As if to confirm my words, a deadly grin slowly spread across his face. 
 
    “You spent my money, Teacup?” 
 
    Although it was the last thing in the world that I wanted to do…I nodded. The look that came into his hard gaze as it once again took its time raking over my barely clad body was that of a conqueror. When his eyes settled on my trembling lips, there seemed to be some kind of hidden pull between us, his head came closer to mine and it looked for a moment as if he was going to kiss me. 
 
    I held my breath, terrified, yet…and I really hate to admit this…excited. 
 
    “Well now…” he muttered, his lips only inches from mine. “It looks like you… belong to me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 3 
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    My Obsession 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hitta 
 
      
 
    Everything about this little woman called out to me, it has since the first day I saw her. It was like the cells in my body just knew that she was meant to be mine. My boy, Rome joked that I had become obsessed with her, but the truth was, my feelings for her were far past obsession. 
 
    Angel had become the reason behind all of my actions in the last three months. I have never felt this way about another human being…ever. Sh*t, I think she is my first crush.  
 
    Naw…I take that back. This was more than a crush. 
 
    I’ve sat in my truck and watched her, imagining how her skin would feel under my hand, how it would taste against my tongue. Leaning in, I inhaled her scent…she smelled like flowers and something else that was uniquely her and a heady aphrodisiac to me.  
 
    She was mine! 
 
    Finally… mine! 
 
    I stepped back just a bit so that I can see this beautiful body she hid under her homeless clothing. I knew she was banging under all that sh*t. When she jumped out of the bed and I saw that she was dressed like a sex kitten in only a pair of thigh high stockings, black panties, and a halter sweater that left the lower half of her stomach exposed to my greedy gaze, I signaled for my men to search the other room…because God knows, had one of them laid eyes on her, I wouldn’t have hesitated to put a f***ing bullet in their heads.  
 
    Her body was mine…My word, no man but me will ever see it. She had the kind of body that all of these Hollywood broads were paying a grip for. Thick, beautiful brown hips flowed up into a slim waist that connected to a pair of full, plump breasts that I couldn’t wait to taste, giving her that iconic pop bottle figure. I wanted to palm her plush behind and see how well it filled my hands while I pulled her close so that she could feel how much I needed her. 
 
    I wanted to lift her into my arms until she wrapped those thick thighs around my waist and drive into her heat. I wanted to hear her scream my name as I made her lose herself in pleasure. I bit my lip…Hell yeah, I wanted to make her lose herself. 
 
    Gently, I moved my thumb across her softly curved stomach and felt it quiver under my touch. I wanted her so bad I damned near groaned. My body was reacting to her in a way it has never reacted to another woman. Seeing her jump up out of the bed scantily clad gave me an instant erection, an erection that was growing more painful by the minute.  
 
    I needed to sink into her moist heat like I needed to breathe. Her fear caused her to breathe rapidly, which caused her luscious breasts to brush against my arm. 
 
    I licked my lips, needing to taste them. As if it had a mind of its own, my palm began an upward caress along her stomach, but before it could go farther, her soft hand came to rest on my arm. 
 
    “Are you going to hurt me?” 
 
    Even her voice…it was like cool water to my burning soul. Gently, I rubbed my thumb against her belly, wishing it was my tongue instead. She looked at me as if I was a monster, a big f***ing brute, who wasn’t good enough to breathe the same air as one so pure. 
 
    Maybe I wasn’t… But the fact was, I am her monster now, her brute. And she was mine, so she needed to get used to that. 
 
    “I’ll never hurt you, Teacup.” I shook my head. “Not ever…baby. That’s my word.” 
 
    She licked her lips and I groaned, wanting to taste them so badly, I was barely controlling myself. I didn’t want to mess this up. I knew she thought I was a brute and I am, I ain’t gon’ lie. But for her, I can be gentle. For her, I will be gentle, even if it killed me. 
 
    I ain’t never gave a damn what a woman I was messing with thought about me or the way I ran my sh*t. If they had a problem, they can move around…that’s the way I always saw it. Women threw themselves at me, always have. There were too many for me to get caught up on what one of them thought. 
 
    But Angel was different. I ain’t never met another woman like her. And if I messed this up and scared her away…I will never find another like her. It felt like she was made just for me. Everything about her…just for me. 
 
    “What are you going to do with me then?” Her question was quiet as if she was terrified of the answer. 
 
    My gaze fell to her plump lips that begged for my kiss. “I’m going to keep you.” 
 
    She frowned and it was the cutest thing. I loved it when she got huffy with me. And yeah, I know I'm a sick mutha f**** for that, but it was true. When she frowned at me or gave me that look that said, I’m an uncivilized mutha f****, it did something to me… turned me on.  
 
    Yeah…She was my obsession. Rome was right.  
 
    “What do you mean keep me? You can’t just keep people.”  
 
    I tilted my head to the side as I studied every detail of her beautiful face, from her smooth mocha skin to the gentle slant of her eyes. She had beautiful eyes…encased with long eyelashes, another thing chicks paid a grip for that she had naturally. 
 
    “Who gon’ stop me, Teacup? Yo’ crackhead a** brotha?” 
 
    She bit her lip, wanting to reprimand me for calling her brother a crackhead, but she was afraid. I wanted to tell her that she didn’t have to be afraid of me and if she wanted to curse me out, all she had to do was do it. 
 
    But I didn’t want her fear of me to go away before I got her moved into my house. And then once I got her there, I will show her that she was the one person in the world that didn’t have to fear me because she was the one person I will never hurt. 
 
    “I’m sorry I spent your money.” She whispered, looking away from me.  
 
    She was so f***ing timid. Rome had done some digging into her background for me and shawty had a really messed up life. The state took her away from her mother when she was seven and she ended up in the foster care system. 
 
    Although I didn’t end up in the foster care system, my mother wasn’t sh*t either. It was tough scrapping my way out the gutta and I’m a mean SOB. I could only imagine what it must have been like for her, being so gentle, soft, and so pure… And yet, she made it out and started her own business at nineteen years old. She was a warrior, she just didn’t know it. 
 
    “Yo’ apologies ain’t enough, shawty. Ten G’s ain’t no lil money. Somebody got to pay for that sh*t.” I put my finger under her chin and gently turned her face till our eyes connected. 
 
    “Yo’ brotha got to die for that sh*t.”  
 
    Her eyes widened and she clutched my arm again, shaking her head fiercely. “No, Hitta! Please don’t kill him! I’ll pay for him…It was me that spent the money anyway. You can keep me! I swear I won’t give you any problems.” 
 
    Satisfaction rushed through my veins like blood. I know damn well I can keep you. I’d like to see a mutha f**** try and say different. 
 
    “You sure? ‘Cuz I can find him tonight and handle this business.”  
 
    Her fingers tightened on my arm as her beautiful eyes filled with tears. “I’m sure, Hitta. Whatever you want,” she muttered. 
 
    And that sh*t tore at my heart. Something became clear to me at that moment. This girl was my f***ing kryptonite. Seeing her in tears was not something I liked. I would do anything to bring a smile to her face, but I also knew that this process had to happen. She didn’t know she needed me as much as I needed her, so yeah, this seemed hard for her. 
 
    But I’d been planning for this moment for the last three months. I was ready for her. I’d studied everything about her. I knew what she liked and what she didn’t. I knew what she needed…I was going to take care of her. I felt like that is what I was put here to do. 
 
    I lifted my hand and gently wiped away her tears with my thumb. “Don’t cry, Teacup. I’m going to take care of you.” 
 
    What she did next surprised the sh*t out of me. She lifted her head and took me in before she laughed bitterly as if she didn't believe me.   
 
    It was my turn to frown at her. “What? You don’t believe me?” 
 
    She exhaled. “Look, I’m tired. It’s been a long night, can we pick this back up tomorrow? I can come by the gym and we can work something out. Don’t worry about the door…I’ll fix it when you leave.” 
 
    See what I mean? She was so f***ing adorable. Even though she was scared out of her mind, she was standing here trying to dismiss me. She still gave me the benefit of the doubt. She spoke to me like I was a reasonable mutha f****, that will do the right thing and turn and walk out this door without her. 
 
    I smiled…Damn! She spoke to me like I wasn’t what I was. She didn’t know yet that I’m a f***ing savage. It’s alright though…I am a patient man. We had all the time in the world for her to learn. 
 
    “Naw, shawty, you must have misunderstood. This ain’t yo’ spot no mo’. Grab yo’ sh*t, you coming home with me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Angel 
 
      
 
    Because of my nightmares, I didn’t get nearly enough sleep to function most times, so, I figured my tiredness had caused me to hear him wrong. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    He chuckled. “You heard me.” 
 
    Oh my God! I can’t believe this was happening to me. Was he getting ready to rape me? And what the hell did he mean this ain’t my spot no more. My mind raced trying to figure a way out of this. I’ve never had sex before. Thanks to Stan, I’d been too afraid to ever go there with any of the guys I’d ever dated.  
 
    And it wasn’t that I didn’t want to lose my virginity, I just wanted to lose it to a gentle guy…A safe guy. A guy I have yet to find. However, that guy was definitely not this brute of a man standing in front of me. 
 
    Damn you, West! Look what you’ve gotten me into. There had to be another way out of this. Maybe I could find a way to get the money back… 
 
    Hell…who was I fooling? I couldn’t even get the hole in my shop’s wall fixed. Where did I think I was going to pull ten-thousand dollars from? I had to do something though, there was no way I could go home with Hitta and do what he wanted me to do. The thought of it made me want to fold up into a ball and cry. 
 
    “I can’t go with you tonight.” My voice sounded desperate. 
 
    He lifted an eyebrow. “Why not?” 
 
    I licked my lips and his hungry gaze followed. “Because, I—I.”  
 
    I can’t go with you, sir because I’m a virgin and I’m afraid a man as big and vicious as you will tear me in two. 
 
    Damn it! I couldn’t think of a good enough reason that wasn’t embarrassing as heck. 
 
    “Because—” 
 
    “You’re afraid,” he interrupted, saying the words I was struggling with. 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, I am terrified.”  
 
    There was no use in lying at this point. Plus, it would do no good, I knew I looked terrified. 
 
    His gaze raked over my face, studying me before he nodded, stepping back. I exhaled in relief, but when he moved his warm hand from my stomach, I felt a sense of loss that confused me. He grabbed my robe off my chair and put it around my shivering shoulders. 
 
    I slid my arms through the sleeves before tying the belt tightly around my waist while keeping a wary eye on him. I didn’t know what he was going to do next. It felt strange having him in my room. 
 
    Heck! It felt strange having him in my apartment, he didn’t fit. Even though he was a brute, it was clear he was a wealthy brute. Today, he sported a black t-shirt and a pair of designer black jeans. On his feet was a pair of black Timberlands. 
 
    I wasn’t learned in the art of spotting name brand watches, however, one didn’t need a Ph.D. to know that his watch cost more than everything in my little pulled together apartment. It was silver or maybe white gold, but the bling in it, although not done to the point of tackiness, was blinding. 
 
    In his ear was a diamond stud that also flashed startlingly in the dim lighting of my room. Now that he was a little closer, I was able to see the tattoo that went from the right side of his neck to disappear inside his shirt was some kind of fancy script, although I couldn’t see what it said.  
 
    I inhaled… even his spicy cologne smelled expensive. Delicious…but expensive. He was definitely what Tasha would call a baller. 
 
    He took my hand and pulled me toward the bed. “Come here.” 
 
    The bed! Oh God! 
 
    My heart started racing really fast…so fast that I thought I was getting ready to have a stroke. Was he getting ready to rape me now? 
 
    “Sit down for a minute.”  
 
    I sat down on the very edge of the bed, my body stiff as a board, my knees were squeezed together so hard they hurt. He squatted his powerful form down in front of me so that we were at eye level and I inhaled sharply. 
 
    What was he going to do to me? Tears filled my eyes again, but they didn’t fall. 
 
    “Look, Angel…I know that you think I’m a brute.” He muttered, his eyes falling to my feet. 
 
    Slowly the breath I’d been holding left my body. For the first time since I’ve known him, he appeared human, a human with feelings. For the first time, it crossed my mind that I may have hurt said feelings with the way that I’ve looked at him and acted around him up until this point. 
 
    “I can’t help the way that I am,” he continued. “I’m a product of my environment.” 
 
    My hands twitched in my lap. For some strange reason, I just had the impulse to rub my fingers through his beard and tell him he was perfectly fine the way that he was. I’m going to chalk that up to lack of sleep because surely, I was not developing nourishing feelings toward this man.  
 
    “Yo’ brotha stole a lot of money from me. You don’t want me to kill him… so I won’t. All I ask is that you come live with me. Be my companion.” 
 
    “You mean, like friendship?” That wasn’t that bad… 
 
    He grinned, shaking his head. “Hell naw…I don’t want to be yo’ friend. I want to be yo’ man.” 
 
    He didn’t say anything else, he just waited for me to respond to that. I lifted my hand and rubbed my temple. There was a lot of pressure behind my eyes. How in the world was I supposed to respond to that?  
 
    “We don’t even know each other. What if I move in with you and then we decide we don’t like each other?” 
 
    “If that happens, I’ll get you another place to stay. Just give it a chance.” 
 
    I thought about his words. What was his deal? Most guys like him didn’t even want a girl to leave a toothbrush over at their house, let alone move in with them. He probably thought that’s what he wanted now, but will change his mind shortly after I move in. 
 
    Guys like him weren’t used to rejection. According to Tasha, women threw themselves at him. She said he was hood royalty. The fact that I had rejected him must have triggered some kind of hunter’s instinct in him or something. He set out to prove to himself that he could get me.  
 
    By taking that money, I’d played right into his hands. And now he would be able to pat himself on the back and say, I got the girl that rejected me. And in order to assuage his pride, I was going to have to be his live-in companion… 
 
    “I don’t even know your real name.” Everybody called him Hard Hitta…but surely his parents didn’t name him that. How can I move in with a man whose name I didn’t know? 
 
    His gaze went back to my feet before he chuckled, shaking his head a bit. I could tell he didn’t want to tell me. 
 
    “You can’t laugh at me, alright?” I nodded. 
 
    With a grin on his face, he shook his head again as if he couldn’t believe he was getting ready to tell me this.  
 
    “William…William Taylor. When I was a kid, everybody called me Willie.” 
 
    Oh… wow!  
 
    Okay…did not expect him to say that.  
 
    “Willie?”  
 
    He nodded waiting on me to laugh. And I’m going to be honest, if I wasn’t facing this crisis, I probably would have chuckled. However, it was hard to laugh at anything when it felt like your world was being torn apart. 
 
     I looked around my little apartment, although… I don’t think losing this place will be such a hardship. I never took the time to make it home, because I spent all my time and energy at my shop. The few little pieces of furniture we had were Westly’s parents’ old furniture that they let us have when they got new stuff.  
 
    My bed was the same one I’d had since I moved in with them at thirteen. If I was being honest with myself, I could walk away from all this stuff with no problems. I’d fought Stan off of me more times than I could count on this couch and my bed, so I definitely won’t be shedding any tears over the loss of them. 
 
    However, if I let this place go, I needed to be ready to start over when Mr. Willie here got over his little infatuation with me. Heck…I don’t even know how long he was talking about. 
 
    My gaze fell back to him and I inhaled when I saw how intensely he studied me. I frowned, I didn’t know how I felt about that. When he looked at me like that, he made me feel like he could see inside me…Like he could see a part of me that was not open to the public. 
 
    I cleared my throat.  “How long?” 
 
    He grinned and for a second, I felt like Little Red to his Big Bad Wolf. “Six months.” He muttered. “If at the end of six months you don’t love me…You find wherever you want to live and I will pay for it.” 
 
    It was my turn to grin. “Love?” My voice was laced with amusement. 
 
    He nodded… “Love, shawty.” His was laced with confidence.  
 
    Ooookay…Somebody really thought a lot of themselves. I wanted to tell him he was shooting pretty high for love. I didn’t think I really liked him. I mean…yeah, he’s handsome and got the kind of body that can cause a girl to drool a little, but he was uncouth. He was brutally honest to a fault. He said what was on his mind and didn’t care what anybody thought about it.  
 
    And according to Tasha, he killed people. Not my idea of boyfriend material at all. 
 
    I wanted a guy who I could talk to about my teas, a guy that will lie in the grass with me and read. A guy that is faithful to me and kind.  
 
    I exhaled…Still, if being his girlfriend for six months will keep him from killing my stupid brother, I guess I can do that. Except-- 
 
    “Are you going to want sex?” 
 
    He grinned again and I realized he had dimples. 
 
    “Hell yeah…” 
 
    I stiffened and he placed one of his big hands gently on my leg. “But I won’t force you or nothing. I ain’t no rapist. We can do it when you’re ready.” 
 
    “Really?!” I asked, beginning to feel like there was a light at the end of the tunnel. If that was the case, I’ll never be ready, surely not by the time my six months were over. 
 
    He frowned. “Damn, Teacup, did you think I was going to rape you?” 
 
    Relief flooded my body like a cool wave.  
 
    “How the heck was I supposed to know? You came bursting in my door like the freaking Incredible Hulk, scaring me half to death. What is wrong with you, William?” I admonished him, using his real name to get under his skin, now that I knew my life and my virtue was not at stake. 
 
    He chuckled. “I’m an uncivilized bastard.” 
 
    I wish I could explain to you guys what it was like talking to him. I swear he had his own way of using the English language. His deep voice was confident and smooth…when he looked at me the way he was doing at that moment, he made me feel as if he knew a secret as if he knew my secret…and he was using it to control me. 
 
    Yeah…that’s what it is. It felt as if he was effortlessly controlling me somehow… 
 
    With my lips pressed tightly together, I shook my head. “You should work on that…” 
 
    “Yeah…Won’t you teach me then.” 
 
    “What? To be civilized?”  
 
    He nodded. “Why not? It’ll be fun.” 
 
    I looked down at the belt of my robe that I played with between my fingers. “It’s just that…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    My gaze came back to his face. “I’m not a miracle worker. What you’re asking would take a doctor…or a priest.” 
 
    He stared at me for a moment before he held his head back and roared with laughter. I grinned, pleased I’d caused the brute to laugh like that. I didn’t even think he was capable of laughter. 
 
    “I see you got jokes…” he said around his mirth as he came to his feet. For the first time since he kicked in my door, he looked away from me to take in my place. 
 
    “How much of this sh*t you want to keep?” 
 
    I held up a finger. “First lesson, how about you not call the furniture of your girlfriend for the next six months sh*t?” 
 
    My words pleased him. I could see it in his eyes, before he put his hand on his chest, looking at me with mock surprise. “Was that rude?” 
 
    It was my turn to laugh. “You know doggone well that was rude.” 
 
    He shook his head. “My bad…let me try again.” He cleared his throat. “How much of this crap would you like to take with you?” 
 
    I held my head back and laughed so hard I snorted. I put my hand to my lips…Oh my goodness! It had been a long time since I laughed that hard. I’d forgotten I even had that little annoying habit. 
 
    He held out his hand for me. “Come on, Angel, let me take you home.” 
 
    My laughter died as I stared at his big hand. Slowly my eyes rose to his. His gaze was so intense it stole my breath. There was so much there. Hitta was uncouth, that much was true, but he was also a real man, a strong man. 
 
    There was so much strength in him, it poured from him like water. Something told me that if I took his hand, my life will never be the same. Hitta brought change with him. Suddenly my fear was back. 
 
    Was it change for the better…or will this change leave me broken? 
 
    I’d been through so much and I was still standing…but just barely. 
 
    Hitta, with his strength, there was no way he would break me gently. He would break me in a way that could never be fixed. 
 
    “You have to trust me, Teacup.” 
 
    See what I mean about the way he studies me? How did he know I was fighting a battle in my head? 
 
    “Why should I trust you? What makes you so special?” 
 
    “That answer is simple. You should trust me because I will protect you with my life…even from myself if need be. That’s my word, shawty.” 
 
    My Greatie’s words that she’d said to me all those years ago came to me as clear as day, as clear as if she was standing here saying them to me right now. 
 
    “Don’t worry none, child. The Ancient of Days never leaves his children defenseless. He’s going to send you a protector so fierce he will destroy all your monsters. Just wait and see…He’s going to destroy them all.”  
 
    I slowly slid my hand into his bigger one… 
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    Moving On… 
 
      
 
      
 
    Angel 
 
      
 
    "Wow, where did the moving truck come from?" I asked Hitta when I walked out of my apartment building two hours later. 
 
     To say that said two hours have been breathtaking is to say the least. Once I got dressed, Hitta put in a call and a group of guys that were mountains like him came through my door a few minutes later.  
 
    “Show them what goes and what stays,” he muttered as he headed out into the hall to take a call.  
 
    These men were on a mission. It was like a whirlwind, they moved with precision and determination. A few packed things into boxes while others took those things downstairs, the rest were on trash duty. Everything that I said that I didn't want, they took to the trash…  
 
    Speaking of which, all of my brother’s things were now amongst the number of things that got trashed. 
 
    Hitta came back in while I was instructing his guys to pack West’s items, I was going to see if he wouldn’t mind taking me to my shop so that I could store them there. 
 
    “Why y’all packing this sh*t?” he grumbled. 
 
    I turned around startled because I didn’t hear him come up behind me, for a big fella, he moved silently. 
 
    “Oh, these are Westly’s things. I was going to see if it’s a way we can drop this stuff off at my shop and I can just keep it there till he gets back.” 
 
    He frowned down at me… “Hell naw!” His gaze rose to his men. “Trash this sh*t.” 
 
    “Wait! You can’t throw my brother’s stuff in the garbage. He’ll be back for it, it’s bad enough he’s going to have to find someplace else to stay.” 
 
    “What are you? His mama? F*** him!” 
 
    I opened my mouth to dispute him, but he continued talking right over me.  
 
    “Is this the same nigga that stole money and got you framed for it, then left you to take the heat by yourself? He don’t know sh*t about me…You could be floating at the bottom of the river right now for all the f*** he cares…” He looked up at his men. 
 
    “Trash this sh*t!” And then he turned and walked back out of the room when his phone rang again.  
 
     The conversation was closed because at that point, it didn’t matter what I had to say, his men carried out his orders with no questions. I stood for a minute dumbfounded as they did… 
 
    I think it was at that point that the change Hitta was bringing in my life settled in. It was at that point that it became clear that he was taking over things with a mighty arm and I didn’t know how I felt about that.  
 
    In a way, I agreed that it was lowdown what Westly did to me, but I also knew my brother, he was trying to help. He knew how much my shop meant to me and he came through with the money to save it. Yeah, he’d stolen from the king to do that, but he didn’t believe it would fall back on me, he probably thought the heat would be on him, which is why he left town. 
 
    At least that’s what I prayed he’d thought… 
 
    Either way, I felt horrible that all of his stuff had gotten thrown away. I'd already been trying to figure out a place for him to stay when he gets back. He wasn’t going to like it, but maybe he could sleep at the shop for a little while. I knew he was trying to help by stealing the money from Hitta, but that didn’t change the fact that there were repercussions for our actions. I wasn’t going to be the only one paying for it. 
 
    Hitta asked if I was my brother’s mom…  
 
    The truth is, even though West was older than me by ten years, I still felt responsible for him for several reasons, one being like I’d said earlier, he’d kept Stan from hurting me to the point of no return. Although my foster dad did some pretty messed up things to me when I was a little girl, I still had my virginity because of Westly. 
 
    He’d threatened to kill Stan several times. They’d even gotten into a brawl a time or two because of me. Of course, Diana, Westly’s mom blamed me for the divide that happened in her home, because she simply refused to believe that her fancy doctor husband was touching me inappropriately. 
 
    I was under a lot of pressure and didn’t tell Westly every time Stan touched me because I too didn’t want to see them fighting. Because of this, Stan had learned to skate the thin line. He never went overboard with his assaults, a stolen kiss, a breast grab, a grope to my butt… 
 
    One night, I woke up and he had his finger inside of me, hurting me…That night we thought Westly was going to kill him. Diana had gotten so upset she kicked both Westly and me out for almost two days. 
 
    After that, Stan never went so far again. However, his searching fingers never stopped. Even to this day, I hated going around them, but because they were Westly’s parents, our paths crossed whether I liked it or not.  
 
    Just the other day, Stan had come by my shop looking for West. He said my brother had stolen forty dollars out of Diana’s purse.  I told him I hadn’t seen him, but of course, he didn't leave right away…  
 
    “I dreamt about you last night,” he’d said as he began to walk around the counter. 
 
    “Don’t start, Stan, this is my place of work. You have to go!” I told him, recognizing the look in his eyes.  
 
    Unfortunately, at the time, the shop was empty, which left me at his complete mercy. However, I wasn’t a little girl anymore and was prepared to do whatever I had to do if he put his nasty hands on me. I took a few steps back and grabbed a kettle of hot water. 
 
    “What are you going to do with that? Why are you so mean to me anyway? If not for me, you wouldn’t have been able to get the loan so that you could fix this place up. Don’t you know by now that I love you?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. He was always spewing this nonsense and he never let me forget that it was because he’s Dr. Stanly Baker that I was able to get this place. I didn’t even want to ask for his help, it was Westly who went to him and asked him to help me get the loan. 
 
     “Get out!” 
 
    My voice quivered in a mixture of fear and rage…Because of him, I was broken. I just wished he would leave me alone.  
 
    “You’ll never be rid of me, sweetheart. You and I are meant to be.” 
 
    “You and Diana are meant to be…that is your wife!” I snapped, trying to hold on to the scream of rage that was always inside of me when he was around.  
 
    Everything about him disgusted me… The way he looked in his expensive suits and loafers, the way he always smelled like hospital soap, even when he wasn’t at work, and the way his eyes roamed over my body, leaving my skin crawling in their wake.  
 
    At the hospital, he was a catch. Many flirting nurses have given Diana the blues over the years. However, to me, he looked like an evil troll and I hated everything about him! 
 
    He chuckled as he took another step toward me. I tightened my hand on the kettle. 
 
    “You know, she’ll be dead soon. Everything I have can be yours.” 
 
    “How can you say that about her? She’s going to beat the cancer. You should be supporting her!” 
 
    “Oh Angel, you’ve always been such the optimist. However, I’m a doctor, I see these things all the time. She has stage four bone cancer; she will not survive the year.” He didn’t sound sad in the least that his wife was so deathly ill. 
 
    The sad part about his words is that they were true, Diana was dying. Many times before her cancer had spread like it has, I’d offered to make teas for her that would strengthen her bones and help to alkalize her body, but she refused my help…she was married to a doctor and thought my faith in herbs was hocus-pocus, whatever the world that meant. 
 
    But I knew the real reason she refused my teas. For some sick twisted purpose, she was jealous of me. Instead of her helping me when her husband tortured me, her hate caused her to turn a blind eye and pretend nothing was happening. 
 
    “Just let me put my face between—” Stan began, but mercifully, a group of students walked through the door causing the creep to slink out like the snake he is. I didn’t release my grip on that tea kettle until I saw his BMW pull away from the curb. 
 
    He is the bane of my existence and for the most part, Westly had protected me from the worst. I don’t know where I would have been without him… 
 
    The second and main reason I felt like I had to look after my brother is because I blame myself for his drug addiction. It was my mother who’d introduced him to heroin. When I was fifteen, I begged him to take me to visit her. During that visit, she’d flirted with Westly shamelessly. For a little while, even though I warned him against it, they dated. When she broke his heart, she left him penniless and addicted to heroin. 
 
    If only I’d faced the facts about her sooner instead of holding on to the childhood fantasy of being reunited with my mom, I would not have been so dead set on going to visit her that day. It was all my fault this happened to him. The least I could do was be supportive of him… 
 
    Hitta will never understand that. I could see it in his face when he told his men to throw Westly’s stuff away. It served as a reminder of just how ruthless he is…Something I already knew from the beginning. 
 
    Anyway, two hours later, my apartment was empty, and that portion of my life forcibly closed. When I got downstairs with my purse and my favorite pillow in my hand, I was surprised to see a moving truck sitting there. 
 
    “U-Haul is right around the corner, didn’t take much to rent a truck,” he grumbled as he held the passenger door of the Hummer open for me. 
 
    “Yeah, I know…I guess I’m just surprised to see it.” 
 
     I was, although I didn't know why. It just seemed as if this was all well-organized instead of a last-minute thing. When he'd kicked in my door a couple of hours ago, he'd done it with the idea that he was going to find Westly.  
 
     At the last minute, he decided to take me instead… Two hours later, here I stood with all of my stuff neatly packed into boxes, loaded into a U-Haul and my keys back into my landlord’s hand, who surprisingly let me out of my lease with no problem…  
 
    It probably didn’t hurt that Hitta had paid him a healthy sum of money for the broken door. 
 
    Anyway, all of this happened in a matter of two hours… 
 
    “Don’t stress over it, Teacup.” He opened the passenger door of the Hummer. “Hop in, let’s roll.”  
 
    I squeaked when he suddenly dipped, lifting me up in his arms. My startled gaze went to his… 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Helping you in, you’re a little short.” 
 
    I grinned. “You can’t call people short anymore…it’s politically incorrect. You have to say vertically challenged.” 
 
    This caused him to laugh as he gently placed me on the seat. It was true, it was a big step up into his truck. It didn’t help that he had huge meaty tires on it that lifted it up a few more feet into the air. 
 
    He stood for a minute next to my seat as he thought about my words. There was a quiver deep in my belly at having him stand so close. 
 
    “I had a retarded guy tell me that the other day…” he said as he reached over me to grab my seatbelt and put it on. 
 
    My mouth opened in shock. “You can’t say retarded anymore!” 
 
    “Why not?” he asked with a grin on his face. Again, he was looking at me as if he knew a secret and was getting ready to effortlessly control me with it. 
 
    “Because it’s politically—” 
 
    “Incorrect…Yeah, I know. The thing is, the definition of retarded is one that is less advanced in mental, physical, or social development than is usual for one's age. The guy I was talking to was forty…and that retarded mutha f**** was trying to wax my truck with dishwashing liquid."  
 
    Oh my God! Laughter exploded from between my lips…And before I could stop it, I was snorting like crazy. 
 
    Tears came to my eyes as I tried to control my laughter, but no matter what I did, I couldn’t stop. Just imagining an angry Hitta chasing some little guy around his truck for trying to use dishwashing liquid for wax was too much. 
 
    He stood and watched me laugh and snort with a pleased look on his face… I tried to cover it up, but it wouldn’t stop. See what I mean? Effortlessly.  
 
    When my laughter finally died down, he did something that surprised the heck out of me…he leaned in and gently placed a kiss on my lips. 
 
    Y’all know what?  
 
    It was surprisingly pleasant. Because of Stan and the many times he’d forced his nasty lips on me, the thought of kissing has always terrified me, which was why I’d managed to avoid it with all the guys I’d ever dated…which weren’t many. 
 
    Hitta’s kiss although a quick gentle caress, was nice…I’ll even venture to say that I actually liked it and wouldn’t mind doing it again. 
 
    “Now, wouldn’t you call his retarded a** retarded?”  
 
    I grinned as I reached out and wiped my lip gloss off his lips…an action that felt so natural. I didn’t realize what I was doing until I was actually touching his soft lips with my thumb. His gaze darkened. 
 
    “Although what he did was a bit stupid, you still can’t use the word retard. Like the word short to describe vertically challenged people…it has been buried for kinder words.” He stared at me for a moment, trying to determine if my words were in fact true. 
 
    Then he grinned. “Bullsh*t…” 
 
    “I’m serious,” I told him around my laughter.  
 
    “Yeah okay…political incorrectness my a**. You short and Jerry’s retarded a** is retarded. Case closed.”   
 
    And then he kissed me again, just a quick gentle brushing of his lips against mine. Just like the first time he did it, that little caress caused an answering quiver to happen deep inside my belly. 
 
    I touched my lips amazed as he shut my door and strolled around to the driver’s side of the truck. What did it mean that I liked his kisses? 
 
    I thought about him giving me the definition of the word retard and something else about this mystery man’s character became clear to me. Although he completely slaughtered the English language when he spoke…He was very intelligent. 
 
    Heck, I couldn’t even give such a thorough definition of the word retard and I prided myself on being something of a word guru. I am the undefeated champion of Scrabble after all.  
 
    Now, on a serious note…I guess that age-old saying is true, you shouldn't judge a book by its cover and I’d mistakenly judged Hitta as an uneducated, uncaring, coldhearted brute, that had nothing to offer the world but his rage and his fists… 
 
    And yet, here in a matter of hours, he's managed to surprise me, arouse me…and make me laugh harder than I’d laughed in years, reminding me that I had that embarrassing snorting habit. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” he asked as he adjusted the heat settings making the inside of the luxury vehicle nice and toasty. 
 
    I shook my head, now suddenly feeling shy for some reason. It was different when I thought I was dealing with an intellectually inferior human being. But now that I knew I wasn’t and that he was probably smarter than me, I felt intimidated in a way that his physical strength could never make me feel. 
 
    The feeling I got when talking to him that made me feel as if he was somehow effortlessly controlling me didn’t seem so farfetched now. 
 
    “What did you eat?” 
 
    “Ummm…” I thought about it. The last thing I ate was a half of a muffin with a cup of tea around lunch time, I haven’t had much of an appetite with all the stressful things going on in my life at the moment. 
 
    “Yeah, you thinking too long. We’re going to grab something to eat on the way in.”  
 
    I didn’t respond, his mind was already made up, plus my stomach was a bundle of nerves. Now that we were headed toward my new home for the next six months, I tried to imagine what to expect.  
 
    I stole a glance at the powerful man sitting beside me…What would his home be like? 
 
    Would it be like his truck?  
 
    My gaze took in the tan leather seats that looked nice and conditioned. The shining wood framed dashboard that looked like something that belonged in a spaceship. In fact, the truck was so nice on the inside it felt like I was gliding in a luxury plane. It smelled expensive… 
 
    Would his place be like that? Luxurious, expensive, and cold… I exhaled. Whatever it was like, I only had to put up with it for six months, most of that time I would be at my shop anyway. My real home… 
 
    We drove for a good while. I was surprised when we drove into the Oak Park area…and even more surprised when he brought his truck to a stop in front of my favorite Indian restaurant. They stayed open till two because there was a little neighborhood bar attached to it as well, but they had the best curry lamb to be found in the Oak Park area. 
 
    “I love this place,” I told him as he helped me out of the truck. 
 
    He smiled. “I know…” was all he said, still holding my hand and leading me inside. 
 
    How does he know? Was it true then that he’d been following me? When he showed up at the carnival and gave Jessie those tickets, I’d convinced myself that it had been a coincidence, even though I knew the truth. 
 
    “I own a tea shop that’s not too far from here,” I told him after we placed our order.  
 
    This was a test…I wanted to see if he was going to pretend like he didn’t know that, but right then something else came to mind. He’s been calling me Teacup all this time. 
 
    “I know…” His smooth deep voice cut into my thoughts.  
 
    Once again, he was giving me that look that said he was going to effortlessly control me. It was like he knew what I was going to do next and he was ready for it. 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    He turned to face me fully then, seeming to block out the rest of the restaurant. When he looked down at me with that intense dark gaze of his, he made everything else disappear…it was just him and me in the whole world. 
 
    “You intrigue me, Angel. And when something intrigues me, I have to know everything about it…” He paused for just a moment as he took a step closer, effortlessly pulling me deeper into the web he was casting around me. 
 
    “It becomes an obsession.” 
 
    I inhaled when he wrapped one of his strong arms around my waist pulling me close. My hands, as if they had a will of their own, gently clutched his hard biceps before they traveled farther up his arms and came to rest on his big pecks. And I realized that I’d straight up just felt him up, something I’d secretly wanted to do since the first time I saw him standing in his gym in that tank top. 
 
    Goodness, he felt amazing… 
 
     This man’s body was just that…simply amazing. However, he was so tall I had to hold my head back to look up into his eyes. 
 
    “Are you obsessed with me, Hitta?” My words were barely over a whisper. 
 
    He nodded… “I am.” 
 
    “Why? I’m nothing like the kind of girl you’re supposed to want.” 
 
    He grinned. “And what kind of girl is that, shawty?” 
 
    I bit my lip as I thought about it. “You know, the kind that can handle a man like you.” 
 
    My statement made him chuckle. “And what kind of man am I?” 
 
    One that was continuing to surprise me. “You’re a hard man, a man from the streets.” 
 
    And I wasn’t. Although I’d been born in the ghetto and lived there as a little girl, most of my life, I have lived with the Bakers in their posh suburban home. I’d gone to a really good school and lived in the kind of neighborhood where one could sleep with their front door wide open should they choose and not worry that they’d be robbed or murdered in their sleep. 
 
    I was back to living in the ghetto because it was all I could afford right now with all of the people and the things that I was supporting. And quite frankly I would rather stay in a cardboard box that continue to live under Stanly’s roof. 
 
    Hitta nodded. “I am that, but it’s more to me, you know. Something about you called out to me, real strong. Now, you all I can see… I think you will be able to handle me just fine.” 
 
    His words made me feel good and that confused me… What was it about him that was changing me, causing me to like things that I thought I wouldn’t and probably shouldn’t? The man had just told me that he was obsessed with me and instead of running for my life, I wanted to be closer to him. 
 
    How could a ghetto superstar like him become obsessed with a little nobody like me? I’ve been invisible my whole life, only seen by someone that I’d thought was a figment of my imagination most of said life. 
 
    “What’s happening?” I whispered, still drowning in his gaze. 
 
    He grinned down at me. “I don’t know, Teacup, but whatever it is, I like it.” 
 
    My gaze fell to his soft lips as his head began to lower. He was going to kiss me again, but this time, it would not be a quick peck. As if it had a will of its own, my head tilted back bringing my lips closer to his. And right when our lips were getting ready to touch, the man behind the register called our number.  
 
    I blinked rapidly, looking around me when suddenly the sounds and sights of the restaurant all at once came back into focus.  
 
    What the world?! 
 
     Hitta had the power to make everything else around me disappear. I’ve never experienced that before. The few guys that I’ve dated were alright, but nothing spectacular. They had all been artsy like me, the kind of guys that I always thought I wanted to be with. And yet… 
 
    Not a one of them had ever made me drown in their gaze until the sights and sounds around me disappeared into blackness… 
 
    No, it was the brute who caused this… The thug that I’d prejudged and was now being made to feel like a giant a** for doing so. 
 
    I was so troubled with my thoughts that I didn’t notice he’d brought the truck to a stop a short distance after leaving the restaurant until he killed the engine. We were still in Oak Park. He’d pulled into a long driveway and came to a stop behind the U-Haul truck that sat in front of a big beautiful home that was lit up nicely against the night sky, a few of the guys that had helped me pack were carrying my things inside. 
 
    My mouth dropped as I sat up in my seat staring out the window. 
 
    This was the kind of house I’d always dreamed of having but knew I never would. It looked like it had been featured in the Home and Garden magazine, the kind of house Martha Stewart held her cooking shows in. 
 
    I loved Oak Park. Before I’d opened my shop here, I’d come here to escape my home life for a few hours. All of the houses and the stores in this town had an old-world charm about them that made me feel warm on the inside. 
 
    I swore that when I bought my first house, it would be here. But this house… 
 
    This was one of the better homes in Oak Park… The fact that it sat on about five acres of land testified to that. I had yet to see inside but I was already in love with it because of the huge wrap-around porch that was lit so beautifully. 
 
    A WRAP-AROUND PORCH! 
 
    “Oh my, God! Is this your home?” I said, not able to take my eyes away from it. It was simply amazing. 
 
    “It’s our home.” His quiet words caused me to look at him. He sat back in his seat looking like the street king he was, relaxed, watching my reaction. 
 
    Suddenly, I was very sad that I was only going to be here for six months. I would have loved it if his words were true. I would have loved for this place to really be mine. But just like everything in my life, it was only temporary.  
 
    I smiled… “Your home is beautiful.”  
 
    He studied me in that way that he does for a moment before he jerked his head toward the door.  
 
    “Let’s go in and take a look around.” 
 
    I didn’t wait for him to come around to my door, I was so excited I opened it and hopped down out of the truck. 
 
    He chuckled. “Going to have to get a step put in over there.”  
 
    Since it sounded like he was talking more to himself than to me, I didn’t respond. Instead, I let my gaze take in as much of the beautiful yard I could see in the dark. There was a big tree off to the side of the house, I wondered what kind it was. Because it was winter, there were no identifying leaves on it. 
 
    “Do you know what kind of tree that is?” I asked as we walked up the three steps to the porch of my dreams.  
 
    “Yeah, I think the realtor said it is an apple tree.” 
 
    I looked at him startled. “You don’t know?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I just moved in last week.” 
 
    “What?!” I asked, but right then we walked into the front door and all my thoughts faded.  
 
    Although it was empty except for the few pieces of furniture I’d brought, it felt like I’d just walked into a bigger version of the Tea Shop. The floors were a beautiful hardwood like the ones at the shop, but far better, they looked brand new and were so shiny I could see my reflection in them. 
 
    The walls were made of various shades of brown cobblestone, but where the stones on the shop walls were clearly a budget buy kind of thing, no expense had been spared on these. To the right of the foyer were a grand set of stairs, I wanted to go up them and see what was up there, but I needed to finish my tour downstairs first. I felt like a kid in a candy store, there was so much awesomeness to see. 
 
    The house was completely empty. The guys walked back and forth past us carrying my boxes upstairs and to the back, probably to the kitchen.  
 
    “Wow!” I gushed when we went into the living room.  
 
    There were eight huge bay windows, in front of them was a padded bench that ran along the length. Because I had a little thing for designing, I could see these windows surrounded by a few plants and a beautiful set of curtains…nothing too heavy, maybe sheer or linen. 
 
    My gaze went to the big fireplace that would look great with a fire roaring inside of it, I could see a pile of logs sitting off to the side and two big comfortable chairs in front so that you could toast your toes on cold nights.  
 
    There was a set of glass doors that led to a huge dining room, I walked in and my mind’s eye placed a beautiful table that sat twelve. There was another set of glass doors that led to the kitchen. 
 
    Oh y’all! The kitchen… 
 
    I forgot that I wasn’t by myself when I walked through those doors… 
 
    The kitchen was amazing, it was the kind of kitchen every tea maker should have. But what I liked the most was the huge pantry… 
 
    “This is amazing!” I screeched when I walked inside. There was an island inside the pantry that was a perfect workstation. The shelves inside resembled the shelves in my shop… 
 
    What the world?! 
 
    I walked out of there so confused. Hitta was leaning against the big island in the kitchen waiting for me. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked dumbfounded. 
 
    “Do you like your new home?” 
 
    “I-I love it, but—” 
 
    He shook his head as he stood coming towards me. “Don’t always have to be a but, Teacup… Let’s eat.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  


 Chapter 5 
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    Where Do I Belong… 
 
      
 
    I Crave So Much More Than Just a Physical Connection. I Crave Words and Depth. I Crave Who You are and Where You Came From, Your Desire and Your Fears. I Yearn To know Every Inch of You Beyond the Surface… 
 
    --The Write Vibe Co. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Angel 
 
      
 
    “So… where do I sleep?” 
 
    We’d just finished cleaning up behind our meal. His men had left earlier, taking the U-Haul with them. It was just him and me now, facing the moment I’ve been very apprehensive about for the last hour. There were four huge bedrooms upstairs and neither of them had a stitch of furniture in them.  
 
    In fact, the only space that was fully furnished was the basement that had been turned into a state-of-the-art home gym. I asked him while we stood at the island in the kitchen eating our food—Well… while he stood at the island. He’d surprised me by lifting me and plopping me on top of it. 
 
    “Sit,” was all he muttered.  
 
    So…I sat with my legs crossed Indian style on the big island facing him while we ate. It was kind of cool, I’d never done anything like that. 
 
    Anyway, I’d asked him why he hadn’t bought a single chair. He chuckled as he rubbed his temple. That was the fourth time I’d seen him do that tonight and I wondered if he had a headache. 
 
    “That ain’t my department, Teacup. Before I bought this place, I slept most nights on the couch in my office at the gym. I wouldn’t know how to begin to shop for this joint. As a matter of fact, the thought of shopping for it is giving me a headache,” he grumbled as he scraped the left-over food from my plate onto his. 
 
    “What?! How could you not be excited at the possibilities?” My mind had not stopped designing rooms since we got here. 
 
    “Sh*t, real easy.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a card, sliding it to me.  
 
    I looked down and was surprised to see that it was a Black American Express.  
 
    “Won’t you handle that lil mama? Get whatever you want, don’t worry about how much it cost.” 
 
    The bottle of water I was drinking froze halfway to my mouth. “You want me to pick out the furniture for your house?!”  
 
    He chuckled before polishing off the last bite of food on his plate. “I want you to pick out the furniture for our house.” 
 
    “But what if I get something you don’t like?” 
 
     Why in the world did he just give me his credit card like that? I’m in this situation because I’d stolen ten-thousand dollars from him. Who turns around and gives the person who had just stolen that kind of money their credit card? 
 
    “I’m a simple man, baby. I don’t give a sh*t what you buy. I’ll be happy with whatever it is.” 
 
    I grinned… “What if I buy cheetah print everything?” 
 
    He shook his head… “You like it…I love it. Go jungle crazy for all I care.” 
 
    I sat there for a moment in a bit of a shock. I didn’t know how to deal with this. My gaze went back to the card. 
 
    “Ummm, do you think it’s wise of you to give me your credit card like that?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I ain’t worried about it.” And that was it, he didn’t say anything else about it. 
 
     Okay, let me tell y’all something I discovered tonight about Hitta, he wasn’t a big talker, but he was an ardent listener. Very ardent… 
 
    I’ve been doing this nervous rambling all night because I knew the time was getting closer to go to bed. Yeah…I’m one of the folks that talked to keep from freaking out and I’d talked his ear off tonight about everything, my shop, my teas, herbs, plants… 
 
    Most times, his only response was a grunt or a nod of his head. I thought to myself, he’s so not listening to me, but then he would prove me wrong by making a comment about something I said earlier and connecting it with what I was talking about in the present.  
 
    Westly used to always tell me that the most dangerous man in the room was the quiet one because while everybody else was running their mouths, he was sitting back studying everything. That’s how Hitta was. He was the man in the room that quietly took in everything like a sponge. 
 
     And you know…I think I liked that about him. 
 
    “What you mean, where you going to sleep? You going to sleep in our bedroom with me.” 
 
    My heartbeat increased drastically. That’s what I thought he was going to say.  
 
    Oh my God!  
 
    I was getting ready to have a panic attack. I opened my mouth getting ready to beg him to let me sleep in one of the other rooms, but the only thing that came out was a squeak.  
 
    As if he could sense my protest, he suddenly turned to face me before putting his big hands underneath my arms and lifting me until I was eye level with him. My toes dangled about twelve inches off the floor. 
 
    Goodness, he was strong! 
 
    “You listening to me?” he growled in my face.  
 
    With wide eyes, I nodded. How could I not be listening to him at this point? 
 
    “I f***ing hate repeating myself. I told you I was not going to force you to do nothing you don’t want to do. When I make love to you, you're going to be hot and wet and begging me to soothe that hunger between your thighs. I ain’t no f***ing rapist, baby. You got that?” 
 
    I was having a hard time getting past hot and wet, and hunger between my thighs. The power of suggestion was a monster because I’d be doggone if that hunger between my thighs did not stir at the thought of him soothing it. 
 
    Now, I could only guess at how he would go about doing it. Would he use his hand or his— 
 
    You know what? These were dangerous thoughts. Forcing my mind clean, I patted his big shoulder.  
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “Good.” He set me back on my feet and still holding my hand, pulled me into the empty room after him. 
 
    Like the rest of the house, the master bedroom was amazing. I don’t know what year the house was built; my guess would be some time in the forties or the fifties. The bedrooms all had an old-world French feel to them. 
 
     However, in the master bedroom, there were two pairs of glass doors that opened to a private balcony. I'd walked through them earlier and was pleased to see that the balcony overlooked the backyard, although it was too dark to see what the yard looked like. I couldn't wait to explore when the sun came up.   
 
    This bedroom was the only one with its own bathroom and my goodness, what a bathroom it was! It was actually two rooms separated by beautiful white Victorian-style pillars. On one side of the pillars was a walk-in shower with glass doors that revealed three silver shower heads, warm grey stone, and cream marble floors and siding.  
 
    There was a beautiful marble bathtub that was so big it could easily fit two people comfortably and twin outer marble sinks located on the other side of the pillars as well as a bench with a base that was the same marble as the shower and the tub, but the top was a plush cushion that looked very comfortable to sit on. 
 
    I could see myself soaking in a nice, hot, and detoxing tea bath for hours. Mmmmm… That sounded so good I was almost tempted to do just that. However, all of my teas were packed away and it was really late.  And although I knew he said he would not try and rape me or anything, I was still a little nervous around him. 
 
    It wasn’t that I didn’t believe him, I did, but it was because he was something different. The only man I’d been around so intimately since leaving my foster parents house was Westly. I was used to having him in my space. 
 
    Hitta was a whole other entity entirely. I've never slept in bed with a man. The one time Westly and I had fallen asleep on the couch watching a movie, he’d talked about me so badly the next day, because— Well… 
 
    I’m a wild sleeper… 
 
    There, I said it. 
 
    Outside of my snorting habit, it’s the next most embarrassing thing about me. I think it’s because I tossed and turned due to my nightmares. I don’t know…But whatever is in the bed with me when I go to sleep…a book, my laptop, my covers, end up on the floor by morning. 
 
    “Damn, I should have at least got a bed,” he grumbled drawing me out of my head. 
 
    “I have blankets, but they’re all packed away. I have no idea which box they’re in.” And I’m too tired to try and look for them. 
 
    He shook his head as if he could hear my thoughts. “Forget it, I’ll be your bed tonight.”  
 
    And then he proceeded to arrange the few pillows that had come off my bed that didn’t get packed against the floor and the wall before he kicked his boots off and reclined his powerful body on the floor. 
 
    “Come on, Teacup, I’ll keep you warm,” he said gesturing for me to climb on top. 
 
    I stood there with my hand on my hip looking down at him. “Ummm…I don’t know about this. What if I get too heavy?” 
 
    One side of his mouth lifted in a grin. “Really?” 
 
    Okay, maybe that was a dumb reason. The man was a giant…I wanted to tell him that I’m a wild sleeper who suffered from nightmares but was just too embarrassed to do so. Instead, I stood there biting my lip. 
 
    His grin grew. “You know, I’m more comfortable than the floor.”  
 
    I nodded…Yeah, I’m sure he is. Slowly, I slid out of my shoes and eased down to my knees next to him. It would have been easier if he’d just grabbed me and pulled me to him. Instead, he wanted me to come to him on my own. 
 
    "You don't trust me?" His words were barely over a whisper. 
 
    “It’s not that. I—I’ve never done anything like this before.” My words were just as quiet. 
 
    He chuckled. “It’s a first time for everything, Teacup.” He beckoned me with his hands. “Come on, you can do this.” 
 
     Damn it! This shouldn’t be so hard. Why can’t I be normal? Any other woman would have no problem mounting this big gorgeous brother. He said he wouldn’t hurt me, and I knew he spoke the truth, yet a part of me wanted to tell him that I was perfectly fine sleeping on the floor, there was no need for him to offer his body for my comfort. 
 
     But then again, there was a part of me that wanted to know what it would be like to lay my head against his strong chest and let the sound of his heartbeat lull me to sleep. I wanted to know what it would feel like to be held in those arms of his. 
 
    Would it still feel safe or was that feeling I’d gotten that day at the gym just a happenstance? 
 
    I inhaled. I can do this! I can do this! He was not Stan…He would not hurt me. It was time for me to take my life back from my stepfather. Because of him, I’ve never been able to have a successful relationship with a guy. Because of him, I’ve been too afraid to let anybody in. I was tired of being alone. 
 
    My gaze rose to Hitta’s. He was not the man I’d imagined myself being with. He was dangerous and uncouth…yet there was something in his eyes that spoke to my soul. It was as if it was the answering call to my inner question, a question that I didn’t know I had until I met him… 
 
    Where do I belong? 
 
    Slowly, I placed my shaking hands on the floor and began to crawl towards his big body. That must have been all the incentive he needed because he wrapped his hands around my waist and lifted me the rest of the way.  
 
    Goodness! I’ve always been short, but I wasn’t skinny by any means. However, Hitta made me feel lightweight with the way he lifts and holds me. 
 
     At first, my body was stiff on top of his, but as soon as I lay my head on his warm chest, my senses were flooded with the delicious, masculine scent of his cologne and the sound of his strong heartbeat. And then he wrapped his arms around me. 
 
    Wow! It felt amazing! 
 
    I snuggled deeper into his embrace wrapping my arms around his waist, locking my hands together between his back and the pillow.  
 
    “Comfortable?” 
 
    I nodded. “Mmmmhhhmmm.” 
 
    That was an understatement. I was past comfortable. For the second time in my life that I can remember, I felt safe. 
 
    So safe, I didn’t remember falling asleep until the dream started. 
 
    I’m walking down Michigan Avenue, the famous Magnificent Mile. Only it’s not the lights of the many stores that have it ablaze, but fire. Everything is on fire. There are so many who lay dead and dying in the street that I have to step over a body every so many feet. 
 
    My hands are shaking and although I’m crying, my body is in shock. I feel like I’ve just survived a nuclear blast. I can’t understand why I’m still alive when it feels like my skin is on fire. A woman is lying up ahead with her legs missing, only bloody stumps exist where they used to be. She’s trying to crawl to her little girl, whose body is still on fire, leaving a trail of blood as she goes. 
 
    I scream when the earth began to shake so violently that it throws me off my feet. A loud terrible sound fills my ears when the streets begin to crack open. The earth is splitting in half and I’m falling. I clutch at the ground trying to hold on, but I’m slipping. My nails bleed from where I’m clutching at the earth, I can feel the fire underneath me ready to consume me…  
 
    And then something happens… 
 
    Something that has never happened. 
 
    Hitta appears over the side and he grabs my hand, pulling me back to safety. I am so relieved to see him that I wrap my arms and body around his so tightly, clinging to him desperately. For the first time, I’m not alone. He is so strong and sure…he will keep me safe. 
 
    Now I can rest…because he can keep me safe. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hitta 
 
      
 
    I’d felt the migraine coming on before I got to Angel’s place. I didn’t know if it would be a quick one that only lasted a day or two or a long drawn out one that lasted a week or two. I’d been seen by the best neurologists in the world and none of them could figure out why I got these damn headaches. 
 
    They began in my fifth year of professional boxing; I’d already held the heavyweight title in the WBC for three consecutive years and was working on my fourth. At first, we all thought it was a boxing injury, but the doctors could find nothing to indicate that. No scaring or bruising…in fact, each MRI I took came back as flawless as the first.  
 
    I’d tried to ignore the headaches and fight anyway. That didn’t work, I began to lose my titles one after the other until I was forced into early retirement. The doctors had wanted to prescribe me narcotics because the regular over-the-counter pain meds did nothing for the migraines.  
 
    I took one pill from the prescription the first doctor had given me and although it dulled the pain for a short while, I never took them again. In my world, one had to be aware and always about their business. It was the same reason I never did drugs growing up…a high nigga gets caught slipping. And that can lead to his death or him being robbed of everything he had. 
 
    That was rule number one on my streets…don’t get high on your own supply. Of course, these days…with this new breed of thug, this…softer breed, they get caught slipping all the time, because none of them can operate sober, they smoked more of their own product than they sold. The OG’s of my day are a dying breed…being replaced by some damn jokes. 
 
    Anyway…the other reason I stopped taking the meds is because I didn’t have time to get strung out on that sh*t. While I was fighting professionally, traveling in that circuit, I’d seen a lot of mutha f****s strung out on pills. Everybody was a damn zombie, popping pills like them sh*ts were candy. 
 
    Naw, I ain’t about that life…So, I’ve learned to live with the pain. However, something happened tonight that has never happened before. As soon as I kicked in Angel’s door and walked in her place, the pain began to ease. 
 
    And now that I’m holding her in my arms, I think I know why.  
 
    It’s her smell… 
 
    Her apartment smelled like it. When I pressed her against the wall, that fragrance filled my senses…and yeah, it numbed the headache. 
 
    This is some wild sh*t!  
 
    At first, I thought I was just tripping… You know, just excited to finally have the object of my obsession within my grasp. I thought my mind was just playing tricks on me… but then she started looking around the house, taking her smell with her and the headache started to come back. When we started eating and I was standing by her, her smell filled my senses and once again dulled the pain. 
 
    Being careful not to wake her, I lifted a few of her braids and brought them to my nose…Even her hair smelled like it. 
 
    I don’t know what that is…maybe some kind of flower with a sweet undertone.  
 
    Could it be possible this girl’s smell was sending some kind of signal to my brain that worked like a pain pill? 
 
    Maybe I’ll call Rome tomorrow and see if he’d ever heard of some sh*t like that happening to somebody else. Or maybe I won’t… 
 
    Now that he was supposed to be dead, I had to be careful about contacting him. Of course, the little bastard was a f***ing genius and had set up a special line for me to use when I needed to get in touch with him that could not be traced. 
 
    But I still tried to use it only in an emergency. I’d had to stop myself from using it the other day when Angel’s crack head a** brother fell for my bait and took the ten grand I left in the drawer in my office. 
 
    I knew from watching the cameras that when he cleaned in there, he sometimes peeped in my drawers…My sources told me the owner of the building where Angel’s Tea Shop is, had started the eviction process for her because she hadn’t been paid in two months going on three. 
 
    The rest was a breeze…she and her brother just fell into my hands after that. Yeah…Rome is a f***ing genius. I had been playing this cat-and-mouse game with Angel for a long time.  
 
    The thing is…she’s too f***ing good for me, I knew that. She’s clean where I am filthy. She has a good heart and soul. Rome sent me a file on her…the file was full of sh*t she did for other people. 
 
    She’d paid for her brother to go to rehab eleven times. She was paying the tuition for his child to go to a decent school. She sometimes paid the bills at his child’s mother’s place. She collected money for eight different charities at her Tea Shop. Twice a year she did a fundraiser for the soup kitchen around the corner from her shop. Three times a year she set up a bin inside of her shop and did a food drive where she asked folks to bring in canned goods for the soup kitchen. In the fall, she held a coat drive to give coats to needy children so they could be protected from the Chicago winter… 
 
    Keep in mind she’s only twenty-one.  
 
    Hell yeah, she’s too good for me. I’m a mean, selfish mutha f****. I take care of my own, everybody else can eat a d***. You cross me and I eliminate yo’ a**. I don’t give a f*** who you are, mama, daddy, sista, mutha f***en brotha…You cross me and I’m going to murk yo’ a**…period. I don’t play with mutha f****s. I got one friend and he lives all the way in f***ing Canada. I don’t allow myself to get close to anybody else. 
 
    Now, I know what y’all saying, damn, Hitta, you f***ed up. And the thing is, I know it. I know that I’m f***ed up in the head. It’s like I told Angel earlier, I’m a product of my environment. I had to be this way.  
 
    When I was a kid, my mom was a piece of sh*t junkie who would smoke the toilet if she could. There was never food in the house for me and my three younger siblings…if not for Rome’s mom, who used to let me come and eat at their place and bring food back for my two little sisters and brother, we would have starved.  
 
    We never kept a crib. My mom lived with one John after another. The first mutha f***a I knocked out was a nigga who decided he wanted me instead of her. She didn't fight for me or try and stop him… I was eight years old and she brought me to him, said he and I were going to play a little game. He took off his clothes and I started crying for her, but she didn't answer me, she was in the next room smoking a rock while my siblings crawled on the nasty a** floor.  
 
    I knew that if I was going to make it out of there, I was going to have to make it happen myself. That mutha f***a went in to touch my d*** and I balled up my fist and swung with everything I had in me and laid that b**** out.  
 
    When he came to, he kicked us out. She was so mad that we had to go back to the shelter, she beat the sh*t out of me. My uncle G came and got me after he heard what happened and let me move in with him and Saw… 
 
    Sh*t, their place wasn’t that much better, but at least I had a roof over my head. A month later, the state came and got my siblings. I begged G to take them, but he refused, said he didn’t have time to deal with no babies. Two years later, my mom stole a lot of money from him…I guess she thought because he was her brother, he wasn’t going to do sh*t to her.  
 
    He put a bullet in her head and we buried her a** few days later. That’s my world…It’s a cold and loveless cesspool of bottom feeders all struggling for their next breath. To survive that, you have to be mean and heartless. 
 
    Angel would never survive in my world. And yet, I couldn’t stay away from her…I tried. Her light drew me like a moth. She was so innocent. Listening to her talk tonight was like a breath of fresh air. She talked about life and light…loving things and healing. 
 
    I realize that I’d grabbed a hold of her because I needed her to pull me out of the darkness. I’d always thought I was fine where I was… 
 
    But just maybe the reason I was so obsessed with her was because I was tired of living in this darkness… 
 
    “No!” she suddenly cried out, jerking violently in my arms… 
 
    I tightened my hold on her…She was having a nightmare. 
 
    “Please, somebody help me!”  She was pushing against me trying to break away from my hold. 
 
    “Shhh…baby. I’m here, Shhh…”  
 
    She wrapped her arms around my neck tightly, clinging to me as if her life depended on it. I held her just as tightly. 
 
    “Hitta…don’t let me fall!” 
 
    “It’s okay, Teacup, I’ve got you…I’ll never let you fall, baby. Not ever!” 
 
    She exhaled and settled back down into a calm sleep. I wondered what she was dreaming about that frightened her so. There was no demon I wouldn’t slay to protect her. If I even thought something or someone was trying to hurt her, their a** was fried…period! 
 
    That was my last thought before sleep claimed me. I slept with no pain because Angel’s sweet scent filled my senses even in my dreams. At some point right before dawn, I got up to use the bathroom. When I came back out, she was sleeping peacefully on the pillows. I didn’t want to disturb her, so I settled down on my stomach next to her. 
 
    What happened next pleasantly surprised me. She turned over and climbed on my back as if I was a log, then she buried her head in the spot between my neck and shoulder before resuming her gentle snoring. 
 
    Damn! That sh*t was so f***ing cute…not only did my baby do that adorable snorting when she laughed, she was a f***ing wild sleeper. Imagine that. 
 
    I drifted back to sleep with a smile on my face… 
 
     
 
     
 
      
 
   
 
  


 Chapter 6 
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    Getting a Taste of Him… 
 
      
 
      
 
    Angel 
 
      
 
    Okay, so… 
 
    The next morning, I got a taste of what it was going to be like living with Mr. Hard Hitta for the next six months.  
 
    And I do mean a taste… 
 
    After waking up extremely embarrassed because at some point in the night, I climbed on top of the man’s back and fell asleep, only to be awakened by him doing pushups. 
 
    “Wake-up, Teacup.” 
 
    His deep voice penetrated my dream that was surprisingly quite pleasant, so of course, instead of waking up fully, I wrapped my arms and legs around him, snuggling closer. The up and down motion was only lulling me back to sleep. It had been so long since I’d slept undisturbed and had a pleasant dream, I just wasn’t ready to get up. 
 
    His deep chuckle rumbled through me… “Wake-up, baby.” 
 
    I cracked an eye and frowned as the room dipped down, then back up. 
 
    My eyes flew open. “What the—” I cried when I realized I was on the man’s back. “Eeekk!” I was falling. 
 
    Pushing himself and me up with one hand, he reached back with the other one and caught me before I hit the floor. I quickly wrapped my arms and legs back around him, clinging to him like a monkey. 
 
    “What’s going on?!”  
 
    “You’re helping me get my morning workout,” he said calmly, like him doing pushups with me sleeping on his back was something he did every day.  
 
    “How did I get up here?” The man was so big, it felt like I was on the back of a horse or something. 
 
    He chuckled again. “You climbed on in your sleep.” 
 
    My forehead hit his back. Oh my goodness… He must think I’m a kook…clinging to him like Curious freaking George. 
 
    I sat up so that I was straddling him. Would you guys believe I was so short that my feet did not touch the ground? I had to clutch his shirt to keep from falling again as he continued his pushups. 
 
    “Are you going to let me down?” I asked, secretly enjoying the ride. 
 
    “I’m almost finished with my last set.” 
 
    If I was light-skinned, I would be bright red right now. “How many sets have you done?” 
 
    “Four,” he grunted as he dipped down and then back up. 
 
    Wow! I couldn’t believe I’d actually slept through that. He had to call me to wake me up. Goodness…I couldn’t remember the last time I got longer than two hours of sleep. And I think I know why that happened. 
 
    Hitta was in my dream last night. Somehow, him holding me through the night had made me feel safe, which would explain why I ended up crawling on his back. I remember at some point feeling alone in my dream. I was very afraid, fearing that he had abandoned me. Then I remembered feeling his heat next to me and reaching out for it. Once I found it, I felt relief and relaxed back into a deep sleep. 
 
    And amazingly for the first time in a long time, I woke up feeling refreshed. With my legs still wrapped tightly around his waist so that I didn’t fall off, I lifted my hands over my head and stretched. As I did, I noticed how stunning the bedroom looked with the sunlight shining in so bright and— I stiffened. 
 
    Sunlight! 
 
    “What time is it?” I asked although I knew whatever answer he gave was going to be the wrong one. I got to the shop every morning at six…my pastry boy was making his delivery by six-thirty. 
 
    “Ten forty-five.” 
 
    “Shoot!” I cried scrambling off his back. “I’m late for work!” He turned over and tried to grab me, but I danced from his fingers. 
 
    “What’s the rush?” 
 
    I chuckled… “I’m going to have a lot of folks angry at me because they couldn’t start their day with their morning cup of tea.”  
 
    He smoothly came to his feet displaying his strength. “What’s the big deal about tea anyway? It’s not like it’s coffee.”  
 
    I came to a halt and whipped around to glare at him. He couldn’t have slapped me and insulted me more. 
 
    “How dare you insult tea that way?” I put my hand on my hip. “I’ll have you know most people prefer tea to coffee three to one.” Of course, I was totally making that up. 
 
    He stood with a little grin on his face that really showed just how cute his dimples were in the morning before he tilted his head to the side. 
 
    “Are you making that sh*t up, Teacup?” 
 
    I lifted my head…this man’s ability to read me was frightening. “No, I’m not making it up. It’s been scientifically proven.” Sooooo making that up. 
 
    “Scientifically proven you say?” He had a look on his face that said he wasn’t buying it. 
 
    I nodded. “Scientifically proven.” 
 
    Chuckling, he headed into the bathroom. “Well, I guess if the scientists say it…it must be true.” 
 
    His statement caused me to giggle as I continued to my boxes that had been labeled bedroom and stacked neatly in the corner. From here I could see him in the bathroom mirror taking care of his morning rituals.  
 
    I couldn’t believe I’d slept till ten forty-five. How in the world? I have never slept that long. Because of my nightmares, I’m always awake by three am. Although most times, I’m exhausted from not getting nearly enough sleep. I generally have time to get my mind ready for the day, do some reading, soak in a nice bath, enjoy a nice cup of chamomile tea. And if I’m in the mood, a bowl of buttery chamomile oatmeal with a drizzle of honey on top. 
 
    Needless to say, I wasn't used to running late in the morning. I will need to contact Kelly from the bakery and ask if she could send my boxes of pastries over for my lunch crowd. Then I will have to call Jessie's house and make sure her mom feed her breakfast and toke her to school. And then— 
 
    Oh my God! He was stripping… 
 
    I looked away, blushing so hard the roots of my hair follicles were tingling. But then as if it had a will of its own, my head turned just a little bit so that I could take another peek… Just a quick one, I promise. 
 
    He wasn’t paying attention to me and I didn’t even know if he knew I could see him. Why isn’t he closing the door?! 
 
    He stood in only his boxer briefs now, adjusting the water temperature of the shower. I felt like a Peeping Tom watching him. But I couldn’t look away… my goodness! The man’s body was gorgeous. He could easily be a model or something.  
 
    Now that his shirt was gone, I was able to see the tattoo that went across his chest better. What I had initially thought were two separate tattoos, one that was on his right peck that went up to the side of his neck and one that was on his left bicep, was really one tattoo that stretched from his bicep across his massive chest to end along the right side of his neck. 
 
    It was amazing! Although I still couldn’t read the script, the picture was startlingly clear…and a bit frightening. It was a picture of a fierce lion ripping the heart out of a man with his sharp teeth. Whoever had done the work was a remarkable artist. Somehow, they’d managed to capture Hitta’s personality perfectly in that picture. Now, I was very curious as to what the script said. 
 
    When he got the temperature to his liking he stepped back and his hands went to the waist of his boxers. I told myself to look away. I shouldn’t be spying on him…I really should look away!  
 
    Yet… 
 
    My face heated to the boiling point as time slowed down. The more skin he revealed the more my eyes widened. By the time his drawers hit the ground, my mouth was hanging open in astonishment. 
 
    He was hu— 
 
    Right before he stepped in the shower, his sexy gaze came to mine and my thoughts instantly froze. He wore a little devious grin, letting me know that he had been aware that I was watching him and if that didn’t confirm it, the little wink he gave me before stepping into the shower surely did. I collapsed back on the floor with my hands over my face in a heap of embarrassment. 
 
    Determined to be out of this room before he got out of the shower, I dug into the box with my clothes in it and began to pull out the first thing I laid my hands on which was my black baggy jumper…but something made me pause on that. He thought I dressed like a homeless person. That bothered me… I didn’t want him to look at me like a hobo. 
 
    I wanted him to look at me and feel the way I just felt looking at him getting into that shower. I wanted him to think I was desirable. With my mind made up I stood, leaving the box I’d packed all the stuff from the front of my closet in. Those were the things that I wore every day.   
 
    Instead, I went to the box that I’d packed all the stuff from the back of my closet in. I really did have pretty things, it’s just that my life is one big ball of stress and I’m the kind of person who dressed for the day, how I feel when I wake up.   
 
    Although beautiful things caught my eye, depression and grief kept me from reaching for them in my closet. But today… after waking up feeling refreshed for the first time in like…forever, I think I was ready to explore new possibilities. 
 
    My search didn’t last long before I came across a burgundy Boho patch maxi dress that I fell in love with the first time I laid eyes on it. The dress was very expensive, but I had to have it…Very rarely do I get a chance to splurge on myself, this dress had been one of those times. 
 
    Although it was a maxi dress, it was only long in the back, the front of the dress came all the way up to center thigh. To go with this masterpiece, I’d splurged on a pair of burgundy suede thigh-length high-heeled boots with metal tips, another very expensive purchase… 
 
    However, I had the feeling that after today, the money I’d spent on this ensemble will have been well worth it. Quickly I gathered the other things I was going to need to pull myself together and headed to the bathroom at the end of the hall. 
 
    It had been so long since I’d actually taken the time to fix myself up, I wondered if I still knew what to do. It’s amazing Hitta had taken a fancy to me at all. The fact that he had made me wonder what was it that he saw in me. What made him look past the fact that my brother and I had just stolen a lot of money from him? 
 
    He’d settled for me being his girlfriend for the next six months. He’d put me in this beautiful house, given me his credit card to furnish it however I saw fit, and wasn’t even forcing me to have sex with him… 
 
    And just on a side note…that in itself was doing something to me. He’s a brute, uncouth, and a goon…I expected him to be like Stan or even worse. I’d slept like a baby in his arms last night. Not once did I have to shove his hand away from being someplace it didn't belong. 
 
    In fact, I’d awakened to find that I was clinging to him in my sleep. It felt like he was playing hard to get, even though I knew he wasn’t. And that just…I don’t know, made me want to see what it would be like if he did touch me that way. 
 
    I had a strong feeling that his touch will not cause pain like Stan’s. But first… 
 
    I wanted to show him how beautiful I was capable of being. I’d gotten used to downplaying myself, but not today… 
 
    Today, I wanted him to know who it was he’d made so many sacrifices for. Today, I was burying the girl Stan had terrified…and embracing the woman Hard Hitta the Brute through a few unselfish acts, had liberated.  
 
    Because it had been such a long time, I had to lay all of my supplies out on the sink in front of me and after brushing my teeth and taking my shower, I got started.  
 
    First, I moisturized my skin really well with a body butter that I’d made from passion fruit tea, then I slid into the burgundy panty and bra set that I’d bought the day I’d gotten this dress. The top of the dress had a deep V cut that would show my bra just a bit…so I thought, why not get a pretty lace bralette that would kind of give the appearance of having on a cami underneath? And of course, I had to get the matching panties since I was splurging on the bra anyway. 
 
    Once done, I slid on a pair of thigh-high burgundy stockings, that was topped with lace. I had a thing for thigh-high stockings…they made me feel sexy. Then, I put the loose-fitting dress over my head… I loved this style of dress because it went with my body type flawlessly. The dress itself was wool and the long sleeves were perfect for the Chicago winter. 
 
    After that, I moisturized my braids and piled them into a messy bun on top of my head, allowing a few key plaits to escape using a little hair gel to get my edge game on point. I was never a big makeup wearer, a few swipes of mascara, a little eyeliner, finishing off with my favorite cherry-lemonade lip-gloss… 
 
    Now, it was time for the accessories… 
 
    I added a few pieces of silver loc jewelry to my braids and then a slim three-layered silver necklace. The first link fit almost like a choker and had a little silver feather charm that rested against my throat. The next link was slightly longer and had a slightly bigger silver feather that rested against my chest…and the last link was really long and had a bigger silver feather that rested against my belly. 
 
    I slid about twenty-five silver bangles on both of my wrists with the friendship bracelets Jessie had made for me…then I added my rings.  
 
    Don’t laugh at me, but I really liked rings. By the time I was finished, nearly every finger of mine had a silver ring on it. Some of them had two…That’s just the way I rolled. 
 
    Heck, it had been so long, I’d forgotten I rolled this way. But by the time I slid my socking clad feet in the suede boots that zipped all the way up to the center of my thighs…I remembered. 
 
    I stood in the mirror for a moment taking it in. For the first time in a while, I felt pretty. I turned this way and that… 
 
    I looked good, y’all… 
 
    And now I was super nervous to leave the bathroom. What was he going to think? Would he still think I looked like a homeless person because I was still clearly rocking the Boho style? After I gathered all my stuff, I paused with my hand on the doorknob. 
 
    Hitta was brutally honest. It would devastate me if he looked at me and called me a hobo again. 
 
    Okay, …you can do this. Just go out there and pretend it’s business as usual. Pretend you are just getting ready for work and don’t really care what he thinks. Go find your box of teas and chew on a few chamomile heads… 
 
    Oh! Chamomile…Yes! I opened the door and walked out. 
 
    So, you guys may have already guessed it, but I have a serious chamomile addiction. I loved that flower. I ate them fresh, dried, in cake, teas…just because for a reason, when I was bored, while I was busy. My addiction was the main reason chamomile was one of the things I constantly had to order for the shop. 
 
    Jessie and Westly both thought that I was a weirdo because I was always munching on the flower that most people only liked in tea. I don't know, I wouldn't say I ate them because they tasted good per se…Instead, I would say that I ate them because I was addicted to the way they made my mouth feel if that makes any sense… 
 
    I chuckled, maybe I was a weirdo like my niece and brother always say. 
 
    Hitta wasn’t in the bedroom. I put my things away and grabbed my bag and cell before making my way downstairs. I heard him talking on the phone in the living room. As soon as I reached the bottom, I saw him standing there dressed in a pair of black name brand sweatpants and a black t-shirt. On his feet were what looked like a brand-new pair of black and red Jordans. 
 
    He glanced my way before looking back out the window. A half a second later his head whipped back towards me. The look in his eyes as he slowly took me in was well worth the effort I had put into my look today. 
 
    “Sh********t!” he hissed, “Hey bo, let me holla at you later.”  He told whoever he was talking to on the phone, before he pushed the off button and slid it down in his pocket as he began to approach me. 
 
    “Damn, shawty! What you do to yourself?” 
 
    “Do you like it?” My question was barely over a whisper. I couldn’t believe how much I needed him to like what he was seeing. 
 
    He didn’t stop till he was standing in front of me, then he did the sweetest thing. Bending down just a bit he wrapped both of his arms around me and pulled me into the most perfect hug anyone has ever given me. 
 
    “I love it, Teacup. You so pretty you take my breath away, baby.” 
 
    Awww! Shucks!  
 
    I closed my eyes as he tightened his arms around me. Goodness…he smelled so good. 
 
    “And you smell good too.” 
 
    I giggled because I’d just thought the same thing about him. When he unwrapped his arms from me and stepped back, I felt the loss instantly…However, the look in his eyes as he once again let them roam up my body was making me feel something else entirely. 
 
    “What’s the name of this style again? Hobo?” 
 
    I laughed before swatting his arm. “Boho, jerk!”  
 
    Chuckling, he pulled me into his arms again. “Naw, I’m just joking, shawty. You rocking the sh*t out of this look.” 
 
    Man, y’all, I was cheesing so hard my cheeks hurt. But by the time he stepped back again, I had my face in order. 
 
    “Thank you,” I told him as I turned to head towards the kitchen, however, I didn’t get far before he reached for my hand and followed me. And I’m telling you, I got such a rush at having this big powerful man following me like he just wasn’t ready to be away from me just yet. 
 
    “Sh*t, girl, you look too good to be going into work. You should play hooky with me so we can go shopping for this joint. Sleeping on the floor got my back hurting.” 
 
    I looked back at him and laughed, he was so full of crap. “I thought you said you didn’t want to go shopping. You said even the thought of it was giving you a headache.” 
 
    “That was before you walked out here looking like every nigga’s fantasy. I need to go with you to make sure nobody try to step to what’s mine.” 
 
    I wore a secret smile as I opened the box labeled herbs. He was jealous. This man who is a hood legend is jealous of other men looking at little old me. That should make me leery, but instead, it made me feel the exact opposite, it made me feel good, wanted, and yes…desired. 
 
    I pulled out my jar of chamomile flowers and after opening it, popped a few in my mouth. They worked their magic instantly against my tongue… As a matter of fact, I’m going to blame the zany way they made my mouth feel on the crazy and reckless words that came out of said mouth next. 
 
    “You know,” I told him as I chewed, “You’re only my boyfriend for the next six months…I don’t think that qualifies you to be running off any future candidates.”  
 
    “Future candidates?”  
 
    He looked away from me and chuckled, doing that thing with his hand where he brushed his nose as if wiping off dust. Now, I don’t know how many of y’all out there has ever been around a thug, but for you who have and understand their mannerisms, you know the move I’m talking about. It’s the gesture that lets you know they’re getting ready to do something drastic. 
 
    I didn’t have long to wait, he moved so suddenly he caught me entirely off guard. I squeaked when he suddenly lifted me plopping me down on the counter in front of him. The next thing I know he was spreading my legs with his big body as he came to stand directly in front of me…our faces were only inches apart. 
 
    I should be pushing him away. With my legs spread like this, it caused my dress to ride up my thighs exposing my burgundy panties. But instead of pushing him away, my heart was beating fast in excited fear. I knew I shouldn’t have said that to him, I don’t know why I baited him like that… Hitta didn’t really look like the type that could take a joke. 
 
    You know what, scratch that, I do know why…It was to see what he was going to do. 
 
    “Future candidates you say?” He muttered these words in a way that should have intimidated me. But it didn’t because I knew he wouldn’t hurt me. 
 
    With wide eyes, now clutching my jar of chamomile to my chest, I nodded. Oh my God! Who knew I had this reckless streak in me? I was getting such an adrenaline rush I was practically pulsating with it. 
 
    He took the jar out of my hands and set it on the counter before his intense gaze came back to mine. 
 
    “I’m gon’ let that sh*t slide ‘cause you don’t know yet.” His gaze fell to my lips and I’m telling y’all the energy that was flowing between the two of us was electric. 
 
    I licked my shivering lips. “Know what yet?” 
 
    He lifted his hand and gently rubbed my cheek. I wasn’t even aware of the fact that I was leaning into his touch. God, this man was spinning me in his web and I no longer knew if I wanted out or if I wanted to get wrapped in even deeper. 
 
    “You don’t know what kind of mutha f**** you dealing with.” 
 
    And then he was kissing me.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Hitta 
 
      
 
    Sh*t!  She tasted so f***ing good!  
 
    Those little flowers she was eating on was the smell I was telling y’all about last night, the smell that was coming out of her skin that made my headache go away. And now I was kissing her and she tasted like them too. 
 
    God, she tasted good! 
 
    I had to tell myself to go slow. I could tell she was a little afraid, but she was turned on as well. I could smell her arousal. And I’ll be damned if the two smells weren’t working together to bring out the beast in me.  
 
    I wanted to rip this outfit off her and taste her deeper. I wanted to feel her heat surrounding me. She moaned wrapping her arms and legs around me, surrendering to me and I deepened the kiss. 
 
    When she’d come down those stairs dressed to kill in this little burgundy demo with these f*** me boots on, I’d had to hug her so that she wouldn’t see the instant f***ing erection I got.  
 
    This girl was bad! For some reason, she dresses to play down her looks, but I saw her beauty the first time I laid eyes on her. I saw her through all that frumpy sh*t she likes to wear. I don’t know what made her decide to go ahead and flex on a brotha, but I’m sure as hell glad she did. 
 
    Future f***ing candidates…  
 
    This girl don’t know that I will crack a mutha f***a’s vertebrae if I ever catch them even f***ing looking at her with the thought that they were going to try and step to her like that. 
 
    She was f***ing mine! 
 
    Now and mutha f***en forever… 
 
    I let her tell herself that six-month sh*t because I knew that made her feel comfortable. But the truth was, now that I had my elusive Angel in my grasp, I wasn’t ever giving her up…No! Not mutha f***en ever! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Angel 
 
      
 
    When his hungry mouth latched on to my neck, I gasped as a pleasurable spasm shot from that spot to settle in my center that was pulsating with need. He held my waist in his big hands, moving it in a way that caused my soft heat to rub against his length. And it was driving me wild. 
 
    The fact that I’d somehow cracked his cool exterior to release a hungry beast was also working me over. It’s like I knew he could be rougher with me; he was so big that he could easily rip me in two.  
 
    Yet… he was being so tender. How could something so big be so gentle? 
 
    His hand rose from my hip to settle on the spot just under my breasts and if it was at all possible, my heartbeat increased with my excitement. I couldn’t believe this, but I wanted him to touch me so badly…I wanted to see if it would feel different than when Stan had roughly grabbed me there. 
 
    I looked down at his hand, his gaze followed. When our eyes met again mine was full of need. 
 
    “What do you want, Angel?” 
 
    I opened my mouth to tell him, but then closed it. Could I possibly tell him what I wanted? 
 
    He leaned in and kissed my lips again. Like before, it was a hungry kiss. 
 
    "Tell me, baby, tell me what you want,” he whispered against my lips. 
 
    “I want you to touch me.” 
 
    He closed his eyes and groaned. “Where?” 
 
    “My breasts…” My words were barely over a whisper, I couldn’t believe I was being so bold. 
 
    “How would you like me to touch it?” 
 
    I looked up at him confused. Was there more than one way to touch a breast? “Is there more than one way?” 
 
    He grinned as he went down to one knee in front of me, bringing his face eye level with my breasts. 
 
    “Sure there is, Teacup.” 
 
     In no rush at all, he lifted his finger and gently ran it over my nipple. I inhaled sharply at the sensation such a light touch caused. 
 
    “I can touch you with the tip of my finger.” He did it again and again… 
 
    Each time he did it, it felt like he was striking a spark in me… However, what he did next caused me to gasp. He gently palmed my whole breast in his hand. 
 
    “Or I can use my whole hand to touch it…weigh it, marvel at how soft it is.” 
 
    I was clutching the counter on both sides of me so hard my knuckles were turning white. He was moving my breast in his hand in a way that caused my bra covered flesh to spill out of the deep V of my dress. 
 
    “But the way that I want to touch it most is with my mouth.” 
 
    My eyes widened as my breath became so heavy, I was almost panting. I licked my lips. 
 
     “Yo--your mouth?” 
 
    “Mmmmhhhhmmm.” He nodded as he used the tip of his finger and slowly moved the cloth of my bra to the side until my nipple popped out.  
 
    When it did, I held my breath. No man has ever seen my breasts, not even Stan. Of course, he's tried, but I’ve always managed to fight him off before he got to that point. 
 
    “You’re so beautiful, Angel…You make me so hungry.” He whispered as his head got closer to my flesh. 
 
    When his hot mouth closed on the sensitive tip of breast my head fell back to rest against the cabinet as he feasted on me. My eyes drifted closed as strange unrecognizable sounds of pleasure came from between my lips. I didn’t recognize the hands that reached up and grasped his head holding it to me as he fed on me. 
 
    At some point, he bared my other breast and feasted on that one too. When his hand lowered to my heat, I didn’t have it in me to stop him. It felt like my body was on fire and only he could put out the flames. 
 
    He used his hands and mouth to work me over up there on that counter. At some point, I was begging him for something, but I didn’t know what… 
 
    And then it hit me… 
 
    Like an explosion, my world shattered. I cried out his name as a feeling like I’d never felt before washed over me, consuming me, making my body feel drawn so tightly it was numb in places. He came to his feet holding me close, kissing me softly as I gently floated back to earth. And I clung to him, needing him just like in the dream…at that moment, he felt like my anchor, just like he had in my dream. 
 
    “I need you, Angel.”  
 
    The pain in his whispered plea was very real, I put my hand on his chest, getting ready to give him whatever he needed, but my phone picked that moment to ring on the counter next to me. I would have ignored it, but it was Jessie’s ring tone. 
 
    I picked up the phone. “I’m sorry, Hitta, I have to get this…it’s my niece.” 
 
    The muscle ticked in his strong jaw, but he nodded and helped me down off the counter. 
 
    “Hey, baby,” I said into the receiver praying my voice was not still heavy with passion. I watched as Hitta took several steps away from me while grabbing his erection. I grinned because it looked like he was trying to tame it…or rather get it to behave. 
 
    “Where was you at? I was trying to call you at the shop.”  
 
    I looked at the time on my phone, 12:30, she should still be in school. “Why aren’t you in school?” 
 
    “My mama didn’t never come home last night.” I rolled my eyes.  
 
    Unfortunately, this news did not surprise me. Trina was legendary at pulling disappearing acts. 
 
    “Who’s there with you?” 
 
    “Peaches…” 
 
    I rolled my eyes again. Peaches was Trina’s little sister. Although she wasn’t on hard drugs like Trina, she was well on her way. Every time I saw her, she was high on weed or drunk out of her mind. Plus, she had a horrible reputation with the fellas, her bedroom door was a revolving one and everybody knew it. 
 
    “Did you eat today?” 
 
    “Nah uh…and I’m hungry.” 
 
    This sh*t really pissed me off! “Put Peaches on the phone!” 
 
    “Okay, hold on…” I could hear her beads bouncing around as she ran to take the phone to Peaches… 
 
    “Peaches…My Tee-Tee want to talk to you!” she yelled, banging on a door.  
 
    It’s a damn shame, Peaches was her auntie too, but she didn’t even see her that way. The phone was snatched from my baby. 
 
    “Angel, don’t start this sh*t! Like I have told you a hundred times, this is not my kid! I got sh*t to do! And this lil mutha f***a finna be left here ‘cause Trina dumb a** should have been back by now. That b**** told me she was going to the sto’ yesterday! The ho’ never came back! Like I said, this is not my mutha f***en child!”  
 
    Then she threw the phone on the ground, I had to take the receiver away from my ear when she did it. 
 
    “Tee-Tee…” Jessie said picking up the phone. 
 
    “Where did Peaches go?” I asked angry enough to shoot somebody. 
 
    How in the world could she sit her trifling butt up there and not feed a six-year-old child? Over the years, I have had to beg and even pay her to feed Jessie when Trina was too high to do it or was just not there. I have also had to beg and pay her to take Jessie to school as well. 
 
    “She went back in her room with her boyfriend.” 
 
    Boyfriend my a**! 
 
    “Okay baby, what exactly do you have in your fridge—” 
 
    “F*** it…Let’s go and scoop her up. We’ll take her to get something to eat. She can help us shop for furniture,” Hitta said grabbing his keys off the counter. 
 
    “Really?!” I asked him, breathing a sigh of relief. 
 
     I was just thinking about the bus and train ride to the southside and how I was going to do it to feed my baby but wasn't looking forward to the long trip.  
 
    He pulled me to him with one arm and leaned down and kissed my lips. When he lifted his head, the look in his eyes made me feel that everything was going to be okay.  
 
    “Yeah, Teacup. Tell lil mama we on our way to scoop her up.” 
 
    “Jessie…do Tee-Tee a favor and get dressed. Make sure you have your hat, scarf, and gloves. I’m on my way to get you.” 
 
    I had to take the phone away from my ear when she screamed, YESSSSS!!! 
 
      
 
   
 
  


 Chapter 7 
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    Allow Me to Introduce Myself… 
 
      
 
    I’m a Kind Person, I’m Kind to Everyone, but if You Are Unkind to Me, Then Kindness is Not What You’ll Remember Me For… 
 
    --Al Capone 
 
      
 
      
 
    Angel 
 
      
 
    Jessie must have been watching for us because as soon as the truck came to a stop outside of her apartment, she came bustling through the door.  
 
    I smiled. My baby was so precious; I don’t know why her parents couldn’t see that. The little hat that I bought her sat lopsided on her head. It looked as if she’d tried to tie the matching scarf the way that I’d shown her but had only managed to tie it in a knot. She wore one glove and was trying to shove her hand in the second one as she hurried to the truck as if she feared we were going to leave her. 
 
    On her back was her overnight bag that I knew was horribly lacking. Every time she came to my house, I had to buy her new underwear and clothing items. I don’t know what Trina was doing with all the stuff that I got her.  
 
    Two weeks ago, I’d gotten her new gym shoes, but I have yet to see them again. When I asked Jessie where they were, she said her mama put them up somewhere but now she thinks they’re lost. Peaches told me Trina was selling the stuff for dope, but I refused to believe that. Even Trina wouldn’t stoop that low. 
 
    Before Hitta could get the truck in park, my wild child had reached my door and was climbing up it. He made a surprised sound in his throat that made me giggle as I pushed the button to lower the window. 
 
    That was Jessie for you. She was my little tomboy. There wasn’t a tree she couldn’t climb or a fight she felt that she could walk away from. She was only six years old and I’d already been up to her school seven times because she’d beaten up one of the children for making fun of the way Trina sent her to school looking. The only reason the school had not suspended her any of the times is because each time had been a case of one of the other kids trying to bully Jess… 
 
    Big mistake…My little wild child doesn’t take kindly to bullies. That’s one of the things I love about her. She is fearless.  
 
    “Jessie, get down so—” 
 
    “Man, this a nice car!” she cried interrupting me. “This yo’ car, Mr.?” 
 
    Hitta chuckled as he killed the engine. “Yep…” 
 
    I tried to tell her to get down again because it wasn’t safe, this truck sat way up in the air, but I never got a chance. 
 
    “Hey, Tee-Tee!” she yelled in true Jessie fashion, just now remembering that she hadn’t even spoken to me. 
 
    “Hey, baby…”  
 
    Leaning on her arms she hiked herself up even higher so that she could kiss my cheek, no doubt she was using her little feet to literally climb up the door. 
 
    “Damn!” Hitta hissed from beside me, clearly impressed with Jessie’s strength. I shook my head. He would be impressed with her uncivilized behavior, something I have been trying to work on with this child. 
 
    “Jessie, get down so that I can open my door.” 
 
    “Okay…but I got to tell you something real quick.” 
 
    I already knew what she had to say. The fact that she came to the passenger door rather than trying to get in the back meant her mom was home and had sent her out here to ask me for money, which is why I had Hitta take me to the bank before we came.  
 
    “My mama said she need two-hundred and fifty dollas fo’ the phone bill, two hundred dollas fo’ the lights and a hundred dollas fo’ some food.” 
 
    I felt my face heating up in embarrassment. I really wish Trina wouldn't have sent her out here to ask me for money in front of Hitta.  
 
    “Dang it, Jessie, that’s five hundred and fifty dollars," I muttered to her, trying to talk low enough so that Hitta couldn’t hear me. 
 
    Jessie nodded before her excited gaze went back to Hitta. She didn’t understand the value of money. She didn’t know five-hundred and fifty dollars from fifty cents. She had no idea how outrageous her mama’s request was. 
 
    “I remember you,” she cried pointing to Hitta. I didn’t even know how she was holding herself up on the truck with just one hand. The girl was strong. 
 
    “You the man that gave me them tickets at the carnival.” 
 
    Hitta chuckled again before he nodded. “I am.” 
 
    I turned to look at him just to see what he thought about all that was going on and exhaled when I saw that he was relaxed back in his seat looking fondly at my little wild child, which meant he was not upset that she was climbing his truck like a freaking monkey. 
 
    I quickly took the five hundred I’d gotten from the bank out of my purse and handed it to her.  
 
    “Tell your mother I only have five-hundred. I’ll bring the other fifty when I drop you back off Sunday.”  
 
    Jessie nodded and then I kid y’all not, she turned, still holding on to the truck with one hand, used her feet to shove off the door and leap to the ground, where she quickly ran to the door. Hitta sat up in his seat to watch her go. 
 
    “Damn, we need to get her in the gym.” 
 
    I chuckled as I sat back in my seat. “Please don’t encourage her barbaric behavior. I’ve been trying to teach her to be more ladylike.” 
 
    He grunted. “To hell with that…that kid’s got natural talent. No need to wash it away with all that ladylike trash.” 
 
    With my mouth opened in shock, I turned to face him in my seat. “What do you mean ladylike trash? I’m ladylike.” 
 
    What the world?  That didn’t even make sense to me. 
 
    He chuckled as he took my hand and brought it to his lips where he gently kissed the back of it, instantly causing my inside to come alive, remembering the way he’d made my world shatter earlier. 
 
    “And baby, that ladylike sh*t looks good on you, but it ain’t for everybody. Jessie got a different kind of energy that can only be worked out with physical activity. Trust me, I know the look well.” 
 
    I exhaled, maybe he was right. She loved to run, climb, jump, climb, fight, climb…oh and did I mention climb? 
 
    “So…why do you give her mom money?” 
 
    Dang it! I’d hoped he would have done the gentlemanly thing and ignored that, but I should have known not to expect the gentlemanly thing from him. 
 
    I sat back in my seat. “Some time Trina need help with her bills. My brother is not able to do it all the time, so I step in and help out when I can.” 
 
    That was the understatement of the year. My brother doesn’t do it any of the time and neither does Trina. I do it so that Jessie will always have a phone to call me, lights to see, and food to eat. If I didn’t, my baby would be in a really bad spot. I know what it’s like to not have these things and I didn’t want Jessie to have to go through that. 
 
    Blessedly, Hitta let it drop. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hitta 
 
      
 
    Let it drop my a**! I know a con when I see one. Baby girl just told Angel this morning that she was hungry, which meant her mammy wasn’t using the money to buy food. And I doubt real seriously her f***ing phone bill is two-hundred and fifty f***ing dollars. 
 
    This b**** been running one on Angel. I wanted to ask how long it’s been going on, but I can already guess it’s been a while because she knew just how much to take out the bank.  
 
    Angel couldn’t afford this sh*t! This is why her f***ing rent on her store and her apartment was late. This is why the f*** she had to steal money from me…because she had a group of vampires that had attached themselves to her and was draining her for all she was f***ing worth. 
 
    Lucky for her, I was in the vampire disposal business. Everybody doesn't have the heart to do what I do. I can assist a mutha f***a to their final rest without blinking an eye or losing a wink of sleep. In fact, I slept better knowing I’ve rid the world of another parasite, especially when one of them mutha f***as has attached themselves to one of mine.  
 
    I waited till baby girl came running out the building and got out to help her in. 
 
    “Go ahead and put your seatbelt on for me," I told her before walking to Angel's window. "I’ll be right back. I know somebody that’s looking for a secretary. I’m going to see if baby girl’s mom is interested in the position.”  
 
    The fact that I was lying to Angel to spare her feelings was foreign to me. I never did that. I said what needed to be said and I could give a f*** whose feelings got hurt, but the thing is… 
 
    She had a purity about her that I didn’t want to dirty up with my reality. I could see in her face that she actually thought this trick was taking the money she was giving her and spending it on her child. She actually thought she was helping rather than hindering. Angel was one of those Care Bear kind of people that needed to help folks in order to feel whole. 
 
    I found myself not wanting to destroy that in her. I didn’t want to dirty up the way she saw the world with reality. The reality was that she was feeding money to a mutha f***en lazy a** crackhead, who had no problem taking advantage of Angel’s kindness. 
 
    Me on the other hand…  
 
    Well, I am the kind of mutha f***a that needed to extinguish. And I know that sounds cold, but it’s the truth…I feel the most alive when I’m between a thick pair of thighs or when I’m beating a mutha f***a down in the ring.  
 
    It is what it is… 
 
    She grabbed my hand. “That is perfect! I’m sure Trina would love the job…but—” Her beautiful eyes glanced toward the backseat before she leaned closer to me. 
 
    “Be careful,” she whispered so that baby girl couldn’t hear, “Trina is a bit rough around the edges…and I don’t want her to take advantage of your kindness.” 
 
    I smiled at her naiveté. Bless her little heart. She thought she had to warn me about Trina instead of the other way around. You see what I mean? 
 
    She saw the world through a loving lens that I will protect at all costs. There weren’t many people left on earth like her and I don’t know why she’s fallen into my hands of all people, but I know that it was now my job to protect her. I knew that sh*t like I knew how to knock a mutha f***a on his a**. 
 
    “What floor does she stay on, sweetheart?” 
 
    “The second,” she answered, but she still wore that worried look. “You’ll be careful, right?” 
 
     “Sure, Teacup, I’ll be careful…” I assured her, doing my best to keep my expression even.  
 
    However, by the time I turned to face the building, my smile was gone…and the rage I felt at this moment had settled on my face.  
 
    No way in hell somebody like her should have to deal with the jackals…That’s what God put me here to do. Angel didn’t belong in this world. This was an evil place…a place too filthy for Angels. But now that she had me, I would do whatever it takes to make sure she keeps her wings…even if that meant burying every mutha f***a that had it in their hearts to hurt her. 
 
    In baby girl’s excitement, she’d left her front door ajar. When I opened it to walk in, I was hit with a foul smell. The apartment was filthy. Stepping over old food containers and dirty clothes, I made my way down the hallway. The first bedroom I came to I was amazed to see the door wide open and some bustdown was on her knees giving a nigga brain right in the f***ing open. 
 
    Baby girl had just left, had she seen this sh*t? 
 
    Because neither of them noticed me standing there, I took the time to take in the room. Whereas the rest of the apartment was trashed, this room was surprisingly very clean. There was even a lingering scent of Pine-Sol in the air as if the floors had not too long ago been mopped. 
 
    The man’s eyes fluttered open. When he saw me standing there frowning down at him, he nearly jumped out of his skin. 
 
    “Oh sh*t! That’s a big mutha f***a!” he squeaked like a f***ing female. 
 
    The bustdown jumped to her feet wiping her mouth as her eyes took me in. Her greedy gaze went from my shoes to my watch, my chest, and then finally settled on my face with an inviting smile. She wasn’t a bad looking girl, just looked like she was doing some hard living.  
 
    “Do I know you?” she asked as she strutted my way, licking her nasty lips.  
 
    I lifted an eyebrow. “You Trina?”  
 
    “For you baby, I can be…” 
 
    The poor buster on the couch held up his hands… “Peaches?! What the f***?! You can’t blow us both at the same time.”  
 
    I shook my head…This sh*t was pathetic.  
 
    She turned and rolled her eyes at him before turning back to me her smile back in place, but I was already headed the other way. I’d heard enough…She wasn’t Trina. 
 
    My steps slowed in front of a closed door that had to be the one I was looking for. I could hear voices coming from the other side. 
 
    “Damn, she just give you cash like that?” 
 
    A female laughed. “Yep, her goofy a** drop that dough every week. She think she be feeding that lil mutha f***a. I told you, Jessie a** a goldmine. I ain’t got to do sh*t but call Angel and tell her Jessie need this or Jessie need that…and her dumb a**get on the bus and come running every time. Sh*t, she even clean my damn house when she drop her off on Sundays!” 
 
    I balled up my fist and hit the door so hard that mutha f***a flew off the hinges. “All that sh*t done with!” I growled, squeezing my fists tighter so that I didn’t knock the b**** out. 
 
     An older more broke down version of Peaches and an even more broke down nigga was laid out on the bed with a base kit between them. She jumped up but wisely didn't take a step toward me. She was smart because although I’ve never hit a woman, I would not see a problem in choking the sh*t out of this one. 
 
    “What the f*** is wrong with you, knocking down my mutha f***en door like that?!” She yelled pointing her crusty a** finger at me. 
 
    I looked around this room, not only was it filthy, it stank so badly it caused the frown to grow on my face. 
 
    “How the f*** you living like this with a six-year-old kid?"  
 
    “That ain’t none of yo’ mutha f***en business! You need to get the f*** out—” The guy grabbed her arm as his eyes widened in recognition. 
 
     “Yo, you Hard Hitta!” 
 
    “I know who the f*** I am, nigga,” I growled at him, begging him to give me an excuse to knock him on his a**. I won’t hit a woman, but I will mop the floor with this mutha f***a. 
 
    He held up his hands. “Naw, man, I don't want no trouble with you." He chuckled, "I ain’t got a death wish. Plus, you my favorite boxer of all time. I won three hundred dollars on that fight between you and Panko. I bet that you would knock his a** out within the first twenty seconds of the first round. And that just what you di--”   
 
    “Shut yo’ ho’ a** up!” Trina snapped, glaring down at him before her gaze came back to mine. “I don’t give a f*** who he is—”  
 
    I frowned. Her voice was giving me a headache. “Shut that b**** up.” 
 
    My mans didn’t hesitate. “Yeah…Shut up, b****!” And for good measure, he grabbed her arm and yanked her down on the bed next to him. 
 
    She went ham on him, screeching and swinging like crazy, but he muffed her up and kept her a** occupied as I headed for the purse I spotted on the dresser. I couldn’t help but chuckle at the sight they made fighting each other on the bed. 
 
    F***ing crackheads… 
 
    I was relieved to see that Angel’s money was right on top, who knows what all the hell could be found in this purse? I grabbed it out and counted it, all five hundred were there.  
 
    “Put my money down—” she began, but that pissed me the f*** off.  
 
    I whipped around. “This ain’t yo f***ing money, ho’! Yo’ days of leeching off Angel over.” 
 
    She snatched away from ol’ boy and came back to her feet. “And who the f*** are you? You must be trying to squeeze yo’ way through that b**** stiff a** thighs. Good luck with that, she ain’t f***ing. The b**** probably gay!”  
 
    She was on a roll now. She was so mad that I had this money in my hand that I think she might try and take it away from me. I wish she would come within my grasp so I could snap her f***ing neck. 
 
    “I got news for you,” she continued as spittle formed around her mouth, “If anything happen to Jessie, yo’ ho’ gon’ be broke the f*** up and good luck getting close to her then. So, I suggest you leave my money where you found it.” 
 
    I clenched down on my teeth. “Is that a threat?” 
 
    Standing there I realized that like Angel, I viewed baby girl as one of my own. And if this b**** was standing here threatening to hurt her, her f***ing breaths were numbered. 
 
    “Nigga, that is a mutha f***ing promise! You got me f***ed up! I’ll rob yo’ b****! I’m gon’ get mine one way or the other…even if I got to put that lil ho’ Jessie on the stroll. You should have asked somebody about me…Trina gon’ get hers!” 
 
    One of the things I’ve learned over my lifespan is that there are some people in this world that are cancers. They’re evil and rotten down to the core and everybody that they touch, they start to slowly kill. You can’t reason with a cancer; you can’t ask it to kindly go away… 
 
    Naw… 
 
    You see a cancer has to be physically removed…It’s the only way. 
 
    Angel had been saving baby girl by paying this trick. Trina wasn’t lying, she would do whatever it is she needed to do to get her fix, including selling Jessie to the highest bidder. So, like any cancer, she needed to be removed. 
 
    I slowly approached her, wisely, she retreated and slid back across the bed with ol’ boy. 
 
    I lifted one side of my mouth in a grin. “Naw, shorty…you should have asked somebody about me.” 
 
    She put her hand on her skinny a** hip. “Is that a threat?!”  
 
    I shook my head. “Naw…that’s a mutha f***en promise.” And then I turned, stepped over the busted door and left out of the stinking a** room. 
 
    “B****, you dumb! Do you know who and the f*** that is?” I heard ol’ boy say as I exited the apartment. 
 
     I took my phone out of my pocket and pressed nine. 
 
    “Aye, boss?” Maddox answered with his heavy Scottish accent. 
 
    Let me pause for a moment and tell y’all a little bit about Maddox. The night I won the WBC title, I’d been approached by this janky a** promoter who tried to pay me to throw the fight. I sent his a** packing out of that training room with a busted eye and a fat lip. 
 
    Not only did I not throw the fight that night, I became the holder of my first belt. Needless to say, that pissed a few people off, who lost a lot of money. After celebrating my victory at Exquisite, I and some random chick went back to my place to find Maddox there waiting for me. 
 
    When I turned on the light, he was sitting on my couch with his feet propped up on the table. I don't go anywhere without heat. I had my Ruger pulled and aimed at his head before he could even blink. He'd held up his hands and told me he'd not come to kill me. 
 
    “What the hell did you come for?” I growled, trying to sober up. I’d drank way too much and was now seeing two of the mutha f***as. 
 
    He chuckled. “Well technically, I did come to kill you, but I’ve decided not to.”  
 
    Right off I could tell that he wasn’t from around these parts, but at the time, I was too drunk to peg the accent.  
 
    “Yeah and I’m sure the barrel of my Ruger didn’t help you come to that decision.” 
 
    “Actually, the barrel of your Ruger did not help me come to that decision, especially when the barrel of my brother’s Desert Eagle is pointed at your head even as we speak, since we’ve gotten into the gun naming business.” 
 
    Right then, a shadow moved from my right, I turned my head and I'd be damn if there really weren't two of them. They were identical, so much so they could be the same man. They even dressed in similar suits. The only separation being was that the suit of the brother on the couch was a bluish grey and the suit of the brother pointing the gun at me was just grey. 
 
    “Allow me to introduce you to my twin brother, Lannox. Due to the actions of a very evil man that is no longer with us, Lan cannot talk.”  
 
    As he said that, a scar going across Lannox’s neck drew my attention. Someone had slit his throat. 
 
    “But he and I complement each other quite well. Where he is weak, I am strong and where I am weak, he is strong,” Maddox continued. 
 
    As he spoke, his accent got thicker. I returned my gun to its back holster.  
 
    “I’m listening.” What other choice did I have…?  
 
    “While your female companion is quite comely, I’m going to ask if she wouldn’t mind coming back later. The information that I have to share with you is of a sensitive nature. You understand, right?” 
 
    As I gestured for said female to leave, I frowned at the guy on the couch. I don’t know if it was because I was drunk off my a** or what, but hearing a black man speak the way that he did was tripping me the f*** out. 
 
    When she was gone, I sat down in a chair where I could keep an eye on both of the brothers. By that point, our mute friend, Lan had put his gun away and was just standing there watching me as closely as I was watching him. 
 
    “Who the f*** sent you here to kill me?” That was the first thing I wanted to know. 
 
    I wasn’t surprised when he told me that it was the promoter who had come to see me earlier that day. 
 
    “Apparently, you lost our old boss and a few of his friends a lot of money and they weren’t happy with that.” 
 
    My frown grew at his words. “Why old boss?” 
 
    “Tell me…Do you believe in the supernatural, Mr. Taylor?” 
 
    I shrugged. At that point, my life had been so f***ed up… why the hell not? 
 
    “When we were two years old, our mum left us on the porch of the local rectory. They brought us in and took care of us for the next five years, but then kicked us out because the priest said that Lannox was possessed by the devil.” 
 
    My gaze went to Lannox, he smiled at me and I’m not going to lie, the smile was a little creepy. There was something about his eyes…it’s like they could see more than what eyes should be able to see. 
 
    “Father Eugene would hide food from us for punishment, but Lan would always know where to find it…no matter where he hid it.” 
 
    As Maddox divulged this information to me, he watched me closely to see how I was taking it all in. If he was trying to shock me, he was sh*t out of luck. Growing up in the gutter created calluses over the shock effect. 
 
    “You see, Mr. Taylor, there is a voice inside of Lan’s head that tells him things. Always has…Sometimes I can hear it too, but only because Lan and I share a special connection…well with being twins and all.” 
 
    I nodded…I had heard of that, twins hearing each other’s thoughts and whatnot.  
 
    “After the horrifically tragic death of Father Eugene, they kicked us out, and we became street urchins at the wee age of seven. A few years ago, the voice in Lan’s head guided us here to America, where we’ve been ever since.” 
 
    “Where y’all from originally?” 
 
    He chuckled. “As to our origins, like yirself, we dinnae know. Our best guess would be somewhere in northeast Africa. But as far as where we were born…Scotland.” 
 
    I nodded…that made sense. It would explain their fondness for the European cut suits and the accent. In a way, Maddox had reminded me of Rome that evening, except whereas Rome didn’t look as smart as he was…Maddox did. 
 
    “Alright, so, why have you decided not to kill me.” 
 
    “Well, because Lan here says that working for you is our destiny.” 
 
    One of my eyebrows lifted. “Excuse me?” 
 
    He chuckled. “The voice told Lan not to kill you because you are our master, we are to serve and obey you…as well as guard your back.” 
 
    What-thee-hell? 
 
    I rubbed my hand down my face. This is why I didn’t like getting drunk. It was always when I was drunk that wild sh*t like this happened. This man was talking about masters and serving and sh*t… What the hell… 
 
    “Look bo… I appreciate you not killing me and all, but that other sh*t you talking is f***ing nuts.” 
 
    “I assure you, my words are anything but. If the voice in Lan’s head said it is so…then it is so.” 
 
    "Okay, …let's just say I'm buying this sh*t. What the f*** do you and your brother do? Why the f*** would I need you to come and work for me?” 
 
    He smiled and for the first time, he came across as a little creepy too. “My brother and I are killers.” 
 
    “What?! And why the f*** would I need killers working for me?” 
 
    He didn’t speak at first. His gaze went to his brother and he just stared at him, every now and again nodding his head. 
 
    What the f***! At that point, they had started creepy me out really good. 
 
    “Lan says your destiny is still unknown to you. And that one day, you will need us to guard your back. We are very good at our jobs, Mr. Hitta…Lan and I were born to do this." 
 
    “Yeah…and why should I trust you?” 
 
    “What can we do to prove our loyalty to you…boss?” 
 
    “Ghost the mutha f***as that sent you here to kill me.” 
 
    The next day, eight of the most powerful men in the boxing world were found with their throats slit in their beds…and Maddox and his twin brother, Lannox officially became members of my team.  
 
    That was ten years ago. 
 
    In that time, a few things have changed. The twins, which is what we called them around the gym, had been in the hood long enough to have changed the way they dressed. They no longer favor European cut suits and now wore American cut. And Maddox’s prominent Scottish accent was now mixed with a healthy bit of hood slang.  
 
    However, a few things have not changed, their loyalty to me, the voice inside of Lannox’s head, and their almost supernatural ability to make bodies disappear and become Jane and John Does. 
 
    “I just met a Jane Doe…” I told him as I headed for my truck.  
 
    Angel and Jessie both studied me as I approached to try and gage from my expression how my talk went with Trina. I smiled at them and Angel visibly relaxed. 
 
    “First name Trina, I don’t know the last name…but I will send you an address.” 
 
    “How soon?” 
 
    “Before Sunday.” 
 
    “Consider it don.”  
 
    I hung up the phone and slide it into my pocket as I opened the door and got in. 
 
    "How did it go?" Angel asked a look of apprehension in her beautiful eyes. 
 
    Damn, I hated to see that sh*t. Somebody with a heart like hers should never have to look that way. I put my hand behind her neck and pulled her to me for a kiss just because I needed to taste her again. And just like I figured, she’d been nibbling on those little flowers and her taste gave me instant relief. 
 
    “Ohhhh! Y’all kissing…” Jessie said propping her little face on the seat between us, bringing our kiss to an end. Both of us looked back at her and chuckled. 
 
    “Sit back and put your seatbelt on, lil mama," I told her, taking in the both of them. They were now mine… mine to take care of and protect. 
 
    My gaze went back to Angel…she was still waiting on an answer to her question. 
 
    “It went really good…” I handed her money back, and her startled eyes came up to mine. I shrugged nonchalantly. “Trina was so siked about the job, she told me to give that back to you, said she won’t be needing it now.” 
 
     
 
     
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  


 Chapter 8 
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    The Art of Seduction 
 
      
 
    The Smell of Her Hair, the Taste of Her Mouth, the feeling of Her Skin, Seemed to Have Got Inside Him, or into the Air All Around Him, She Had Become A Physical Necessity… 
 
    --George Orwell  
 
      
 
      
 
    Angel 
 
      
 
    I clutched the sink as my shaking knees threatened to give out on me. Staring in the bathroom mirror, a brand-new woman looked back at me.  
 
    An awakened woman looked back at me… 
 
    Oh my God! Nobody ever told me it would be this way…  
 
    My flesh was still tender from his mouth and beard. I could still feel his strong hands on my body… 
 
    Still feel his hardness stretching me… 
 
    Still hear the sound of his deep voice when he whispered that I was a big girl and that I could take all of him… 
 
    Oh God! 
 
    What had Hitta done to me? I will never be the same… NEVER! 
 
    I turned the cold water on with shaking fingers and drenched my towel before wringing it out. As I lifted it and laid the cool cloth against my overheated skin, I realized that my whole body was still pulsating from his touch. 
 
    What we’d just done was not supposed to have happened…At least not yet. 
 
    Okay, so… 
 
    Do you guys remember when I said that I will last this whole six months without sleeping with Hitta because he was a brute and he wasn’t my type and all that other nonsense I was spewing? 
 
     Well, let me tell you something…  
 
    There is a thin line between intention and reality. But for the record, nobody ever prepared me for this kind of man. Through my limited experience with the male species, I thought I had it all figured out. My brother, although I loved him dearly, has of late come across as kind of weak to me. For the last six years, he’s depended on me to either find a way or make a way.  
 
    And I know that modern day society teaches me that that’s a good thing. The fact is, it comes across as weak and if I’m being honest with myself, it’s hard to respect that.  
 
    And then there is Stan… 
 
    He needed to prey on a small child in order to feel like a man… and yeah, to me, that is weakness. So, technically, I’ve only been around weak men. 
 
    How was I to know that all men were not made that way and that there were some men out here who were… 
 
    Heck… 
 
    Manly?! 
 
    And how was I supposed to know the effects a manly man can have on a woman’s libido? 
 
    How was I supposed to know the way a manly man can make a woman’s body sing? He’s this strong, fierce being that is capable of crushing, destroying, pulverizing, yet… 
 
    When he touches me, he’s so gentle at times and aggressive at other times, creating a pleasurable orchestra and my whole body is his instruments… My lips, neck, breasts…  
 
     Mmmmmmm…my center. 
 
     And somehow, he managed to strum my instruments until he caused a little death to occur inside of me, only to then revive and re-stimulate to make me feel so… alive! 
 
     Now don’t get me wrong, there is a part of me that knows Hitta is dangerous and a killer…because yeah, the streets talk. But there is a part of me that doesn’t want to believe that because yeah, he can make my body sang! 
 
     Closing my eyes, I rubbed my hand up my neck as I remembered the feel of him holding my body close as he drove in and out of me…I begged him to stop and to keep going. I told him I felt like I was falling, only to cling to him and continue to ride the wave… 
 
    Oh God! I was lost… 
 
                   I had seen a little bit of what he was capable of on the kitchen counter this morning, but it was only the tip of the iceberg of this man’s ability to seduce. And let me tell you something else, I just learned a very important lesson…A brute in the bedroom was a very dangerous thing. 
 
    And now that I am looking back, I can see how he was never worried that I would be able to resist him. He knew that I’d judged him to be a brute and would not be expecting him to turn out to be a dirty talking, sensual touching, master of seduction. 
 
    Yeah…I hear what y’all thinking; dirty talking, sensual touching, Master of Seduction? Really…Angel? The man is a brute, he can’t just turn that crap off and turn on Don Juan. 
 
    And I’m here to tell you….Yeeeesssss, he can! And he did… 
 
    It was because I’d prejudged him that I was completely unprepared for his seduction. Not only did he flawlessly take my virginity tonight…somehow, he’d managed to get me to beg him to do it.  
 
    Go ahead, shake your heads at me. I know I’d said I would hold out for six months only for my wanton self to turn right back around and give in the next day. 
 
    THE NEXT DAY!!!! 
 
    I should be ashamed of myself. I really should, but ya’ll… 
 
     I just wasn’t… 
 
    In fact, I felt the exact opposite, I felt…free. Hitta’s lovemaking freed me from a prison I’d been in for years. A prison where I’d feared an act so beautiful because I’d been touched by a monster. A prison where I could only imagine what was possible but never consider experiencing it for myself. 
 
    Not anymore! Hitta’s lovemaking was… 
 
    Well… it was good. 
 
    I mean….Reeeaaallly good! 
 
    Calm down, y’all…calm down. I’m not going to leave y’all in the dark. Of course, I’m going to tell you how it all went down…Just let me try and bring my body temperature back to normal with this here cool towel. 
 
    My goodness, that man unraveled me tonight. Apparently, the right brotha can bring the sex kitten out of the most uptight shrew. Just thinking about what we’d just done caused a shiver that took my breath to shoot through my body… 
 
    My goodness… 
 
    You see, his seduction didn’t begin in the bedroom. It started this morning on the counter and continued throughout the day… 
 
    He was so very clever…so very clever indeed. Alright, y’all, let me tell ya’ll how he trampled down my metal walls.  
 
    True to his word, he asked Jessie what she had a taste for. Of course, she wanted pizza, which is her favorite thing in the whole world to eat. He took us to this really nice Italian restaurant downtown. The owner came out to personally take our order because Hitta was his favorite boxer. 
 
     In fact, several customers approached us and asked for his autograph and if they could take a picture with him. I would soon find out that this was a norm for him because he was a big deal in Chicago. 
 
    Anyway, after all the fan fair had died down, Jessie wanted to know if she could have a cannoli. 
 
    “No Jess, you haven’t even eaten yet. Maybe after you eat a few slices of pizza,” I told her.  
 
    Now, do you guys remember me telling you that Jessie sometimes has a tendency to act out? Well, she was getting herself prepped for a monster performance. 
 
    “Why, Tee-Tee? I’m gon’ still eat my pizza!” she whined. 
 
    Because I knew the signs and didn’t want to be embarrassed in front of Hitta and the rest of the people that ate in that really nice establishment, I exhaled preparing myself to just give her what she wanted. Some battles just weren’t worth fighting. 
 
    But before I could tell her yes, Hitta’s deep voice cut across the table. 
 
    “Hey!”  
 
    Both Jessie’s and my gaze flew to his. He snapped out that word like a drill sergeant.  
 
    “What did your tee-tee say?” 
 
    Her little eyes rounded in awareness as her hissy fit face evaporated like morning dew when touched by the sun. 
 
    “Answer me, Jessica.”  
 
    “She said to get a cannoli after I eat my pizza.” 
 
    He nodded. “So, when are you gon to get the cannoli?” 
 
    Her eyes still rounded in awareness, she swallowed. “After I eat my pizza?” 
 
    He smiled. “Good girl…” 
 
    And amazingly she returned his smile before she settled right on down and began to color the picture the chef had given her. 
 
    My stunned gaze rose to his… with the grin still on his handsome face, he winked at me… 
 
    Well… 
 
    Well… 
 
    I began to fan myself with my menu…I’ll be doggone if that wasn’t hot as heck. 
 
    Anyway, so that was the restaurant. Seeing him establish authority so quickly with Jessie, who was a wild child with everyone else did something to me. Now add that to the kitchen counter incident…  
 
    I want y’all to keep up with everything I'm telling you so that you too can see why my walls so easily crumbled. I’m not an easy girl, in fact, up until a few minutes ago, I was the oldest virgin I knew. But Hitta— 
 
    Mmm mmm mmm…Hitta! 
 
    Okay, Moving on… 
 
    After we left the restaurant, we headed to the furniture store. We had a lot of furniture to shop for; Hitta said we might as well take care of everything in one pop. I wasn’t surprised that the sales rep who helped us turned out to be a big fan of Hitta’s and neither was I surprised when a few more people came up to him and asked for autographs and that if he wouldn’t mind posing for pics with them. 
 
    What did surprise me was when Jessie spotted a princess bed and asked him if he would get it for her and he said yes. 
 
    “You’re probably going to need to get the whole bedroom set.” 
 
    Jessie was jumping up and down with excitement, but my confused gaze connected with his over her head. 
 
    “She stays with you every weekend, right?” 
 
    I nodded…  
 
    “I figured she could have one of the bedrooms.” 
 
    “I’m going to get my own room?!” Jessie screamed at the top of her lungs.  
 
    Embarrassed down to the tip of my hair follicles, I put my hand over her mouth and apologized to the other customers that were now staring at us as if we were some crazy folks. 
 
    “You’re giving Jessie her own room?” 
 
    He chuckled. “Why not? We can’t use them all.” 
 
    “Yeaahhhhh!” Jessie muffled scream came from under my hand. 
 
    “Really?” I asked close to tears.  
 
    Jessie has never had her own room, she slept on that nasty couch in her mother’s apartment that I did my best to clean when I dropped her off every Sunday. I always told her that as soon as I bought a house, she would have her room. Every time she came over, she asked me when I was going to get the house so that she could come and live with me. 
 
    He wrapped his hand around my waist and pulled me to him, then he leaned down and kissed me right there in the center of the furniture store. And y’all, I’m not talking about a little peck on the lips, the man kissed me in a way that made me feel as if he was going to consume me whole. And that wasn’t the first time he did it either… My lips were deliciously sore from all the activity they’d experienced today. 
 
    Needless to say…those panty melting kisses served as another form of seduction, so please document that as well. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hitta 
 
      
 
    I’d like to interject at this point and say…I’d become addicted to the taste of her mouth after she nibbled on one of those little flowers. She had a sandwich baggy full of them in her purse. She smelled and tasted so f***ing good that I felt like a feen that needed a fix every few minutes. 
 
    I had to stop myself from trying to eat her f***ing mouth. It wasn’t time to introduce her to that side of me… She was still very new. 
 
    But it won’t be long…It won’t be long till she’s used to my touch and can handle my aggressive appetite. Sh*t it won’t be long till she comes to anticipate my touch. 
 
    Not long at all… 
 
    Okay, I’ll give y’all back to Angel… 
 
      
 
      
 
    Angel 
 
      
 
    Now true to his word, Hitta was no help in the furniture store. Everything I pointed at he grumbled a nice or nodded his head, even when I pointed at the ugly stuff. 
 
    “Do you really not see a design in your mind for how you want your house to look?” I asked at some point getting frustrated. 
 
    He came behind me and after wrapping his arms around my waist began to nuzzle at my neck and ear, tickling me with his beard. 
 
    “Stop!” I laughed trying to escape him. 
 
    “Not till you say it’s our house…” He grumbled in my ear continuing to nuzzle me, now using his teeth. 
 
     I laughed trying to get away from his ticklish beard until tears came to my eyes. 
 
    “Okay!” I cried… “Our house!” 
 
    He turned me in his arms to face him. “Man, shawty, I promise I don’t have no designs in my head. When I look at this sh*t, all I see is chairs for sitting, couches for relaxing…beds for--" 
 
    His words stalled as his gaze shot down to Jessie, who ever since he’d told her that she could have her own room, has been looking at him like he’d hung the stars. 
 
    He leaned in and then whispered his nasty words in my ear. His words were so freaking nasty they caused my core to clench in response. In fact, by the time he finished telling me what he thought the bed was for, I found myself clutching the front of his t-shirt in my fist… 
 
    And it didn’t help that as he whispered in my ear, his lips brushed against it, I even felt his tongue. 
 
    Goodness… 
 
    So, okay, I and Jessie picked out the furniture. The salesmen said he could get all the stuff delivered in about three days. Of course, Hitta told him that wasn’t going to work because we needed the furniture tonight. 
 
    Can you guys guess when we got the furniture? 
 
    Yep, by the time we left that store, the salesman was calling in a team of workers to load our furniture on trucks that the store rented in order to fill our order. I’d told Hitta that for a minute I was worried that we’d have to sleep on the floor till Monday, then I’d asked him if he was worried. 
 
    At the time, he was responding to a text that he had gotten, so he didn’t think about his answer before he spoke.  
 
    “Naw…we could have done it one of two ways, civilized or uncivilized…either way, they’re going to deliver this sh*t today.” 
 
    He said that so matter of fact that all I could do was stare at him for a moment. What did he mean uncivilized? Would he have threatened the poor man if he’d insisted on the fact that they couldn’t deliver the furniture today? 
 
    I chuckled to myself to cover up the uncomfortable feeling that came over me… 
 
    Nah, he wouldn’t do that. It’s true, Hitta was a bit of a brute, but he wasn’t that bad. I’d prejudged him before and he’d done nothing but show me how wrong I’d been. So, I wasn’t going to go back and start looking at him that way again. 
 
    He probably just meant that he would complain to the manager.  
 
    And I was probably being the world’s biggest fool for allowing how good the man made me to feel to blind me to his true self. 
 
    But hey, I was in a place I’d never been before, I was with a man that actually wowed me and caused me to want to be his fool. 
 
    On a side note though…I wouldn’t have survived the things that I had without the warning voice that’s always in my head. And although I was experiencing all of these firsts, that voice in my head was not quiet. In fact, it was ringing like an alarm. 
 
    You see, it told me to back out now before I got too far gone and would be willing to look past all his faults just to be with him. That voice warned that I didn’t have enough experience to stay immune to a man with so much experience. It warned that he was a predator and I was his prey and that if I wasn’t careful, he would consume me whole until there was nothing left to salvage. 
 
     But then my vanity kicked in and I thought, how bad could it get? 
 
    I was too smart to truly become a man’s fool…it didn’t matter how nice he was to me. Now granted I had that thought before the man actually made love to me and now… 
 
    Well…now I didn’t know. Now I feared that I was truly lost and on my way down a road that will surely end with me broken and in tears. 
 
    However, I am getting far ahead of myself…Let me bring it back to how he trampled down my walls… 
 
    Where was I? Oh yes, we left the furniture store… 
 
    “Oh, my goodness…We’re going to be busy all night trying to put this stuff together and situate it,” I told him when we got in his truck. 
 
    “Bullsh*t, we’re going to the movies and then to dinner.”  
 
    And of course, Jessie was in the back seat celebrating that news with a little song and dance.  
 
    “What?” I asked him with a grin on my face. “Who’s going to set up all that furniture?” 
 
    “My personal assistant will make sure it gets done.” 
 
    “You have a personal assistant?” 
 
    He looked at me as if that was just the dumbest question in the world. “Of course, Teacup.” 
 
    Well dang… 
 
    So that’s how we ended up downtown at the movie theater that us Chicagoans called the Luxury cinema. It was called that because it cost about triple of what a normal theater cost, the seats were big, plush recliners…and they served alcoholic beverages. 
 
    But what I didn’t know was that for those who could afford it, they had smaller theaters for private viewings. We were shown to a room that only had six of the plush recliners in it. The room was separated into two floors. On the main floor were three of the recliners and in something that resembled a theatre box at the opera were three more of the recliners. The raised box would allow a certain level of privacy for its occupants.   
 
    It was in this box that I would learn just how truly freaky Hitta was capable of being. 
 
    Oh y’all, I feel so scandalous. The things I let that man do to me in that movie were just… 
 
    Goodness, it was just too wanton! 
 
    I should have known something was up when he let Jessie pick the movie. Of course, she wanted to see the new cartoon with the black Mermaid. I think it was still called The Little Mermaid. He bought her a huge bucket of popcorn, a fountain drink that was bigger than the upper half of her body. A pack of M&M’s… And then got her settled down in the seats on the first level. 
 
    In the box, a stand had been set up with a wine bucket that had a bottle of Dom Perignon chilling on a bed of ice. Next to it was two champagne flutes and a bowl of sugar frosted strawberries that looked simply delicious. 
 
    A waiter poured us both a glass of champagne and handed it to us when we sat. 
 
    “Will there be anything else, sir?” he asked Hitta, who was responding to another text.  
 
    “Naw…that’s it.” He reached in his pocket and pulled out two hundred-dollar bills and handed it to the man. “Make sure we’re undisturbed.” 
 
    The man perked up instantly. “Oh hell yea--” He caught himself and cleared his throat. “Yes sir! I will personally make sure of it.” 
 
    Hitta chuckled. “Preciate that…” And then he went back to his text. 
 
    That man’s phone never stopped dinging and ringing. Most of the time, he looked at the number and just ignored whoever it was. But then there were times when he’d excuse himself to speak with whoever it was. One thing was clear, he was a very busy man and although he’d played hooky with me today, his business had not. 
 
    I sipped my champagne to hide how impressed I was with this whole set up, Dom Perignon, frosted strawberries, Jessie downstairs and a good distance away…a private theater.  
 
    Hmmm, the possibilities. 
 
    As soon as the lights dimmed, Hitta turned off his phone and settled back into his seat. 
 
    “I love this movie,” he whispered to me and that caused me to spit out a little of my champagne laughing at him, I put my hand over my mouth when an embarrassing snort escaped.  
 
    “The Little Mermaid? Really?” My voice was laced with disbelief. 
 
    He lifted an eyebrow at me. “Are you kidding me…this my joint.” 
 
    I shook my head; he was so silly. 
 
    “How do you like the champagne?” 
 
    “It’s really good,” I told him before I took another sip. I don’t know if it was due to nervousness or what, but I was almost finished with my first glass. 
 
    He reached over and poured me another. “I probably should have ordered two bottles; I didn’t know I was dealing with an alcoholic.” 
 
    My mouth opened in surprise, but a giggle escaped my throat when he grinned at me. 
 
    “I am not an alcoholic!” And right then as if cued, I hiccupped. “Uh oh…” I put my hand over my mouth but ended up erupting in another fit of giggles when he gave me that told-you-so look.  
 
    Good thing the movie was loud and Jessie couldn’t hear us…Not that it would have mattered. Her seat was so big we couldn’t even see the top of her head. The only thing I could see when I looked over the railing of the box was the big bucket of popcorn in her lap and her little hand going in and out of it. 
 
    “Thank you, Hitta. This is really nice,” I muttered. 
 
    He pulled up the arm that separated us before scooting closer to me. My heart accelerated in both fear and excitement when he leaned over me, blocking out the rest of the theater with his big body, making it so that only he existed in my world at that moment.  
 
    “What did you say, Teacup? I couldn’t hear you.” 
 
    I bit down on my bottom lip as he slid between my legs on the seat, forcing me to open them in a way that brought him even closer and caused my dress to ride up my thighs in a way that exposed my red panties.  
 
    I know I should not allow this…but the rush that was going through me at being exposed to him this way was drugging. I drained my champagne glass and then licked its fruity taste from my lips. His gaze followed and the look of hunger that came into his eyes only stirred up what he’d started this morning. 
 
    “I said thank you for this. It’s really nice and I’m sure Jessie is having a good time.” 
 
    He grinned. “What about Jessie’s aunt? Is she having a good time?” 
 
    “It all depends on if you’re talking about the movie or…the company.” The champagne had made my tongue a little loose. 
 
    He lifted an eyebrow. “I’m talking about the movie of course.” 
 
    I chuckled and shook my head. “Then no, I’m not enjoying it at all. There is a big black man blocking the screen.” 
 
    He frowned. “That’s racist as hell.” 
 
    My chuckle turned into a laugh. “How is that racist?” 
 
    “Everybody want to blame the black man for everything. It’s not my fault you can’t see the screen.” 
 
    “Then whose fault is it?” 
 
    “It’s yours…” 
 
    My mouth opened in feigned shock. “How is it my fault?” He took my empty glass from me and sat it on the stand next to his. 
 
    “You’re the one sitting here looking good enough to eat and now you’re trying to blame a hungry man for going after his food.” 
 
    “Oh! I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to deny you…food.” I frowned a bit, not really knowing what he meant, but tipsy enough to go along with it. 
 
    “What are those little flowers that you’re always eating?” 
 
    Oh…did he mean he wanted some of my chamomile? 
 
    “It’s chamomile. They don’t really taste that good. I don’t know why I like them so much…Jessie and Westly make fun of me all the time.” 
 
    As I spoke, he reached behind me and lifted the arm to the third seat. 
 
    “Why do they make fun of you?” he asked as he put his hands around my waist and scooted me up to lie across all three seats. With the arms raised the chairs turned into a really plush sofa. 
 
    “Because the flowers are so nasty, but I use them for everything, chamomile oatmeal, tea, cookies…I’ve even made chamomile muffins,” I chuckled. “I’ve even made chamomile soup.” 
 
    I was doing this nervous rambling that I’m pretty sure I will be embarrassed as hell about tomorrow, but for right now, I couldn’t stop.  
 
    “Do you like chamomile?” I asked, biting my lip to try and shut them. 
 
    “I like the taste of them on you.” 
 
    I frowned, completely lost. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “When you eat them and I kiss you, the taste is addictive, I can’t get enough. I have to tell myself to be easy with your soft mouth because I don’t want your lips to be sore.” 
 
    It was too late for that. He had kissed me so much today that yes, my lips were very sensitive, but in a good way, in a way that made me aware of the effect this man had on my body.  
 
    He gently pulled my hips until I was forced to lie back. My heart was beating so fast that I feared it would beat right out of my chest. But when he lifted my boot covered right leg to drape it over the back of the chair, exposing me completely to his hungry gaze, I thought that maybe I would faint. 
 
    Although I still wore my panties, no man had ever seen what he was now looking at.   
 
    “And now all I can think about is if you taste like those little flowers all over.” 
 
    Oh my goodness! 
 
    His heated gaze came to mine. “Do you?” 
 
    “I—I don’t know.” My words were barely over a whisper. No way he could have heard me over the show. 
 
    He moved then and I nearly moaned in anticipation. I’m just going to blame that on the champagne. I wasn’t a big drinker…in fact, I couldn’t remember the last time I had a drink. And even I knew Dom P was the good stuff.  
 
    I’ve had two glasses of the good stuff, so when he easily positioned himself between my open thighs effortlessly supporting himself on his strong arms, the only thing I could think about was his question and where he could possibly be talking about and how excited that made me… in the words of Jamie Foxx…Blame it on the alcohol. 
 
    “Can I find out?” he whispered before he leaned down and gently kissed my lips. 
 
    You had better not say yes, Angel! Why not? Jessie is sitting in the same room. Yeah, but it’s dark…and technically she’s downstairs. She would have to walk upstairs and in the box to see us. Plus, it’s not like she’s going to do that…Jessie has tunnel vision when cartoons are on. 
 
    You little floozy! 
 
    Prude! 
 
    Again, the fact that I had that conversation with myself…Yep! The alcohol.  
 
    “What if Jessie comes up here?” 
 
    “She won’t, she’s all up in that movie. Plus, if she moves, I’ll be able to see her and I’ll stop before she even reach the stairs. Please, Teacup, I’ve been dying to taste you forever…I’m so hungry for you, shawty. You don’t know how long I’ve waited to be here in this spot.” 
 
    Oh crap! “Okay…” I squeaked.  
 
    And then… 
 
    And then… 
 
    Mmm mmm mmm…. 
 
    He wasn’t lying about being hungry for me. I felt like a sugary sweet in the hands of a starving barbarian. 
 
    When my world shattered, I screamed…He quickly put his big hand over my lips, but he continued to break me down with his mouth. He was relentless…I begged him to stop. I was so sensitive I couldn’t take anymore…but he wouldn’t. And my world violently shattered a second time… 
 
    At that point, there were tears coming out my eyes as I begged him to let my body rest. 
 
    “Please, Hitta…" I moaned. "Please, I can't take anymore." 
 
    His hungry caress gentled. “I’m sorry, baby…It’s just that you taste so f***ing good. You taste just like those flowers… I’m f***ing addicted. I can do this sh*t all night.” 
 
    His words and his caress that had gentled but had not stopped, had me moaning loudly for him within minutes…Until my world shattered a staggering third time.  
 
    “We finish this tonight,” he whispered fiercely in my ear. “I need to be inside you so bad, shawty.” 
 
    And so I found myself sitting at dinner…(no, I couldn’t tell you what), counting down the seconds till it was time to finish it.  
 
    I was so fidgety in my seat I felt like a small child and Hitta wasn’t helping. At one point, I looked up because he asked me if my food was good, but at the time he was licking his fingers in a way that reminded me of the movie theater. I zoned in on the action and completely forgot his question. 
 
    “Is it good, Teacup?” He repeated. 
 
    “Mmmmmhhhhhmmm,” I told him. 
 
    It was Jessie’s laugh that caused me to snap out of it. I blinked rapidly looking away from him. Dang it! The man had just cast a spell on me. I couldn’t even eat dinner without sex on the brain.  
 
    By the time we made it back home, neither of us was doing well at hiding our anticipation. I was so relieved to see that all the furniture we had ordered was in fact set-up and placed in the rooms we’d gotten it for. Each room would need just a little tweaking, but not much…And that’s just because I’m a perfectionist and have to see my vision done to a tee. 
 
    After such a full day of activities, Jessie was out cold. Hitta carried her in and straight to her bed. I took off her coat and shoes and put the covers over her. Kissing her little head I smiled down at her, so pleased that Hitta was able to make this day happen for her. She’d had a ball and had not stopped talking about having the movie theater and a big bucket of popcorn all to herself. 
 
    I’d not stopped thinking about the movie theater either. And as I let myself out of her room pulling the door up, I ran into somebody else who still had the movie theater on his mind. 
 
    Hitta was walking out of our bedroom to meet me with nothing on but his sweatpants. 
 
    Have mercy on me! This man’s body looked as if it had been personally molded by the hand of God. 
 
    He took my hand and pulled me into the bedroom. As I stood in front of him, I was finally able to read what the fancy script of his tattoo said. 
 
    Blessed be יהוה my Rock, which teaches my hands to war, my fingers to fight: My goodness, and my fortress; my high tower, and my deliverer; my shield, and in whom I trust; who subdues my enemies under me. 
 
    --Psalms 144:1-2 
 
      
 
      
 
    A shiver went through me when my gaze went back down to the lion that was ripping his enemy’s heart out with its sharp teeth. That’s what Hitta put me in the mind of, a man who would tear his enemies’ hearts out. 
 
    “I can’t wait another minute, baby. I feel like I’ve waited forever to get you in my bed.” His words were like a tender caress. And once again, I found myself wondering how could something so fierce be so gentle with me? 
 
    I held my hands up as he grabbed my dress from the bottom and pulled it over my head, leaving me standing there in only my red panties, bra, and thigh high boots as he took his time and looked his fill. 
 
      
 
    “Damn, shawty, you sexy than a mutha f****, way better than I’d imagined,” he whispered as he fingered the birthmark on my shoulder. “Is that… Africa?” 
 
    I chuckled. “It looks like it, but it’s a birthmark.” 
 
    His bedroom gaze came up to mine and he grinned a bit. “Damn, Teacup, even that sh*t sexy as hell.”  
 
    I reached up and pulled out the headbands and the clips that held my braids in a messy bun letting them drop to the floor as my hair fell down around my shoulders and back to my waist. All this Hitta watched as if I was putting on a show for him. Only I didn’t know what to do next.  
 
    He took the decision out of my hands because right then, he wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled me into a kiss. The feel of his warm, hard body pressed against my soft one caused me to moan in his mouth. 
 
    In the blink of an eye, I was in his arms and he was carrying me the rest of the way to the bed. I couldn’t believe it was happening. I was getting ready to lose my virginity.  
 
    I was getting ready to lose my virginity to Hard Hitta. 
 
    Gently he laid me on the bed and removed my boots one at a time. “These mutha f****’s been driving me nuts all day,” he muttered before he ran his hand up my stocking clad leg. 
 
    And of course, I wore a secret smile because this came from the same man that had told me I dressed like a homeless person. 
 
    My bra was the kind that clipped in the front, so when he lowered himself over me, supporting his weight on his massive arms, I thought for sure he was going to have a problem opening it with his big hand. 
 
    My surprised gaze flew up to his when not only did he not have a problem, but had it unclipped and my breasts spilling out in record time.  
 
    He grinned, for the first time looking bashful. “Wasn’t my first time.”  
 
    I went to respond, but never got the chance because his head had lowered, and he was drawing the tip of my breast into his hungry mouth. I think it’s safe to say that Hitta is a breast man. Just like my lips, my nipples have been deliciously sore all day. As a matter of fact, my whole body was still so very sensitive that it didn’t take him any time to cause it to shatter. 
 
    However, when he finally took off his pants, real fear set in. I grabbed his hands letting him see my fear. 
 
    “I’ve never done this before,” I squeaked sounding like an aroused mouse. 
 
    He gently stroked my cheek as he positioned himself over me. “I know, Teacup.” 
 
    “I’m scared…wh—what if it doesn’t fit? What if I can’t take it all?” 
 
    Still rubbing my cheek looking lovingly in my eyes he smiled just a little. “Do you know how much I’ve dreamed of this? I used to sit in my truck and imagine what you’d look like open and ready for me.” 
 
    He leaned down and kissed me under my ear as he continued to whisper to me. “You are a big girl Teacup, and you can take all of me, baby…I promise.”  
 
    And then he was slowly filling me… 
 
    And yeah…although I thought it was impossible… 
 
    I took all of him…Even when just for a moment, it did feel as if he had split me in two. However, in that moment, there was such tenderness in his eyes. 
 
    He gently palmed my face. “I’m so sorry, baby…I promise, that’s all the pain.”  
 
    “I’m scared, Hitta, it hurts…” I whispered clutching his hands. 
 
    Holding very still, he kissed my lips as I got accustomed to him. 
 
    “I know, baby, but that’s all the pain. Only pleasure from here…” Very slowly he began to move again. “Let me show you…Only pleasure from here.” 
 
    And show me he did… 
 
    True to his word, there was no more pain, only pleasure… 
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  


 Chapter 9 
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    Nothing Like the Taste of Chamomile in the Morning… 
 
      
 
      
 
    Angel 
 
      
 
    I squatted down in the abandoned car where Hitta had told me to wait, but I wasn’t alone. There was a small group of us waiting for him to give us the signal that it was safe to come out of the rust-eaten cars that the sun flare had shorted out and destroyed years ago along with every other thing on this planet that was electrical.  
 
    Hitta stood in the center of the street with several of his men. My gaze fell on one of them. He was a much younger version of Hitta, he had to be no more than fifteen or sixteen. However, he was a direct replica of him from the fierce scowl on his face to the huge hands. Amazingly he was nearly as wide and as tall as his father, but he had my eyes. I was so afraid for them both. 
 
    They were surrounded by the zombies. At least…what looked like zombies but was really blood feens. Blood, the synthetic drug that hit the streets shortly before the flare hit.  They called it that because it came in little brown glass canisters that could only hold a few drops, but when poured out, resembled its namesake. 
 
    Before the flare hit, it was all the rage. Everybody was doing it…kids, adults…movie stars, doctors…judges. It was popular because it was marketed as a safe, clean drug. Unlike other drugs, it didn’t make one high. Instead, it sharpened the mind, made the dumb smart, the slow…fast, the weak…strong.  
 
    Because they said that it wasn’t addictive, they sold the stuff everywhere…but I never trusted it and good thing too because now, something was happening to all of those people, who had come to rely on it. Because it had become very limited over the last ten years since the flare hit, the sore-riddled feens had started craving real blood in its place and they terrorized the streets for it.  
 
    They were the reason Hitta was now leading this group out of Chicago that had become a den for the zombie-like creatures. Just like me, this group had come to depend on him for not only their safety from the feens, but also to help find edible food and fresh water that had also become scarce over the years and unfortunately, the feens were not the only threat on these streets. 
 
    The people who were not feens and had survived the flare, were not all good people. Like us, most folks had formed groups or gangs…the fact was, there was safety in numbers. To be a lone traveler these days was a suicide mission. 
 
     But some of these gangs were worse than the feens. Something was happening to mankind as a whole. Most folks these days were just…evil. I don’t know what other word to use. People were killing each other for no reason at all but for the sport of it. It was like everyone had gone mad. 
 
    Which is why Hitta was leading us east…everyday our numbers grew. The folks that were unfortunate enough to still have their scruples about them took one look at Hitta and his men and just knew that they would be safer traveling with us. Most times, they didn’t even ask…in desperation, they just fell into line and understood that Hitta was the boss, no question. They’d do anything for his protection. 
 
    He said that we were going east because the voice in the mute warrior’s head told him so. The mute warrior had a twin brother…both had a set of twin sons who were close to my son's age and like their fathers, also fought by Hitta’s side. They said that we had a long journey ahead of us, neither of them knew how far east we were to go, only that we needed to start heading that way. 
 
    How had the world come to this? In one hour, life as we once knew it was gone…dead. The first few years, there were rumors that everything would get back to normal. They said that the United States Government was working with other world governments to get communications back up and running. There were rumors of governmental safety camps where one could find a hot meal and a safe place to sleep.  
 
    But there were also rumors that the people who have gone there disappeared, never to be seen again. Everyone has come to accept that life as we once knew it was over and was never coming back. A new world existed in its place. A new world that was run by monsters.  
 
     The first feen lunged at my son and I had to put my hand over my mouth to stop the scream that wanted to rip from my throat. But there was no need for me to be worried. He moved with amazing skill and precision and downed the feen that came at him. Hitta didn’t even turn his way because he wasn’t worried that his son wouldn’t be able to handle himself. 
 
    After that, all hell broke loose…the feens no longer moved like humans, they walked as if their limbs were too heavy for their body. But it was their hunger for blood that caused them to be relentless in their pursuit. They swarmed the small group of men, but the warriors were so deadly with their hands and the few weapons they had that it wasn’t long before they were surrounded by the sore invested bodies.  
 
    When there were no more to kill, Hitta looked at me… “Come on out, Teacup….It’s safe, baby.” 
 
     I reached for him, but the sound of his deep chuckle radiated through my body waking me. Frowning, I opened my eyes. 
 
    A dream… It had all been a dream. 
 
    I’d never had one in so much detail before. I wondered if I should write down what I saw…It was so terrible seeing the world that way. My heart still beat rapidly because it felt so real…The smell of the rotting flesh of the blood feens and the stagnant taste in the air…felt so real.  
 
    Hitta was there. I wrapped my arms tighter around his strong body, snuggling closer to him. I was so glad he was there for me. And…we had a son. 
 
    My bed moved waking me completely. 
 
    Oh God! I was on the man’s back again. And to make matters worse, I was clinging to him butt naked.   
 
    “Oh my God…I am so sorry,” I muttered as I eased back to my side of the bed wrapping the sheet around me. 
 
    He turned around and smiled at me. “Don’t apologize…It don’t bother me. I think it’s kind of cool.” 
 
    “Still… I pray it doesn’t become a habit.” Goodness…that was so embarrassing.  
 
    “And if it do?” 
 
    His question caught me off guard. I chuckled, “Ummm…then maybe I’ll have to sleep in Jessie’s room once she goes back home.” 
 
    He got out of the bed and I bit my lip to keep from moaning at the sight of all that muscle flexing in his beautiful brown body. You would think I’ve had enough seeing as to how I and the man made love well into the night. I still had the soreness to prove it. 
 
    “Mmm mmm mmm,” he said as he slid into his underwear grinning down at me. 
 
    “Mmm mmm mmm, what?” 
 
    “Mmm mmm mmm, I’d hate to see how Jessie’s little bed is going to hold up under my weight…but if you insist on sleeping there, I guess I have no choice but to find out ‘cause you for damn sho’ won’t be sleeping nowhere without me.” 
 
    Still biting on my bottom lip, I grinned. “So, you really don’t mind that I sleep so wild.” 
 
    He shook his head before sliding his tank over it. “Nope…You climb on top of me ‘cause you mine. It don’t bother me at all.” He leaned down and gave me a kiss before he headed into the bathroom. 
 
    I exhaled as I watched him go, although the dream was beginning to fade from my memory, I could still see the boy with Hitta’s face and body, but my eyes…  
 
    I wondered what that meant. However, I had no more time to think about that because Jessie in true Jessie fashion, burst in my door yelling. 
 
    “Tee-Tee, come look at my room!”  
 
    She was so excited that she ran in and tried to come to a stop, but because the wooden floors were so polished and she was wearing socks, she ended up sliding on past the bed, hitting the floor. But her little excited face popped right back up causing me to laugh. 
 
    “Jessie, it’s way too early for all that yelling.”  
 
    She turned to look at the window where the sun was just beginning to lighten the sky. 
 
    “Well, what time can I start yelling?” 
 
    I grabbed her little smart mouth self, pulling her into my lap and then hugged her. I loved this little knucklehead child.  
 
    “There is never a good time to yell.” 
 
    “Can you come see my room? It’s so pretty,” she asked with her little arm still wrapped around my neck. 
 
    “Okay, but then we need to get ready because I have to open the shop in a few.” 
 
    After playing hooky yesterday, there was no way I could afford to do that today. Plus, it was Friday and Friday was one of my busiest days. 
 
    Greatie was a stickler about not working on the Sabbath. She used to tell me to always remember the Sabbath day and to keep it set-apart no matter what. So, because of it, I didn’t open the Tea Shop on Saturdays. I didn’t bother opening on Sundays either because that was the day I took Jessie home and most times, I spent the whole day cleaning Trina’s apartment. You’d be amazed at how filthy it can get in one week’s time. 
 
    After I pieced together Jessie an outfit from the few things she had in her bag and the things that were still packed in boxes that I’d had at my apartment for her, I got her started in the shower as I hurried to do the same. Hitta had disappeared in the basement. It was quite clear he was serious about working out every morning. 
 
    By the time he made his way to the kitchen showered and dressed for the day in another pair of brand-named sweatpants and a grey t-shirt, I’d unpacked a few of the boxes from my kitchen and had managed to get some chamomile tea and oatmeal on the table. Jessie was already eating her bowl of oatmeal. 
 
    Hitta walked to her and snatched her right out of her chair…Of course Jessie loved it and erupted in laughter as he held her way up in the air and tickled her. She was laughing so hard I was afraid she was going to pee on herself. 
 
    I shook my head as I spooned him up some oatmeal in a bowl. Jessie was so rough; I just didn’t understand it. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” I asked when he sat her back down in her chair. 
 
     With a devious grin on his handsome face, he came towards me like he was going to snatch me up as well, but I backed up holding his bowl of chamomile oatmeal in front of me. 
 
    “Look at this…it’s chamomile. You know how you love chamomile.” For good measure, I picked up the little tube of organic honey and drizzled a little over the top of the oatmeal. 
 
    Just like I figured, once the scent of the chamomile and honey reached him, his eyes were drawn to the bowl in my hand. He didn’t understand that he liked the smell of the chamomile because it was a natural stress reducer, which meant his headaches were tension headaches… 
 
    The absolute worst kind because there was no telling what the root of the problem was; Ninety-eight percent of the time it was something psychological.  
 
    He stopped stalking me and I exhaled. But then I squeaked when he suddenly lunged at me pulling me into his arms before taking my lips in one of those drugging kisses.  
 
    “You taste good as hell,” he muttered as his hungry mouth went to my neck. 
 
    It took everything within me not to melt in his arms. If this man had his way, I’ll be playing hooky again with him and we’d never leave the bedroom.  
 
    Although it was the last thing I wanted to do, I slid out of his arms.  
 
    “I bet you’re going to love this oatmeal.” 
 
    His hungry gaze went from my lips to the bowl of oatmeal. He frowned, “Naw, shawty, I don’t really do breakfast.”  
 
    He pulled me back to him. “I’d rather eat you instead,” he whispered in my ear before taking my earlobe in his mouth. 
 
    I bit down on the moan that wanted to escape my lips. I could feel Jessie’s laughing eyes on us. Once again, I slid out of his arms holding the bowl just underneath his nose, so the smell of chamomile could fill his senses. When it did, his gaze fell back to it, but this time, there was no frown. 
 
    “I think you’re going to change your mind once you taste this.” 
 
    He reached up and took it from me before bringing it to his nose sniffing it again.  
 
    “Smells like you. Yeah…okay.” 
 
    I little while later, I had to press my lips together to keep from laughing as I spooned up a third bowl for Mr. Yeah…Okay. He loved the oatmeal and the tea.  
 
    When I first poured him a cup of chamomile tea in the little hand-painted teacup and set it in front of him, his fierce gaze went from it to me. 
 
    “What the hell am I supposed to do with that?” 
 
    I laughed. “You supposed to drink it. Like this…” I picked up the matching teacup and lifted it to my lips. But before I took a sip, I closed my eyes and let its healing fragrance into my lungs. Then I took a little sip and moaned. 
 
    “Mmmmm…nothing like that first sip of chamomile to start the day.” 
 
    He watched me with one eyebrow raised, then lifted the little teacup that looked like a toy in his big hands. When he held it like I did, Jessie erupted in laughter. I’m not going to lie, he looked ridiculous holding the little dainty teacup with his big, rough, bruised fingers. The man had scars on top of scars. 
 
    He even put his big pinky in the air like mine. When he brought it to his lips, he closed his eyes and inhaled. I studied the area around his eyes and temple…when he exhaled, I saw the area visibly relax.  
 
    It came to me right then what needed to be done. Of course, it would only be a temporary fix until we found out what was causing the tension. But the ingredients for his daily blend became clear to me, I needed to get to the shop though, I didn’t have all I needed here. 
 
    “Mmmmm…nothing like that first taste of chamomile to start the day,” he said drawing my attention back to him. “But next time I prefer for mine to come from between your le—” 
 
    “Ooookay, time to go!” I said standing abruptly frowning at him.  “We are going to have to do something about your habit of saying the first thing that comes to your mind.” 
 
    The look he was giving me had me biting my lip to keep from laughing at him.  
 
    “I told you, Teacup, I don’t sugar coat nothing.” And then he lifted his teacup batting his eyelashes in a most ridiculous way before taking a sip. Of course, this caused Jessie to nearly fall out of her chair laughing at him.   
 
    Goodness, we had to get him a bigger cup. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
                                                                                                *********** 
 
      
 
    “Damn, Teacup, this joint is tight!” 
 
    I was cheesing so hard my cheeks hurt as I flipped on the light for my tea display. 
 
    Hitta sat on the couch in the front of the store facing me with his muscled arms stretched out across the back of it. After I turned on the light for the tea display, he stood completely wowed. 
 
    “Wow!” 
 
    I nodded, very proud of myself. My tea display had that effect on everyone the first time they saw it. 
 
    “You did this all by yourself?” he asked, now looking at me as if I was some kind of wonder. 
 
    I grinned. “Yep!” 
 
    “What’s up with that though?” He was pointing to the huge hole in my wall covered by the plastic. The wind was causing it to dip in and out.  
 
    I scrunched up my face. “There was a fire in the wall. I’m trying to get it fixed, buuuttt---ummm.” I looked off to the side, too embarrassed to tell him that I couldn’t afford it. I didn’t want him to think my business was doing badly or anything. 
 
    “What caught fire?” 
 
    “The building has old electric wiring.” 
 
    He grunted as he walked over to get a better look. He was so different from the kind of people who come in here. I don’t think I’ve ever had anyone in here like him. 
 
    Today, he wore a gold chain around his neck with a charm that was a pair of diamond boxing gloves. One didn’t have to guess that it cost a fortune. The gold watch around his wrist also had enough ice in it to catch the eye every time his hand moved. 
 
    Although he clearly liked to wear sweatpants…they weren’t cheap sweats and neither was his t-shirt. Today, he had on another pair of brand-name gym shoes. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him wear the same pair twice.  
 
    His assistant must have brought his clothes and shoes while we were gone yesterday too, because this morning when I went into the closet, his side was loaded with sweatpants hanging on hangers with plastic cleaner bags over them as well as jeans. Even his t-shirts were pressed and on hangers under plastic. The shoe rack had been built into the wall. My side was empty because I still had yet to unpack. But his side… 
 
    Goodness, the man had so many gym shoes that it was safe to say that he may have something of a fetish. And they all looked brand new…Of course, there were a few pairs of Timberland’s sprinkled in there as well. 
 
    My gaze roamed up his powerful body. The way he dressed fit him. I really couldn’t see him dressed any different. He looked good in his clothes too. His pants fit his muscled bowlegs very well, not too tight, but not too loose…just enough to show that he was an athlete.  
 
    And his shirts… 
 
    Shucks! Who was I kidding? It really wouldn’t matter what he wore on the top half of him, his superbly sculpted arms and chest will always be the star of the show. 
 
    When my gaze made its way up his thick tattooed neck to his face, I jumped because he was staring at me…Too late I realized that he had asked me a question. 
 
    “Mmmm, what was that?” I asked tucking the braid that had fallen in my face behind my ear to cover up my embarrassment at getting caught staring at the man red-handed. 
 
    He chuckled… “I said, what is your landlord saying?” 
 
    I waved my hand… “Please, that old bat won’t lift a finger.” 
 
    The grin left his face and a frown replaced it. “I thought you said the fire happened because of old wiring?” 
 
    “Well, yeah…it did.” 
 
    “So, shouldn’t the landlord be the one repairing the damages?” 
 
    I nodded. “In a perfect world…but some battles are just not worth the fight. I asked her and she said she wasn’t going to help, so now, I need to move on and just do it myself.” 
 
    “Bullsh*t!” he growled. 
 
    Something crashed in the kitchen. At the same time, he pulled out his phone and started texting. I hurried to check on Jessie, but I gestured for him to wait. I didn’t want him doing anything about this, I had it handl-- 
 
    “Jessie! What are you doing!?” 
 
    Y’all, this child had climbed up on top of the freezer that was taller than Hitta and was trying to get into the cabinet I kept her treats in. 
 
    “Sorry, Tee-Tee, I was trying to get my fruit snacks.”  
 
    I exhaled angrily as I took her down. “Dang it, Jessie, you’re going to hurt yourself one of these days. You’re always climbing and trying to do everything yourself!” 
 
    “I got to do everything myself at my house,” she muttered back. 
 
    Her words made me stop. Closing my eyes, I got control over my anger. She was right, I pulled her into a hug. 
 
    “You’re right, sweetheart. Tee-Tee sorry. Here, let me get your snacks for you.” 
 
    I pulled my stepping-stool over and got the snacks out of the cabinet. After handing her a pack, I led her back to my office. There was a little couch and TV in here that I’d gotten just for her. Whenever Jessie came to the Tea Shop, I always had my hands full. Because she was incapable of sitting still, I had to keep a constant eye on her, which made my job extremely hard. 
 
    “Are you going to sit in here and watch your shows?” I asked, sitting down on the couch next to her. One of the best ways I found to deal with her is to just stop and have a little chat with her. 
 
    “How long we gon’ be here?” 
 
    “Well…you know I don’t close till seven.” 
 
    She exhaled and her little head fell back on her shoulder. “I got to sit in here that long?” 
 
    I pulled her into my lap. Poor child was supposed to be in school. Of course, it was torture for her to be at the shop with me all day. 
 
    “You can come out front when the crowd dies down a bit, but only if you promise to sit at one of the tables and not bother any of the students on their computers.” 
 
    Last time Jessie was here, she’d talked one of the students who was here studying for finals on her computer into turning on YouTube for her. 
 
    “Okay, I’m gon’ be good,” she lied. I kissed her on her chubby cheeks and turned on the TV tuning in to the PBS channel. Their morning line up would keep her busy till around lunchtime and then the chase was on.  
 
    When I made it back out front, Hitta had moved a piece of the plastic aside and was taking pictures of the hole. 
 
    “What’s up?” I asked coming to stand next to him. 
 
    “I’m sending these pictures to my assistant so that he can get somebody in here today to fix this.” 
 
    “Oh… no, Hitta, please… that’s not necessary. I already have a guy coming out, it’s already paid for—” 
 
    I squeaked when he grabbed a hold of my overalls and yanked me to him so close that my feet were barely touching the floor, our lips were only inches apart. 
 
    “What did I tell you about lying to me, Teacup?” 
 
    I stared at him with wide eyes, how in the world did he know I was lying? But then I remembered his threat to punish me for lying to him the other day outside of the gym and I swallowed. Because I couldn’t take his intense gaze, mine lowered to the tattoo on the side of his neck that was thanking God for subduing his enemies under him. 
 
    “Ummmm…you said…ummm.” 
 
    “Look at me, baby…” His words were low. My gaze came back to his. “I see you remembered what I told you.” 
 
    I nodded… 
 
    “Then why are you lying to me?” 
 
    “You’ve already done so much for me. I just don’t want you to have to pay for this too.” It was true. Just this morning I’d tried to give him back the credit card he had given me, but he told me to keep it and use it for whatever I needed it for. I told him I didn’t need it because I had my own. 
 
    “You have a black card?” He’d asked.  
 
    “Well…no, I don’t have a black card. But I have a really nice blue one.” 
 
    He chuckled. “That’s what I thought. Keep the card.”  
 
    I’d opened my mouth to argue with him, but the look he gave me shut it down. So, I put the card in my wallet, although I will never use it. 
 
    “Oh! You misunderstood…Yo’ landlady gon’ pay me back.” He said bringing me back to the present. 
 
    I frowned… “She won’t… I already tried to talk to her.” 
 
    His head lowered to mine and he gently kissed my lips. “That’s where you and me differ, baye. I’m not going to try and talk to her…I’m going to let Wayne talk to her, he really has an amazing ability to get folks to see things his way. And if he can’t get through to her, which I really doubt, then I’m sure Kennedy will.” 
 
    “Who’s Wayne?” 
 
    “My assistant…” 
 
    “And Kennedy?”  
 
    The grin that came to his face gave me a bad feeling.  
 
    “My lawyer.” 
 
    I clutched his arms… “Aww, Hitta…don’t make no trouble for me. She already don’t like me much and my lease is up for renewal in a couple of months. I can’t lose the shop…it’s the best thing I’ve ever don—” He leaned in and kissed me again.  
 
    But this kiss was different from the last…this was one of those drugging kisses that had my hands traveling up his strong arms to wrap around his neck. When he drew back, I’d forgotten what the hell I was saying. 
 
    “Do you trust me, baby?” 
 
    I didn’t even think before I nodded…and I realized it was true. Thanks to the dreams I’d been having of him, I trusted him very much. 
 
    “I know how much the shop mean to you. My word, I’ll never let nothing or nobody take it from you. But I ain’t got it in me to let no slumlord take advantage of you either. So just let me handle this and you go ahead and get the door.” 
 
    Frowning, I looked over at the door and sure enough, my pastry boy was pulling his load out of the backseat of his car. My gaze went back to Hitta’s. How in the world had he seen him? And how in the world did he know he was coming for me? 
 
    “How did you even see him?”  
 
    He chuckled just as his phone began to ring… “I see everything, shawty… Yo…” He said into the phone walking back toward the back of the shop. 
 
     After my pastry guy left, I took the receipt to my office, Hitta was sitting at my desk watching Sesame Street with Jessie. Of course, she had climbed up my desk and was now sitting on the front of it telling him about something Oscar the Grouch had just done. 
 
    “Excuse me,” I told him as I pulled the drawer opened and tossed the receipt in it. 
 
    “Damn, Teacup…is this how you keep your records?” he asked pulling the drawer out farther to get a better look at the chaos inside. 
 
    "Of course not!" I told him before I pulled out the other drawers that were also full of crumpled up receipts. "I'm not a complete imbecile.”  
 
    His stunned gaze came up to me to see if I was serious. I bit my cheek to keep a straight face.  
 
    He looked back down at the receipts in horror. “Where are your books?” 
 
    I blinked down at him. “Books? What do you mean, books?” 
 
    His gaze shot back to mine. “Teacup…tell me you keep books.” Oh, my goodness! It was taking everything within me not to laugh at the look on his face. 
 
    I gave him a playful punch in the shoulder. “Okay, I keep books…” 
 
    He began to shake his head slowly at me, still looking at me with stunned eyes. And I couldn’t hold it any longer. I erupted in laughter…  
 
    He exhaled… “Damn, baye, you scared me. I thought you was in this mutha f**** running a business without keeping books. I was getting ready to say, no wonder you was short on cash.” 
 
    My laughter stopped as I looked at him. At first, I’d been joking about not knowing that I needed to do better with my books. But could he be right? Although the shop was doing quite well, was that why I always seemed to be short on cash? 
 
     “Do you think that’s the reason?” 
 
    “Do you really not keep books?” 
 
    “I mean… I know I need to be. And I’m going to get to it, eventually…It’s why I have all my receipts in the drawer. My tax guy helped me get them in order last year when he did my taxes—” 
 
    “Doing taxes is not keeping books, shawty. Plus, how the f*** do you know what he’s doing if you don’t keep yo’ own records? Do you trust him?”  
 
    “Ummm…Kind of.”  
 
    Damn it! I’ve been meaning to get these receipts in order. But it’s true, I absolutely hate doing the books. I’d rather dance on a bed of glass… barefoot. I am a Tea Maker…one day I pray to be a Tea Master like my Greatie.  
 
    The only thing I want to do is be left alone to work with my teas! Why do I have to do painful things like keeping books and sorting receipts? 
 
    “Kind of?” he chuckled. “Do you even keep up with your inventory, so that you’ll know if your income exceeds your expenditures?” 
 
    Okay… 
 
    So, let’s pause right here in the story… 
 
    Did you guys hear the question the brute, thug, boxer just asked me? Now, by this point, I had figured out that Hitta was way smarter than I’d initially thought. But the question that he’d just asked told me something altogether different about his intelligence.  
 
    This man was not what he appeared to be at first sight. I couldn’t believe I’ve been walking around for months turning my nose up at him as if he was in some way beneath me. I mean, I wasn’t a jerk or anything…I would never do that to anyone. 
 
    It’s just that I had it in my mind that he was this big, scary…bad guy that killed and beat up people. This is the danger of rumors. None of that is probably true about him. My former next-door neighbor was probably lying about all of that. And I’d gone and judged this poor man by all that crap that she fed me. 
 
    Well…That and the fact that he scared the heck out of me when we first met. 
 
    I exhaled… “Okay…You got me. I know I should be doing all of that. But the truth is, I’d rather eat gum from the bottom of a garbage can.” 
 
    “Ewww!” Jessie said giving me the stinky face. 
 
    “I’m a Tea Maker!” I told him putting my hand to my chest. “Why can’t I just be left alone to work with my teas?” 
 
    He sat back in his chair and pulled me into his lap. “You can, baye…why don’t you hire a back of the house manager, whose job it is to do all that tedious boring stuff like keeping the books?” 
 
    “I would love to hire someone like that, I just can’t afford it.” 
 
    “Oh…you don’t get a lot of business?” 
 
    “Quite the opposite. I have a steady flow of customers. I do really well actually. People love my teas.” 
 
    “Well, if the business is doing so good, why can’t you afford to hire on some help?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Beats me…” 
 
    He smiled before he leaned in and gently kissed my lips. “You know why you don’t know?” 
 
    I folded my arms and pressed my lips together, already knowing what he was getting at. 
 
    “Come on, be a big girl and say it…” 
 
    “Because I don’t keep my books…” I barely opened my mouth. 
 
    He laughed. “What did you say, Teacup? I couldn’t hear you.” 
 
    "I said… because I don't keep my books…" I still mumbled the last part. 
 
    "That's right because you don't keep yo’ books. But you mine, so if you want to just focus on yo’ teas, then you just focus on yo’ teas…yo’ man gon’ handle the rest.” 
 
    “Ummm…should I be afraid?” I muttered. 
 
    My question made him laugh… “Probably…” 
 
    Twenty minutes after I opened, Wayne showed up. Wayne was a multi-tasking, very handsome, smooth-talking, slender brotha, who was dressed to the nines in a three-piece suit. And I was quite convinced that he wasn’t human. The things this man could make happen was simply amazing. 
 
    Apparently, he had been Hitta’s personal assistant since his boxing days and after he retired, stayed with him.  
 
    “Nobody else will work with him, look at him…If I leave, he’ll fall back into being a caveman.” He shuttered. “God have mercy on the earth if that happens.” 
 
    This he’d said while he was ordering my strongest cup of tea. My gaze went over to Hitta, who was sitting on the couch frowning down at his phone. And let me tell y’all, that frown of his was intimidating as heck. 
 
    It caused my customers to give him a wide path as they ordered their teas and pastries while stealing glances his way. However, little Jessie wasn't afraid of him. She sat right next to him with her arm on his leg as she talked his ear off about God knows what. 
 
    He was so patient with her and I was glad that he was here because he was keeping her behaving and not harassing my customers. He and Wayne had taken up shop over in that area. I think it was because of them that more customers decided to sit down and drink their teas rather than rush out to start their day like they normally did. 
 
    Wayne had two laptops set up in front of him on the table and a notepad. At some point, someone came in and took a few pictures of Hitta and the whole time he frowned. But at the same time, he looked like somebody famous and I’d seen more than one of my customers snap pictures of him on the low because nobody wanted to get on his bad side. 
 
    I loved to see Wayne and Hitta’s interactions because Wayne spoke Hitta fluently. He understood every grunt, every hand gesture, every nod, and every rude look… Wayne was always one step ahead of his boss and could almost predict what he was going to want next. 
 
    And he wasn’t afraid of him. They argued like women…  
 
    Wayne would say something like, “Smile, there’s a camera pointed at you.” 
 
    “I am smiling…” Hitta would mutter without changing his face at all. 
 
    Wayne would exhale. “You’re not smiling.” 
 
    “Mutha f****, what the f*** I look like, a clown?” Hitta would bark. 
 
    Not ruffled in the least, Wayne would calmly state, “No…at this very moment, you look like an angry ape, whose banana is stuck up his a**.”  
 
    And of course, I was drinking something at the time and had to quickly put my hand over my mouth to prevent it from escaping with my laughter. 
 
    Hitta pointed his big finger at his assistant. “I know a lot of mutha f***as that want yo’ job.” 
 
    Wayne held out his arms. “Fire me then! What you waiting on? You been making the same threat for ten years! Fire me already! I’m sick and tired of your bullsh*t anyway! I have a degree from Morehouse I don’t have to take this sh*t!” 
 
    Hitta gestured toward the door. “Go back to Morehouse then mutha f****, ain’t nobody holding a gun to yo’ head keeping yo’ preppy a** here, you bastard! You killing me with this bullsh*t!” 
 
    “And you killing me by acting like I’m killing you for asking you to smile. It’s not the world’s fault you didn’t get hugs when you were a kid, don’t pass that negativity off on everybody else. You have a specific duty as a public figure to—”  
 
    But by this point in the conversation, Hitta would actually roll his eyes and exhale loudly and ignorantly before plastering a very frightening smile on his face. 
 
    “There, you happy, mutha f***a?” he would grumble from between his smiling lips. 
 
    Wayne would look at his smile and frown, before shaking his head. “F*** it, go back to the frown. That sh*t on your face there is going to give small children nightmares.” 
 
    And of course, I laughed the whole time. I would later find out that Wayne was so much more than a personal assistant. He played the role as Hitta’s PR, agent, lawyer and all-around motivator. Heck, Wayne had a personal assistant…  
 
    Anyway, an hour later, there was a crew of three men who got busy fixing the hole in my wall. The whole time, I had a rush, so I couldn’t be that involved with anything, but I didn’t have to…Wayne was holding it down.  
 
    He made sure the work crew stayed out of the way of my customers. He even smiled and greeted a few of them. By noon, a camera crew showed up. I’d gotten a lull for a moment before the lunch rush and I took the time to make Hitta’s blend. 
 
    When I came out the back with his mug and saw the camera crew, I froze like a deer in headlights. 
 
    “Hey, boss lady, what do you have there?” Wayne asked coming to rescue me. 
 
    “Who are these people?” 
 
    He turned to look as if it was no big deal. “Vice-World, have you heard of them.” 
 
    My stunned gaze flew to him. “Have I heard of them? Are you kidding me? Of course, I’ve heard of them!” 
 
    I was getting ready to freak out. Vice-World was sitting in my Tea Shop!  
 
    Oh my God!!!! 
 
    VICE-WORLD WAS IN MY TEA SHOP!!!! 
 
    “Yeah, they’ve been following the boss around for the last month. Just pretend they’re not here and go on with business as usual. However, you should prepare for an influx of customers after this episode airs.” 
 
     “Oh my God! Wayne! That’s great!” But then a thought hit me. I was already barely handling the customers I had. 
 
    “Wait, I don’t know if I’ll be able to handle more people—” 
 
    “I’ve already taken care of that. After your lunch rush, I have three very reliable people coming in to interview for a position.” His words stalled for a minute and for the first time since I’ve met him, his disposition changed to something that resembled hostility. 
 
    He slid his hand down the vest of his suit, straightening his already immaculate appearance. 
 
    “Unfortunately…Hitta’s niece, Carmen is one of them. She’s at The University of Chicago studying to get her B.A. in accounting. She is currently the bookkeeper at Hitta’s Place and has agreed after her uncle offered her a very nice snippet of course, to also man the books here.” 
 
    His disposition was frightening me. “You’re scaring me, is there something about her that I should know?” 
 
    “You should be afraid. Carmen is a mini version of her uncle. She is a complete savage and should be put down.” 
 
    My eyes widened…“Put down?” 
 
    “Put down…but come now, don’t you worry about her. That’s why I’m here. You just put a smile on your face and go on over there and give Hitta his cup of tea.” 
 
    “Am I going to be on TV?” I squeaked. 
 
     My heartbeat picked up to the point that I felt like I was going to have a panic attack. He gestured to the guy who I assumed was the producer. 
 
    “Hey, this is Hitta’s lady…we would like to plug the Tea Shop and the coat drive.” He turned to look at me. “Isn’t that the charity you have going on now?” 
 
    The only thing I could do was nod. 
 
    “She has a cup of tea for Hitta, I would like for you guys to get a shot of her handing him the tea and then we can cut the cameras a prep her to plug her charity. Got it?” 
 
    With his lips pressed tightly together, the producer nodded. It didn’t look as if he was all that happy to be told how to produce his own show, but Wayne walked away obviously not caring in the least. 
 
    And so it went…Wayne instructed me on how to hand the cup to Hitta. Of course, the big grouch did not heed to any of Wayne's instructions and reached for me after I handed him the cup and pulled me down on the couch next to him. 
 
    Wayne had instructed me to sit in the chair that was next to the couch. Hitta took a sip of his tea and then plugged the heck out of the shop. 
 
    “This here…” holding up the cup. “Keep my headaches away.” He leaned down and kissed my lips. 
 
    “I don’t know what I would do without my shawty. She say she a Tea Maker…but to me, she a Tea Master.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  


 Chapter 10 
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    The Tea Maker 
 
      
 
    Men themselves have wondered, what they see in me. They try so much, but they can't touch 
My inner mystery. 
When I try to show them, they say they still can't see. 
I say, 
It's in the arch of my back, The sun of my smile, The ride of my breasts, The grace of my style. 
I'm a woman 
Phenomenally. 
Phenomenal woman, 
That's me.  
 
    
--Maya Angelou 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hitta 
 
      
 
      
 
    Because I’m the kind of mutha f**** that don’t let people in my head, nobody knows how strange my life has been. For some reason, I’ve come in contact with a few extraordinary people and up until now, I’ve never thought to question why. 
 
    Many of you know my boy, Rome…I don’t have to tell y’all about him and the things he’s capable of or the fact that he believes he plays chess with an angel every Tuesday in the park. I don’t know why I ended up with a best friend like him.  
 
    Neither he, Saw Buck, nor I graduated from eighth grade, but that didn’t stop Rome from learning and that didn’t stop him from bringing me along for the ride. Just for the fun of it, he and I took an IQ test at nineteen. Rome’s score was so high there was not a level for it. The smartest man to be recorded tested in at a three hundred; Rome’s score had blown past that. 
 
    But for anybody that knew him, there was no surprise in that area. However, if folks knew that I’d scored a one-thirty on mine, they would be very surprised.  I’d been born with a speech impediment. Because of it, I used as few words as I could when talking. Also because of it, I came across as dumb. 
 
    Many folks would be bothered by that, but I wasn’t. It’s like chess; to underestimate your opponent is a great error that many commits when dealing with me… To my advantage of course. 
 
     It’s how I was able to get Angel. She thought she had me figured out and the more she got to know me, the more she saw how wrong she was…and the more she felt guilty.  
 
    Did I take advantage of her guilt? 
 
    Hell yeah… 
 
    But I digress…I was telling you guys about my uncanny ability to bump into extraordinary people.  
 
    Take Maddox and Lannox for instance, not only are they extremely deadly…but we are all convinced that God speaks to Lannox and although he is a mute, he’s become something of a priest to our crew. If he says we shouldn’t do something or go somewhere…we don’t. If he says we should be somewhere or should do something, we do. Nobody except Maddox understands the way his mind works, and the little Maddox is exposed to of his brother’s mind, he cannot put into words. 
 
    He’s tried, often…I don’t know why those two ended up working for me of all people, but they have, and they are very loyal. Over the last ten years, we have become brothers. 
 
    Rome, Maddox, and Lannox you all know about. What many of y’all don’t know is that back when I was a kid and G had decided he wanted to see me boxing professionally, he’d sent me to the Lyon’s Den to learn how to do that. Lyon and G went way back. G said that it was Lyon who first put him on when he came into the dope game. He said Lyon used to run the streets with an iron fist and had niggas scared to even breathe without his permission. 
 
    But then he got locked up. G says when his boy got out, he was done with the dope game, but had opened up a gym where he trained certain people to fight. It was Lyon who taught me how to throw a proper punch and polish my natural ability of knocking mutha f****s out.  
 
    One of the amazing things about the Lyon’s Den was that not everybody could come in.  
 
    I mean that literally… 
 
    There is some kind of force around the building that makes certain people sick to their stomach if they even touch the door. And if they manage to ignore that feeling and get inside the door, they never make it past the threshold before they hit their knees in unbearable pain. 
 
    I know…that sh*t sound wild, but that’s what I’m telling you. For some reason, I’ve had some wild experiences in my life. 
 
    Lyon also had a real pet lion, I kid you not. The thing was huge, and it followed him everywhere. Not only that…to this day, Rome thinks I’m lying, but when I was a kid, I had gone up to Lyon’s office to take my payment to him. He didn’t see me and was talking to another guy in there. Whatever the guy told him made him so mad that he stood and hit his metal desk so hard he bent the b**** in two. 
 
    Needless to say, that sh*t ain’t normal. However, it wasn’t long till Lyon started working one on one with me. I was surprised as hell when he singled me out. He said although he knows G had sent me to him for him to teach me how to box, nothing happens that isn’t the Heavenly Father’s will and that I was meant to study under him. 
 
    I asked him why. 
 
    “I know you want to scrape your way out the hood, kid. But being a professional boxer is not your destiny.” 
 
    Of course, back then, I thought I knew it all. Thought I had my whole life figured out. 
 
    “Can’t nobody tell me what my destiny is. I make my own way.” 
 
    He chuckled. “As long as you think that way, you’re going to have a bumpy road ahead of you. Trust me, I know.” He looked off to the side getting lost in his thoughts. 
 
    “The Most High have a way of getting your attention though. Sometimes, it’s easy and sometimes,” he shook his head, “It’s the most painful thing you’ll ever experience. Don’t be like me, kid…Try and hear his voice before he strips you of everything you hold dear in order that you listen.” 
 
    After that day, he started training me to be another kind of fighter, a fighter that fought spiritually as well as physically. 
 
    Because of him, I changed my diet. He said the things we put in our temple had a great effect on whether or not the Ancient of Days could use our bodies for vessels. He said the Rauch Ha Kodesh cannot dwell in anything unclean and some foods were unclean and polluted the body. 
 
    I changed my diet and started changing the way I viewed life, but G was not happy with the changes and pulled me out of the Lyon's Den before any of Lyon's teachings could take a real hold on me. Although I still kept the diet Lyon had shown me, I haven't been back to the Lyon's Den since. 
 
    Now you all are wondering why I’ve decided to reveal all of this information to you. Well…because I want you guys to see that I've come in contact with some things that can be described as nothing less than supernatural. So, it’s safe to say that I now have certain qualifications to spot it when I see it. 
 
    That being said…Angel and what she does with her teas were some next-level kind of sh*t.  
 
    I’ve been sitting here watching her for hours, my phone been blowing up with calls and texts from the gym. I had two new fighters coming in today to start their training. One of the kids showed promise of going all the way…and yet here I still sat on this couch watching… 
 
    Hell…I don’t know what I was watching. 
 
    First of all, for a tea shop, this mutha f**** stayed busy. At one point during the morning rush, there was a line out the f***ing door. Now, you ask me, why the hell would somebody wait in a line that long for tea? And well, let me tell you why. 
 
    She was more than a barista she was a healer. A healer that all of these people didn’t mind waiting in line to see.  
 
    Some folks knew what they wanted. They stepped up to her register and asked for their blend by name. She sold bags of the sh*t…and no, it wasn’t cheap. Everybody that bought a bag bought a cup as well. 
 
    Her hands moved across her tea display like a pianist on a piano. I was convinced that half the satisfaction for the customers was just watching her work. She’d grab a flower from here, a few granules of something from here…a scoop of this, a scoop of that…she’d drop what looked like a twig in one of the many wooden mortars that she had and grind it down before adding everything in a little mesh baggy. 
 
    Then she’d drop the baggy in a cup of hot water and then steam it. The loud sound of the steamer signaled to the customer that their order was almost finished. It also snapped them out of whatever satisfying trance they fell in watching her put together their order. 
 
    It was poetry in motion. No! Damn that… it was a symphony. Like her customers, I couldn’t look away.  
 
    Now…what I’ve described to you was just the tip of the iceberg. 
 
    The true show came when someone asked for the manager’s special. I’ve never in my life seen anything like it. She’d hand them a little herb; I couldn’t see what. They’d pop it in their mouth and as they chewed and swallowed, she’d study their face or some sh*t… And then she’d nod in a way that reminded me of Maddox when he was listening to Lannox in only a way that he could. 
 
    When she turned around to her tea display, she moved with surety that what she was making was perfect for the customer at the register. She went into a zone, a pinch of this and a dash of that…no two recipes were the same. She’d grab stuff without even looking to make sure she grabbed the right thing. 
 
    When she handed the customer their cup, they wouldn’t walk away before taking a sip. And each time…I kid you not…each time, the customer smiled at her and thanked her before walking away. 
 
    Damn…I know I wasn’t doing what I saw any justice. 
 
    And get this, whenever she slowed down a bit, she would come around the counter and ask me how we were doing over here while holding some herb or another to my lips for me to eat. 
 
    As I chewed, she watched my eyes and the area around them.  
 
    What the hell? 
 
    I think in some way, she is reading me or some sh*t just like she did each customer that stepped to the register and asked her for the manager’s special.  
 
    Now tell me that ain't some next-level kind of sh*t… 
 
    But just between you and me…It warmed my heart that she felt comfortable enough with me to bring the herbs to my lips and not hand it to me like she did her customers. 
 
    She was so good at what she did that I doubted if she even noticed the significance of it. She was putting me a tea recipe together in her head and that’s all she thought about. 
 
    During my interview with Vice World, I’d started to get a headache. Because of my speech impediment, I really hated doing interviews. I thought that after my boxing days that crap would end, but it seems like it was only just the beginning. There seemed to always be some newspaper or magazine calling me for a quote. 
 
    The only reason I’d agreed to this was so that Jaheem, one of my fighters, who was almost ready to accept a major fight, could get the exposure he deserved. They did a whole episode on one of our training sessions. Since then, the kid had gotten several offers, but none of the offers is the one we're looking for…However, I had a feeling it was coming soon.  
 
    Anyway, I’d gotten a headache talking to these mutha f****s. They asked dumb questions about stupid sh*t. Angel came at the perfect time and handed me a cup of tea… 
 
    As soon as the aroma touched my nose, it felt as if all the muscles in my neck and back just relaxed. I could feel the pressure in my head easing. When I finally took a sip, its complex flavor exploded on my tongue and the only thing I could do was sigh as my headache magically disappeared. 
 
    And then I plugged the sh*t out of this joint.  
 
    “I don’t know what I would do without my shawty. She say she a Tea Maker…but to me, she a Tea Master.”  
 
    I meant every word. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Angel 
 
      
 
    “Here comes the devil, brace yourself,” Wayne muttered as he came to stand next to me behind the counter.  
 
    I’d just interviewed the other two candidates he’d set up for me and was very happy with the both of them; they would begin their training Monday. But I shouldn’t have been surprised that Wayne found the perfect people for me. I was beginning to see that everything the man did was perfect. 
 
    The bell on the shop’s door dinged and I took Wayne’s advice and braced myself. He said she was a mini Hitta. Hitta looked good on a man, so the same look on a woman could not be devastating. However, if she was good at her job, I will be happy, no matter how she looked.  
 
    Oh my…goodness! That daggone Wayne. 
 
    I braced myself to literally see the female version of Hitta. What I was not expecting was the petite young beauty, who could be no more than eighteen that walked through the door. 
 
    “Hey Unc…” she said as she went over to where he sat on the couch and leaned down kissing his cheek. 
 
    The only thing the two had in common was the fact that she was dressed in a pair of name-brand sweatpants and Jordans that looked adorable on her little feet, but that was where all the similarities ended. 
 
    She wore her hair in a chic asymmetric cut. The left side of it was shaved and lined up perfectly…the right side was in a bob that hung to her shoulder and it was fire engine red. It looked as if she was fresh from the beauty shop. 
 
    She had on a cute tank top that matched her sweatpants and molded to her perfect athletic body amazingly. As she and Hitta came my way, I was able to see that she wasn’t that much taller than me. 
 
    My gaze went to Wayne’s… “A mini version of Hitta…Really, Wayne? She’s beautiful.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Don’t let her looks fool you. She-is-the-devil.” 
 
    “Hey, Teacup, I want you to meet my niece, Carmen. Carmen, this my lady, An—” 
 
    “Angel…” she interrupted, reaching out her hand to shake mine. “Yes, Unc, I know who she is…you just obsessed about her for months. Everybody know who she is…” She smiled at me. 
 
    “Pleased to finally meet you. I am so glad you put my uncle out his misery and went out with him.” 
 
    I chuckled. I liked her… 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you too. And I am so grateful you came here to lend me a hand. I pray it’s not an inconvenience.” 
 
    She waved that away. “Not at all…I need a break from that smelly gym and being the back of the house manager here will look great on my portfolio.” Her gaze rose to Wayne’s and the smile left her face. With her hand on her hip, she covered the few steps separating them till she was standing right in his face. 
 
    Because she was so short…like yours truly, Wayne towered over her, but that didn’t stop the feisty mama from facing off with him. 
 
    “Damn…I prayed last night for two things.” She held up two fingers right under his nose, revealing the fact that her nails matched her hair. 
 
    “One,” she put down her middle finger so that only her index finger was up. “World peace. And two,” she put down her index finger and held up her middle finger…Hitta chuckled. 
 
    “That yo’ homosexual a** got hit by a bus.” Then she shrugged. “Neither of my prayers got answered…what am I doing wrong?” 
 
    Wayne didn’t get ruffled in the least. He chuckled and ran his hand down his immaculate vest, his gaze roaming over her beautiful face in a way that made me feel as if he was taking in every detail. 
 
    “Perhaps, and I could be wrong, God is not in the business of answering the prayers of Satan.” 
 
    Hitta chuckled again shaking his head. Carmen blew a huge pink bubble that matched her lipstick before she spoke.  
 
    "Aww…look. The homosexual has jokes. Tell me, Wayne, …when are you coming out the closet. If you gay, you gay…stop lying about it.” 
 
    “I know you’re young and haven’t traveled the world much, but here is a free lesson to start the ball rolling in your attempt at finding a little class. Every man that wears a suit is not gay.” He leaned in and for a moment, it looked like he was going to kiss her. She must have thought so too because her eyes widened a bit and she stopped chewing her gum. 
 
    “In fact,” his words were low as his eyes fell on her full pink lips. “If you weren’t twelve, I’d show you just how much of a man I am…all night long.”  
 
    And then he stepped away from her and after tilting his head at me, said, “If you will excuse me, I have to take this call.” 
 
    My surprised gazed fell on Carmen, she watched Wayne go through narrowed eyes before her gaze rose to her uncle’s. 
 
    “Ewww, Unc! Why don’t you fire him?” 
 
    “Because you love him…” She opened her mouth to deny it, but he lifted his hand cutting her off. “Spit the gum out. You’re on a job interview…remember?” 
 
    Her mouth snapped shut as she turned to me and smiled, remembering that she was in fact on a job interview. 
 
    “Heya, boss…”  
 
    That made me laugh, I realized at that moment that there wasn’t going to be a dull moment around these parts with Carmen helping to manage the place. And I would soon find out that not only was she stunningly beautiful, she was also as smart as a whip for one so young. I showed her to my office and opened my receipt drawers.  
 
    She pulled out her laptop and told me not to worry about anything, the first thing she was going to do is inventory, so that she could put everything in her computer and personalize us a spreadsheet that will make taking inventory breezy.  
 
    She assured me that I wasn’t making a mistake bringing her on board and that she was going to make me proud. 
 
    “No, I take that back…the first thing I’m going to do is update your filing system,” she said laughing down at my receipt drawers. 
 
    I asked her if she was sure because I was now feeling guilty; I'd let this get so out of hand and now this poor eighteen-year-old girl, who should be out enjoying herself, was stuck in my little office trying to organize my chaos. 
 
    “Angel, this is what I do. I love crunching numbers and bringing order to chaos.” She laughed at the horrified look that came on my face. “You should have seen what the gym looked like before I got there. I’ve been doing my uncle’s books since I was sixteen.” 
 
    “Well, okay…If you’re sure, I’ll leave you to it. I need to have a chat with your uncle before my after-work rush comes in. If you have any questions, please don’t be afraid to ask.” 
 
    So, after talking to Hitta about the animosity between Wayne and Carmen, I found out some juicy tidbits.  
 
    “They didn't always fight like that. My sista got locked up when Carmen was fourteen and she came to stay with me. At first, her and Wayne was cool. He helped me out with her a lot, but when she turned seventeen, something happened. They relationship got tense.” He chuckled. 
 
    “Carmen was turning into a woman and neither of them knew what to do about their feelings for each other. It’s their guilt for those feelings that causes them to fight each other…they’re literally fighting their feelings.” 
 
    “How much older than her is he?” 
 
    He wrapped his arm around my waist pulling me closer. “Not as much as I’m older than you.” 
 
    “And you’re okay with that?” 
 
    He chuckled… “Oh, I threatened to break both of Wayne’s arms if he touched her before she was legal. Of course, he denied he even had feelings for her…but he got my message loud and clear.” 
 
    “But now that she’s legal…you don’t mind if they start a relationship?” 
 
    He chuckled. “Wayne a good guy. And he strong enough to deal with Carmen. She’d run over a weak man. I know he’d love her and be good to her…you know?” 
 
    I nodded as I prepared my workstation for my after-work rush. 
 
    “I’m gon’ get ready to head out. I need to take care of a few things at the gym. If you want, I can take Jessie with me. We’ll meet you back here when you close and grab some dinner.” 
 
     Oh, bless his heart! "Are you sure? Jessie is—"   
 
    He held up his hand cutting me off. “Have you met Carmen?” Chuckling, I nodded.  
 
    “I think I can handle Jessie.” 
 
    He was onto something. That was exactly who Carmen reminded me of…Jessie.  
 
    “Okay…don’t leave yet. I’m going to make you some tea to go.” 
 
    It’s the least I can do. This man had come in and in one day, made some things happen around here. The things that have frustrated me to no end, he’d handled. My wall was almost finished. The workers he’d hired had been professional and very knowledgeable. They’d worked quickly and quietly, not bothering my customers at all. 
 
    I had two new employees who will start their training on Monday and a manager that was hard at work right now. I felt so bad that he was paying them for me, but I think I found a way to pay him back. Tonight, over dinner, I was going to see what he thought about being an investor in the company. That way, the Tea Shop can pay him back all that he’d spent and more. 
 
    I went to the back and grabbed the stainless-steel thermos that I had. It was big enough to hold a full day’s supply of tea. I also grabbed the mate to my favorite teacup here at the shop. I don’t know why…It was even daintier than the one I had at the house. But thanks to Carmen and Wayne…and the fact that Hitta had taken care of most of my burdens here at the shop in one day, I was in a bit of a nutty mood and was anticipating the look on his face when I handed him the little flower painted teacup to take with him. 
 
    As I did that, I asked Jessie if she wanted to go to the gym with Hitta. Of course, she was all for it, so I gave her a stern talking about behaving herself and not getting on the man’s nerves.  
 
    “I’m gon’ be real good.” She lied before she ran off to tell Carmen that she was going to the gym. 
 
    If y’all needed further proof that Jessie and Carmen were alike…look at exhibit A. They’ve known each other for only a couple of hours and have taken to each other as if they were big and little sister. 
 
    While Carmen was working, Jessie had been in there talking her ear off and just like her uncle, she was not bothered at all by her. And I think I’ve got it figured out; Jessie was one of them… 
 
    And when I say one of them, I mean the tough people. They weren’t afraid of anything. Somebody gets in their way they’re going to run them over. They were so different from me. Somebody gets in my way I’m going to ask them to please step aside. And if they didn’t, to avoid any drama, I’ll just walk around them. 
 
    Sometimes I wish I’d been more like Jessie when I was younger. Maybe then, Stan wouldn’t have been able to hurt me due to the fear that I’d slit his throat in his sleep. 
 
    When I walked out of the back, my steps came to a halt.  
 
    Dear God!  
 
    I’d spoken up the devil…  
 
    Stan was squatting down in front of the counter talking to Jessie. His hand reached up to touch her braid and I just reacted. I hurried around the corner and snatched her away from him. 
 
    “Don’t touch her!”  
 
    When Hitta and Wayne heard the desperation in my voice they both stopped talking and hurried my way. 
 
    “Who the f*** is this?” Hitta growled coming to a stop right in back of Stan. 
 
    My foster father turned around to see who was standing so close to him and nearly jumped out of his socks. 
 
    “Christ!” he cried taking in the mountain of a man in front of him. He stumbled back clutching the counter for support. 
 
    “Angel, who are these people? And what are they doing here?” The fact that there was a quiver in his voice only testified to how big of a coward he was. 
 
    “I asked you a question,” Hitta told him, taking another step towards him, causing Stan to stumble back even farther. “Who the f*** are you?” 
 
    Gaining control of himself, Stan stood a bit straighter. “My name is Dr. Stanly Baker and I’m Angel’s father and Jessie’s grandfather.” 
 
    Both Hitta’s and Wayne’s stunned gaze came to me and my face heated. Now, I was regretting my actions. I wish I had not alerted their attention to Stan. The last thing I wanted them to know was how twisted my life had been. 
 
    “This yo’ dad?” Hitta asked. 
 
    “My foster father,” I muttered before pressing my lips together.  
 
    Calling Stan any kind of father to me was torturous, but I didn’t want this thing to get bigger than it already was. 
 
    “And you are!?” Stan demanded, looking at Hitta as if he was a piece of trash. I balled my fists up…that angered me so much, I felt like screaming. 
 
    Hitta was more of a man that Stan will ever be. Stan didn’t even deserve to be in the same room with such a man.  
 
    Hitta pulled me to stand in front of him before he wrapped his strong arms around my waist securing me against him. I nearly closed my eyes as the feeling of safety flooded my system. This was such a paradigm shift. I never thought I would ever feel this safe in the presence of someone that has caused me to feel such terror. 
 
    “I’m Angel’s man…Hitta.” 
 
    “Her what?!” 
 
    “You deaf, mutha f***a!” Hitta growled. 
 
    Stan began to sputter. He was so red in the face you would have thought someone had slapped him. 
 
    “Well…” He huffed as he walked a huge circle around Hitta. “I don’t have to stand here and take this.” His gaze fell on me. 
 
    “I just came by to tell you that Diana has taken a turn for the worst. I and her doctors don’t expect her to last through the month. If you know where West is…you should probably tell him.” He nodded toward Jessie. 
 
    “You may want to take her to see her grandmother before it’s too late.” When he was done speaking, he turned to go, but before he walked through the door, he turned back to look at me. 
 
    “Your new…friends are not welcomed in my house. So, don’t bother bringing them.” 
 
    Hitta’s arms tightened around me. “That’s too bad, bo. She don’t go nowhere without me.” 
 
    I didn’t like the look that came in Stan’s eyes then. Suddenly a feeling of dread washed over me. I’d seen that look before. Stan can be a vindictive, evil bastard when he wanted to. He may not be able to match Hitta when it came down to brute strength, but he was the type that would make trouble for him in other ways. He had a lot of powerful friends.  
 
    Heck! One of his best friends was a Cook County judge and I’ve seen Stan call in asking favors of him on more than one occasion. 
 
    Hitta turned me to face him as soon as he left. “What the f*** is up with that? Why are you afraid of yo’ foster father?” 
 
    I shook my head, sliding out of his arms. “I’m not afraid of him…It’s nothing.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hitta 
 
      
 
    Once again, she was lying to me, but I could tell by the resolve in her eyes that I wasn't going to get any more out of her right now. I was learning that this girl could be stubborn as hell when she wanted to be. 
 
    I didn’t have to say anything to Wayne. As soon as my gaze connected to his he nodded and walked to his computer. No doubt he will have a full bio on Stan’s ho’ a** for me by tomorrow. And just because I need to know all there is to know about the man that had just put that kind of fear in Angel’s eyes, I was going to be calling Rome. Wayne was good, but Rome could find the sh*t folks go out of their way to bury.  
 
    I also put in a call to Maddox, I needed him and Lannox to keep an eye on her for me. I didn’t trust her foster father and until I found out why she was afraid of him, she was going to have a little company at all times. 
 
    “So, you’re not going to tell me what that was all about?” I asked her a little later as she handed me the thermos full of tea she’d made for me and another one of those girlie cups that she obviously got a kick out of seeing me use. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Angel 
 
      
 
    I smiled although my heart was racing out of control. I’d imagined all the ways Stan could ruin Hitta’s life and I had to do what I could to make sure that didn’t happen. Out of all the days he could have come in here, why the world did he have to pick today? 
 
    If I told Hitta what Stan had done to me, he would probably try and confront him. And Stan was such a coward, he and his judge friends would have Hitta thrown in jail or something. I couldn’t allow that to happen. 
 
    “I told you…nothing is going on. Me and Stan just don’t see eye-to-eye on some things. No big deal…” 
 
    I could tell in his gaze that he didn’t believe me, but I didn’t care. The less he knew about Stan the better. 
 
    He closed the gap between us, crowding my space in only the way that he could. The muscle ticked in his jaw as he stared down at me. 
 
    “You gon’ be stubborn and stick to this lie, huh?” 
 
    I folded my arms. “I’m not lying.” 
 
    He grinned and it was bone-chilling. I swallowed… 
 
    “Aight…you stubborn.” He used his big finger to gently poke me in the chest. “But you might as well learn, I’m mo’ stubborn.” 
 
    My eyes narrowed. Was that a threat? 
 
    “I’d like you to meet two very good friends of mine.” 
 
    Right then the door dinged. I turned around just as two well-dressed men walked through it, two well-dressed men that oozed danger.  
 
    They were twins… 
 
    Twins that were very familiar, I’d seen them from somewhere before, I just couldn’t remember where. 
 
    One of them was dressed in all black, black turtleneck, black slacks, and a black blazer…He also wore black leather gloves on his hands.  
 
     The other was dressed in brown…brown button-up linen shirt, brown slacks, brown blazer…and brown leather gloves on his hands.  
 
    Everything about these men said bad news. The few customers that were sitting enjoying their drinks and pastries must have thought so too because their eyes were now glued to them. 
 
     "Until you tell me the truth about your foster father, one of my friends is going to be with you when I'm not able."  
 
    I turned back to face him, horrified. “What do you mean? Like following me?” 
 
    He looked up as they approached. “Maddox…Lannox, this is Angel. Angel, Maddox and Lannox.” His gaze fell back to me. 
 
    “No, Teacup. They are going to be your bodyguards.” 
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    I ran into Hitta’s office, shutting and locking the door behind me. Seconds later the loud pounding came. The metal door was being hit so hard I was afraid it was going to burst in off the hinges. Fighting back tears, I backed up as I stared at it in horror.  
 
    No way was it going to be able to hold up under the pounding. 
 
    “Open this f***ing door, Angel! Or so help me God, I’m going to tear this mutha f**** down!” Hitta roared from the other side. 
 
    The tears began to flow. How did I get myself in this situation? How had I ignored all the signs…Including my Greatie’s warning? 
 
    I’d allowed how he made my body feel to blind me to his true nature…A nature that I’d seen when I first met him and had sense enough back then to stay away from. 
 
    “Just leave me alone!” I cried. “I want to go home! I want to get away from you!” 
 
    “F*** that! Open the door!” 
 
    I jumped from the vibration his angry roar sent through the floor.  
 
    Dear God, help me! 
 
    Hitta was a complete savage…This gym was full of them. I just wanted to go home, back to my apartment, back to my life before I’d been stupid enough to let him in. 
 
    These weren’t my kind of people…I needed to get away from here! 
 
    I know you guys feel lost right now and you’re wondering what happened since last we talked… 
 
    Oh my goodness! So much has happened since last we talked that I don’t know where to begin… 
 
    Trina is missing…It’s going on two weeks now and Jessie is still with me. Hitta may or may not have a baby on the way by his ex, who he was still financially supporting, but I won’t know for sure because she’s been knocked out cold and her body was lying in the middle of the gym while these….people cheered it on like that was decent behavior. 
 
     Okay… 
 
    Wait… let me breathe and try to gain control of my emotions so that I can pick up my story from where last we left off.  
 
    I am so sorry about this; I know you guys are wondering what the heck is going on. 
 
    Okay… 
 
    Maddox and Lannox, the black twin Scottish bodyguards. I think that’s where we last left off. 
 
    So, because I didn’t tell Hitta why I’d responded to Stan the way that I did that day in the tea shop, which by the way, I still haven’t told him, he brought in Maddax and Lannox to escort me everywhere I needed to go. 
 
    Now granted, for the most part, it’s not horrible. The twins although clearly very dangerous men, were kind of cool. Maddox was a smooth talker and most of the time had very good conversation, and because they were so handsome, they were good for business. A lot of the college girls came around to chat with Maddox. They were taken with his good looks and thick Scottish accent. 
 
    However, I think he was smitten with my new barista, Summer, a single mom of two, who sometimes had such a haunted look in her beautiful eyes, but was a very dependable employee. 
 
    I’ve tried to talk to her and get in her head a bit to see what was troubling her, but she was really good at deflecting and covering up her pain with a smile. I know because I too was good at it. But I didn’t pry too much because I liked Summer and didn’t want to chase her away. She’d taken to blending the teas beautifully and my customers had accepted her quite well. 
 
    So, the last thing I wanted to do was mess that up… 
 
    And then there was Lannox… Lannox was a mysterious gem. I’d found out the day I met them that he couldn’t talk. According to Maddox, a priest had tried to kill Lannox when he was a bairn, lol…Bairn is how Maddox says baby. He has so many funny sayings…Like the college girls, I could listen to him talk all day. Hitta gets all jealous when I come home and tell him some of the crazy stuff Maddox says. 
 
    “You know…just because he talks with a Scottish accent don’t mean he talkin about sh*t…it just mean he ain’t talkin about sh*t with a Scottish accent.”   
 
    He is such a grouch…But up until today, I found his grouchiness adorable and now he was at the door scaring the hell out of me. 
 
    Anyway…So Maddox says the priest thought Lannox was possessed by the devil and tried to kill him. He’d locked Maddox inside his room and then took Lannox in the woods in the back of the monastery and slit his throat leaving him for dead. But knowing his brother was in danger, Maddox had managed to slip out the window and get help in time enough to save him…  
 
    Although Lannox survived, his voice box had been badly damaged, and he still had the terrible scar across his neck to remind him every day that he'd almost died at the hands of the Catholic priest.  
 
    It hurts my heart to think that somebody could hurt a small child like that. And Lannox was a real sweetheart in a hitman kind of scary kind of way… If that makes any sense. 
 
     The job of escorting Jessie back and forth to school had fallen on him and he was handling it like a champ. He even helped her with her homework. Because Jessie went to a school that also catered to the visually, hearing and speech impaired, all the children were taught sign language in kindergarten, so she could communicate quite well with Lannox. And if Maddox was not around, most times it was Jessie who told me what he was saying. 
 
    But now, get this…Maddox did not use sign language when talking to his brother. By some miracle, he was able to hear his brother’s thoughts and they communicated most times without saying a word to each other… 
 
    Isn’t that amazing? 
 
     Anyway, I've wandered off-topic. I was telling you guys how I got myself in my present situation.  
 
    Carmen… 
 
    So, because I was only about three years older than her, she and I had formed something of a friendship… She was my only friend if I was being honest. Well, …she and Summer. Summer was coming around, opening up to Carmen and me a little at a time. Whatever was going on with her it was seriously affecting her and her children. Although sweethearts, I recognized that traumatized look in their eyes. 
 
     Okay, so back to Carmen… 
 
     Her bold in-your-face personality was how she approached her job here at the shop. She'd already gotten all of my books in order. She’d organized my office…created spreadsheets that made taking inventory much easier and was already working out a business plan so that we could buy the space next to us and expand. 
 
    I had several herb suppliers that I ordered my product from. Just because I loved the way one supplier grew their chamomile didn’t mean I cared for the way they grew their lavender. I was very meticulous with where my material came from. 
 
    Thanks to Carmen’s new system she’d set up, even ordering my supplies had become easier. And not only that, because she was back of the house manager, she did all the ordering herself, refusing to let me do it, stating that it was her job. 
 
    See what I mean? Bold take charge Carmen.   
 
    And she was also a wealth of information when it came down to learning a little bit more about my grouchy new lover. She told me so much about him, I feel like I’ve known him my whole life. 
 
    But the part that intrigued me the most was how much his mom and my mother had in common. Carmen said that Hitta’s mom, who was also her mom’s mom, was addicted to drugs so badly that she’d lost all four of her children, Hitta, who was the oldest to the streets, and the other three to the state, who separated them. 
 
    She said although they were separated, they all had very violent natures that landed her mom and her younger uncle in jail…and her youngest aunt in the grave. Her uncle was in jail on a life sentence for triple murder and her mom was there for thirty years for attempted murder. But Carmen was optimistic that she would be getting out in fifteen because of good behavior. 
 
    Although they were locked up, Hitta made sure they kept money on their books. She said that she and her uncle went to see them three times a year. Now, when she told me about her youngest aunt, I got a very bad feeling in the pit of my belly. She said that her aunt and her aunt’s boyfriend had gotten into a fistfight and when her aunt threatened to tell Hitta on him, he shot and killed her. 
 
     Keep in mind, the whole time Carmen is telling me these violent stories about Hitta’s upbringing, I’m trying not to cringe. I may have had it bad living with a pervert, but that was where my suffering ended.  
 
    I lived in a really good neighborhood, went to an amazing school…had fairly decent friends. I was born in the hood and lived there until I was seven years old, but that was my hood experience. I'd only just moved back to the hood because it was all I could afford at the time and believe it or not… don't laugh at me, I wanted to reconnect with my roots.  
 
    But after listening to some of Carmen’s tales, I felt like a fish out of water. Hitta had come up rough, which would explain why he was so…. hmmm, what’s the word I’m looking for? Ferocious… 
 
    Now get this…I asked Carmen what happened to her aunt’s boyfriend. 
 
    She looked at me over her fire engine red glasses that matched her hair and nails and shook her head. 
 
    “Naw, Angel…You too soft for all that information. Just know that he’s no longer with us.” 
 
    I sat back floored. That night over dinner I studied Hitta and I couldn’t help but wonder what kind of thoughts were going on in his head. How the world did he survive the things he’d been through? I didn’t understand his violent nature…and no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t relate. 
 
    That’s when the first wave of uncertainty washed over me. I wasn't made of the same stuff he was made of…I haven't experienced the same traumas. How long before he got tired of me or thought I was too boring or suburban? 
 
    However, as if he could sense something was off with me, that night he made loved to me so gently and as he did, he whispered to me about how much he loved each part of my body and why. Then he said something that chased away all my doubts.  
 
    “Everything about you calls to something deep down inside of me. I can’t explain it…but it’s like you quiet the roar inside of me. Only when you around do I feel grounded… You my calm, shawty…it’s like you a gift from God.” 
 
    Sooooo…Yeah… 
 
    Foolishly, I let down my guard again and started back fantasizing about all the things I and my big grouchy lover could be… 
 
    And then Carmen told me that after her mom got locked up, she moved in with Hitta. At the time, he’d had a place with Shantell. Now, remember that name because we’re going to come back to her in a minute. It was because of her that I was in this mess now… 
 
    So, Hitta and Shantell had a place, but Carmen said they were having trouble, he’d used Carmen coming to live with him as an excuse to move out and get another place since Carmen and Shantell did not get along anyway. 
 
    Of course, I asked why they didn’t get along.  
 
    “The b**** was jealous of me and my uncle’s relationship. And it’s like I told the ho, me and him been tight since I was a baby.” She held up her little fists. “It was him that taught me how to throw them thangs!” 
 
      Carmen was a mess…  
 
    But she went on to say that for the most part, her uncle stayed at the gym or with whatever woman who was entertaining him for the night. But then she caught herself and said… 
 
    “I mean, with friends…You know…friends?”  
 
    I chuckled and told her that was alright. I’d have to be a fool to think Hitta didn’t have women before me. He was handsome, rich, an alpha… Every woman’s dream man. 
 
     “Yeah, but until you, I’ve never seen him in love. If he not at the gym, he home with you… He really like coming home to you. That mean something, you know.”  
 
    I tried to play it off like her words didn’t have me doing a little dance on the inside. 
 
    “Really? What about Shantell? He loved her, didn’t he?” 
 
    “Hell no… my uncle used to cheat on her like crazy. He was never at home. That was another reason they was always fighting.” 
 
    I shook my head.  
 
    “What?” she asked with a frown on her face. 
 
    “That’s bad that he cheated on her. She didn’t deserve that.” 
 
    Carmen rolled her eyes… “Girl, please, Shantell a** the biggest gold digger on the westside of Chicago. My uncle had this b**** ridin in a Benz. She was rocking Prada, Fendi, Versace… getting her hair and nails laid every week. And then went out and got that expensive a** apartment on the Lake Front just so she could bring her friends around and rub sh*t in they face.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I told Unc to get rid of that thot when she first started coming around. But then all of sudden, she pregnant by him.” 
 
    “Oh my God! Hitta has kids?” 
 
    “Hell naw, she was lying. But she told him she lost the baby…and was feeling all depressed, so he kept her thot a** around. But he wasn’t feeling her…he could see through all her shenanigans, which is why he barely came home to her. She used to call my phone every night like…You seen Hitta?" That she said in a whiny voice. 
 
    I was surprised by her words. It sounded like she was describing a different man. I’d come to look at him as something of a home body. Most of the time by the time I got home from the Tea Shop he and Jessie were there waiting for me with dinner.  
 
    He watched a lot of boxing on TV, but he mostly did that downstairs in the living room where he’d set up his gaming systems. Sometimes I watched with him, especially highlights of his fights, but most of the time when I wasn’t with him, I was organizing my herb pantry or working in the rose garden. 
 
    Shucks, I guess I am a home body too…LOL  
 
    “But see, the thot didn’t like me ‘cause I used to tell her broke a** to get a job!” Carmen said drawing my attention back to her. 
 
    “Oh my goodness! You did not tell your uncle’s girlfriend to get a job…” She put her hand on her hip and lifted an eyebrow. 
 
    “I used to tell her that sh*t every day without fail…sometimes twice. I don’t like to see nobody trying to take advantage of my uncle.” The only thing I could do was shake my head. 
 
    So yeah…That’s Carmen for you… She was crazy, but the girl had a business head on her that was out of this world. Because Hitta was rarely at the apartment he’d gotten for them two and she basically had the place to herself, she decided to go live on campus when she started college because it was something she’d always wanted to do. 
 
    Now on a side note, I’ve also learned a bit more about Carmen and Wayne’s situation, but I won’t be sharing that with y’all. It seems as if Carmen is going to be sharing her own story with you guys, so my lips are sealed. 
 
    Moving on… Before I tell you guys about Shantell and Trina and all that drama… I want to first tell you about the warning because it plays a very important role in this whole thing. And had I listened to my Greatie, I would have never been in this situation to begin with. 
 
    With my shop being closed down for the Sabbath Day, on the first Saturday at my new home, I took time to unpack my things and do a little exploring because up until that point, I hadn’t had time. After finding out that I didn’t work on the Sabbath, Hitta decided to stay home with me. 
 
    So, he, Jessie and I ended up having a real chill day that will forever stay in my memory. It was just one of those perfect days. He helped me unpack and arrange things in the house to my liking. And no matter how many times I asked him to move the couch or the bed, he never lost patience with me…Just moved it three feet to the left and then an inch back to the right…and in some cases, all the way to the other side of the room because I’d thought it would look good in this spot, but the lighting just wasn’t right. 
 
    After lunch, Jessie fell asleep in the den watching some crazy cartoon on TV. Hitta had gone down into the basement and started doing whatever he did down there…And I decided to explore the back yard… another thing I had been dying to do. 
 
    And that’s when I found the true treasure of the place. Whoever owned this home before us was really into roses. I found a secret rose garden at the back of the property. Because it hadn’t been taken care of, the roses were overgrown with weeds and quite wild but were still very beautiful.   
 
    Next to it was an old charming garden shed that still had a lot of tools in it…I grabbed a pair of shears and dived in trying to tame some of the bushes and vines and before I knew it, time had flown by. When Hitta found me, I was down on my knees trying to wrestle a stubborn weed out of the ground. I nearly jumped out of my skin when his vein-ridden muscled arm came down next to me, taking hold of the weed pulling it out effortlessly. 
 
    Somebody that big should make a sound when they walked. Anyhow, I’d discovered a new use for him, I put him on weed pulling duty immediately…Some of the weeds back here had been growing so long they’d become young trees. 
 
    Now, we didn’t get far before his freaky tendencies got in the way. It was there in that secret rose garden that he taught me what a quickie was, only for us to go in and teach me what it was like to be made love to in the shower. 
 
     Needless to say, that day would go down in history as one of the best days of my life. Maybe it was because of that day and the fact that I felt So in Love (in my Al Green voice), Greatie showed up the next morning. 
 
    Sunday morning, like the previous mornings before, I woke up clinging to Hitta’s back. I think I figured out why that was happening. It had something to do with him appearing in my dream every night. Not only did he make an appearance…but in every dream, he’s leading me out of hell… 
 
    I think that was why I clung to his back like that…I don’t know… 
 
    Anyway, so that morning…I woke up to the smell of elderberries. Only one person I knew could make a house smell of elderberries like that. 
 
    “Greatie’s here!” Jessie cried as she hurried past my room and down the stairs.  
 
     With a smile on my face, I climbed off of Hitta’s back and hurried into the bathroom to take care of my morning rituals. 
 
    “Where you going so early?” he grumbled from where he still lay in bed. 
 
    I grinned at him… “You’ll see when you come down.” Then I turned and followed Jessie down. I sure hope he wasn’t the freaking out type because if he was, he was going to completely flip when he realizes that my Greatie can somehow come and go at will and don’t always use doors… 
 
    When I got downstairs, Jessie was sitting at the table with a huge elderberry muffin that had been smothered in butter and honey in front of her. And Greatie was just taking another pan out of the oven. I ran to her and hugged her because I’d missed her so much and it had been nearly two years since I saw her last. I do believe the last time was when she’d given me the idea to go to Ms. Armstrong with the thought of renting the Tea Shop instead of buying it. 
 
    “How is my sweet girl?” she asked as she held me close. 
 
    Oh y’all…I loved hugging Greatie. She always smelled like elderberries…because they were her absolute favorite. She made the best elderberry tea in the whole world. 
 
    “A lot has happened since the last time I saw you,” I told her. 
 
    She smiled warmly at me. “I know, child…Sit down and have a cup of tea.” 
 
    Eagerly I sat…A cup of Greatie’s tea was a treat indeed. As she poured it, I fingered her beautiful multi-colored skirt, just like I did when I was a little girl. Every time I saw her, she wore the same thing. This skirt never got old or worn…or even dirty for that matter. 
 
    “Where was you at, Greatie?” Jessie asked around a mouth full of muffin. “I missed you.” 
 
    The fact that Jessie was about four the last time she saw her goes to show you the effect Greatie’s visits have on a person. 
 
     "Ow…I've been quite a few places, little one.” She sounded tired, but not the kind of tired as in sleepy, but the kind of tired that goes way down to your bones…soul tired. 
 
    I took a sip of my tea and closed my eyes feeling the healing power of the herbs seeping into the soil that is my flesh…Only Greatie can make tea like this. I could only hope that one day I’ll achieve her status, but I doubt that I ever will. Greatie’s knowledge of herbs is too much to learn in one human lifespan. 
 
    Well…One normal human that is… 
 
    Greatie is human, she’s just a human who was granted access to only die once… 
 
    At least…That’s what she told me when I was a little girl. She said the righteous man is only promised death once and that she’d died, but that a great servant of the Master prayed that she would come back and well…She did.  
 
    She eased down into her chair studying me with her ancient gaze. “How have your dreams been of late?” 
 
    I grinned as I took another sip of my tea. “Different.” 
 
    She nodded… “Which is why I’ve come.” 
 
    “I figured that… I’m just wondering if you are bringing good news or bad.” 
 
    “I come with neither good news nor bad, more like a warning.” 
 
    I lifted an eyebrow. “A warning?” 
 
    She reached over and rubbed her hand down Jessie’s braids. “The Master heard your prayers, little one. Things are going to get a bit easier for you.” The smile left her face. “At least… for a little while.” 
 
    Jessie nodded… “Okay.” 
 
    I wondered if she really understood what Greatie was saying because I sure didn’t. I opened my mouth to ask her to explain, but she looked at me and spoke instead. 
 
    “So, you’ve gone and fallen in love with one of the Preacher’s boys, huh?” 
 
    I frowned…She was way off. There were no preachers in Hitta’s family, not even close. Over lunch the other day, Carmen told me that Hitta’s dad was killed by a rival gang when he was just a baby.  
 
    Wow! For the first time since I’ve known Greatie…She was wrong. 
 
    I shook my head. “No, Greatie, Hitta’s father is not a preacher.” 
 
    She inhaled before she gently hit the table in front of me. “Let me tell you a story.”  
 
    Both Jessie and I grinned at each other. Greatie told the best stories in the whole world. You guys out there listening to my tale…settle in, you’re getting ready to get a real treat. 
 
    “When the Master walked the earth in the flesh of a Man, he spoke of a parable. The reign of the heavens is like a man, a householder, who went out early in the morning to hire workers for his vineyard. And when he had agreed with the workers for a denarius a day, he sent them into his vineyard.” She lifted her teacup and took a sip of her healing brew. 
 
    “And then he went out about the third hour and saw others standing idle in the market-place and said to them, ‘You too go into the vineyard and whatever is right I shall give you.’ And they went. Having gone out again about the sixth and the ninth hour, he did likewise. And about the eleventh hour, having gone out, he found others standing idle, and said to them, ‘Why do you stand here idle all day?’ They said to him, ‘Because no one hired us.’ He said to them, ‘You too go into the vineyard, and whatever is right you shall receive.’” 
 
    The oven dinged and she got up and pulled another pan of muffins out of it before she reached up in the cabinet and took down Hitta’s thermos. 
 
    “And when evening came, the Master of the vineyard said to his manager, ‘Call the workers and pay them their wages.” She turned her head and looked me in the eyes. “Beginning with the last to the first.’” 
 
     Turning back, she continued to fill Hitta’s thermos with the tea she had been brewing for him.  
 
    “And when those came who were hired about the eleventh hour, they each received a denarius. And when the first came, they thought they would receive more.”  
 
    After filling the thermos, she began to take the muffins out of the pan, stacking them neatly on a plate. I frowned at the number of muffins she made, wondering why there were so many. 
 
    “You’ll see…” She told me before she continued her story. “But they too received each a silver piece. And when they received it, they grumbled against the householder, saying, ‘These last have worked only one hour, and you made them equal to us who have borne the burden and the heat of the day.’” 
 
    She sat back down and lifted her tea. “Can you two guess what the Master said to them?” 
 
    Both Jessie and I shook our heads. 
 
    “He said, ‘Friend, I do you no wrong. Did you not agree with me for a denarius? Take yours and go. But I wish to give to this last man as also to you. Is it not right for me to do what I wish with my own? Or is your eye evil because I am good?’ Thus the last shall be first, and the first last. For many are called, but few chosen.” 
 
     When she was finished, she sat back in her chair and took another sip of her tea allowing us to digest her words. 
 
    And…Yeah. I had nothing. 
 
     I mean, I know the parable she spoke of, Mathew 20, verses 1-16, but I was completely lost as to what that had to do with Hitta’s father, who was not a preacher. 
 
    Greatie chuckled, shaking her head at me. “Child, one of these days you’re going to listen to yo’ old Greatie and start studying yo’ Word.” 
 
    I took a sip of my tea to hide my guilt. My Greatie gave me a bible when I was eight years old. I still had it, I just never read it. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’ve read bits and pieces, like the MessiYah’s parables…I really like those, but my Greatie wants me to pick it up and start from the beginning and read through to the end. And I am going to do it…I am…I just haven’t gotten around to doing it just yet.  
 
    “That parable will mean different things to different people.” As she spoke, she looked off to the side getting lost in her thoughts. “You see, like me, the Preacher has been out in the vineyard for a long time…in fact, he’s been out there a lot longer than most, including me. But he doesn’t grumble or moan. He just continues to work. It was he that explained that parable to me many years ago. He said, Tabby girl,” she said that in a deep voice with a fond smile on her face, “The Master was called good because he was able to see what we as men cannot. The workers that had worked since morning was not able to see past their own lives. They felt blessed when they were hired on by the Master because they knew at the end of the day, they will receive their reward. But they didn’t think about their fellow brothers, who still waited to be hired, who too wished to be hired on to receive the reward.  They also forgot the struggle in waiting and wondering if they’d ever be hired. They forgot that is the hardest part. While one waits outside of the vineyard, there are many things to battle, many things trying to convince you to fall out of line. The Master went out at different intervals throughout the day. Now, keep in mind, 99.9% of man never bothered showing up at all. Some got tired of waiting and left by the third hour, some showed up late, but they came. Others could not take the pressure of waiting and left by the sixth hour. Some showed up late, but they came. Other’s legs gave out on them by the ninth hour. Some showed up late, but they came. And then there were those who could not endure to the end and got tired and left by the eleventh hour. And some who showed up late, but they finally made it. You see, the battle is not how long you’ve been in the field, the battle is getting to the field and enduring to the end. The fact that I know who I am and who I serve makes me have it easier than my brother who is still standing in line, although he has no idea who he serves, only that he heard the voice and is waiting to answer the call.” 
 
    She shook her head. “The Preacher’s wisdom is something to behold, child. And Yah knows I’ve seen many fall by the wayside. But thanks to him, I now understand that those who make it in the vineyard and out to the end of the day, deserve their reward no matter how long they’ve bore the heat of the sun. Because the truth is, it was always easier to bear the heat inside the vineyard than standing there idle waiting for the Master where the heat feels much hotter.”  
 
    “The Preacher carries a strength that many of us don’t have. And it’s that strength that exists in his bloodline. From him come children of battle. His seeds whether for the good or the bad, are people of war. Some of the most vicious crimes ever committed amongst our people were committed by his seed. In the same breath, some of the most valiant heroes are of his lineage.” Her gaze fell to Jessie as she took her little hand. 
 
    “You, my sweet child, is one of his.” Jessie nodded again as if she understood. 
 
    Greatie’s eyes came back to me. “They are not like you, daughter of Sarah…They are not healers. They were created by the Ancient of Days to be a battle-ax of destruction, whether for the good or the bad.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with Hitta?” 
 
    “He’s a son of The Preacher, child. A man of war…and it's too soon yet to tell if it is for the good or the bad. But one thing is for certain, just like the others of his bloodline, he is a weapon and can cause grave destruction if he gets the mind to.” 
 
    “I’ve come to you to warn you because although you are a Daughter of Sarah and like catnip to the Preacher’s seed…You are also one of mine and I don’t want you broken.” 
 
    I bit my lip as I digested her words, like that parable, most of it I didn’t understand. I was clueless as to what a Daughter of Sarah was…But I understood that her warning was about Hitta loud and clear. Although I did a stellar job at ignoring it these days and he was being on his very best behavior…There was a violent nature about him.  
 
    It was that violence in him that made people clear out of his way when he walked or caused some men’s voices to quiver when they spoke to him and even some women for that matter. There was something in Hitta’s eyes that I couldn’t describe because it was foreign to me… But it was deadly. You knew and felt that he would not hesitate to use those big scarred hands of his to destroy if he in any way felt threatened. 
 
    But Greatie’s warning came too late. I’d stolen from him… 
 
    Now thinking back, I remember the moment before I’d made up my mind to take the money, where there was a little voice in the back of my head that said very clearly…for every action, there is an equal or greater reaction. 
 
    And yet, I still moved forward, throwing caution to the wind. And now like he said, I belonged to him… 
 
     And not just because of the money…I’d become a slave to his touch. The man loved my body in a way that caused me to feel as if I was burning and only he could put the fire out. I knew that fact like I knew Greatie was not of this time or this place. 
 
    I’d only just learned pleasure and I’ve become addicted to it. I’d become addicted to the feel of his big warm body protecting me from my nightmares. I’d become addicted to the feel of his big strong hands, hands that are capable of causing great destruction, but when they touch me…they are so gentle, caressing parts of me as if it’s his most precious treasure on the whole earth. 
 
    And his mouth… 
 
    The things he did with his mouth… He took his time with me, kissing me as if there is nothing else in the world he would rather be doing. When he fed from me, he did it like someone who had been starving and just found a delicacy and wanted to take his time and cherish it.  
 
    Mmmmm…. 
 
    I had to stop my thoughts there, if I continued and spoke of the way other parts of him made me feel, how other mighty parts of him caused me to separate from myself as it drove me to the point of ravenous hunger before causing my world to combust… 
 
    Yeah…I had to stop there.  But as you guys can see, I was hooked on his loving and I didn’t know how not to crave his touch. 
 
    “What should I do?” I asked Greatie…If ever there was a time I needed her help, now was it. 
 
    She reached across the table and took my hand, giving it a reassuring squeeze. “You need to prepare yourself for a life different from what you’re used to. You have been given as a gift to that slayer. He is a lot rougher than some of his kind. He’s come up in a very hostile environment and I fear that he will not know how to protect your gentle heart.” 
 
    “Protect my heart from what?” 
 
    She nodded toward the stairs. “Him.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  


 Chapter 12 
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    I’ll Do Anything to Keep You… 
 
      
 
    Men Aren’t Stupid, and You Don’t Need A Complicated Set of Rules to Find One Who Loves You. Here’s the Only Rule You Need; If A Man Loves You, He Will Do Anything He Can to Keep You Around…ANYTHING! 
 
      
 
    --Unknown 
 
      
 
      
 
    Angel 
 
      
 
      
 
    Frowning I turned to see who she was speaking of. Hitta came down the stairs and around the corner pulling a t-shirt over his head, his ripped brown stomach flexing as he did.  
 
    Shucks… I nearly licked my lips, remembering how I’d just ran my tongue over those same muscles only a few hours ago.  
 
    With heated cheeks, I turned back to face Greatie, but she was gone. Jessie pointed to the patio door that let out to the back yard. 
 
    “She went that way.” 
 
    That sounds about right… She’d been coming and going like that for as long as I’ve known her. Apparently, she was not ready to let herself be known to Hitta… The only reason she used the door this time was because Jessie was watching her and she didn’t want to freak her out by just disappearing. 
 
    “Baby, I need to go to the gym for a few hours, one of my fighters having some personal issues and taking his aggression out on my staff.” He shook his head. “I swear I think that nigga doing steroids or some sh*t.”  
 
    He wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled me up from the chair so that he could plant one of those kisses on me that was going to have me fantasizing about him for the rest of the day. 
 
    “When I get home, I’m gon’ be hungry, shawty, so make sure there ain’t nothing standing between me and my feast…” he whispered in my ear before he took my lobe into his mouth and sucked on it. 
 
    See what I’m talking about? I had to squeeze my knees together to soothe the need he caused in my center at his words… As he let me slide back in my chair, he studied my face as if he was trying to commit it to memory. 
 
    “I still can’t believe I got you here with me…” he whispered. He leaned down and gave me one more quick peck on the lips before he stood and headed towards Jessie… 
 
    She watched him with a barely suppressed grin on her face…as if she was waiting for him too— She shrieked as he suddenly charged her, jumping out of her chair as if she had been expecting him to come after her. 
 
    “Where my money? You bet five dollas you was gon’ beat my score in GTO…and you lost, so where my money?” 
 
     “I ain’t got yo’ money!” she screamed before she tried to dash past him to the steps, but he caught her and then held her upside down by one foot and started shaking her as if he was trying to shake change out of her pockets. She was now laughing so hard I could see the veins sticking out her neck. 
 
    I stood and gave him my no-nonsense look. When he and Jessie first hooked up his PlayStation in the living room and she asked him if they could play GTO, he and I talked about how that wasn't a good idea. But apparently, they went behind my back and played anyway…and bet on the game to boot! 
 
    “What?” he asked…Like he had no idea why I was looking at him this way. Jessie was already rough and she didn't need violent video games giving her any more ideas. 
 
    Although he’d stopped shaking her, he still held her upside down by one leg. Of course, Jessie’s crazy butt loved it and was trying to swing at his legs with her little fists. 
 
    See what I mean? Violent… 
 
    I lifted an eyebrow and folded my arms. 
 
    Chuckling, he turned her around and eased her back on her feet. When she saw the look on my face her laughter died down. 
 
    “I thought we agreed that we would not let Jessie play GTO.” 
 
    He shrugged like he was innocent.  “I know…I was down here minding my own business, quietly playing a game when this one,” he pointed at Jessie, who was barely holding on to her laughter, “Came down and was like, yo, I bet I can beat yo’ score, sh*t…I got five on it.” 
 
    I laughed. “She did not say sh*t.” 
 
    He looked down at her and frowned… “I can’t remember, did you say sh*t?” 
 
    Jessie could not hold on anymore and erupted in laughter… “Noooo!” she screamed before she leaped up and tried to punch his daylights out, but he caught her and started tickling her until she yelled that she had to pee.  
 
    I shook my head as I watched them. Jessie was so rough and Hitta was only condoning that behavior. 
 
    “Okay, Jess…You got yo’ Tee-Tee giving me the mean eye… Plus, I got to ride.” 
 
    She threw her arms around his waist. “Can I go with you?”  
 
    Chuckling he headed over to the counter where his thermos was with her still clinging to him. 
 
    "Not this time, lil mama." He picked up his thermos. "Is this for me?" 
 
    I nodded…wondering what kind of tea Greatie made for him. I also wondered if he will be able to tell the difference between our brews. He probably won’t, only someone that knew tea would be able to. Tea was like wine, either you knew or you didn’t. 
 
    He grabbed one of the muffins off the plate and took a huge bite as he headed for the door, but then his steps came to a complete halt as he whipped back around to look at the plate of muffins. 
 
    “Damn, shawty…these joints good as hell.” He said as he walked back to the plate. “Did y’all eat already?” 
 
    Chuckling both Jessie and me nodded. He took down another plate and put two muffins on it. 
 
     “Just in case y’all want one later.”  
 
    “How considerate…” I laughed. It was like twenty muffins on the plate and he only left us two. 
 
    He shrugged with fake humility… “It ain’t nothing…” 
 
     I held my head back and laughed at that as he carried the full plate without covering it or anything out the door. 
 
    Note to self: Get the elderberry muffin recipe from Greatie.  
 
    For the life me I don’t know how she always knows what to make, when to make, what to sew, what to say…but she does. I had no idea Hitta was getting ready to go into the gym or else, I would have made his tea. But somehow my Greatie did, she was always on time, it’s one of the reasons I loved her so much.  
 
    However, the fact that she didn’t let Hitta see her frightens me though.  
 
    Did she do that because she didn’t like him? 
 
    Greatie was a good judge of character. Did her action mean that Hitta was bad for me?  
 
    Jessie exhaled loudly and miserably as she climbed up on the couch and watched his truck drive away…  “I wish I could go with him.”  
 
    I rubbed her back, poor baby looked as if she’d lost her dog… 
 
    Jessie thought Hitta was the best thing since sliced bread. Over the last couple of weeks, she's been going to the gym nearly every day after school. He bought her a little pair of pink boxing gloves and has been teaching her how to box. And believe it or not, she was a natural. 
 
    Hitta was so impressed with how well she was learning what he was showing her that he had Wayne start her a YouTube channel called Hitta’s Little Princess… The daggone channel had over ten-thousand subscribers before that first week was out… 
 
    Because this was all so very new to me, I didn’t know if he was a bad influence or a good one. All this time, I’ve been trying to teach Jessie how to be more ladylike and here he was teaching her how to throw them thangs…Hitta’s words. 
 
    But at the same time, I’ve never seen her happier than when she was with him. And I guess I can admit that I was a little jealous that she didn’t want to hang out with her Tee-Tee anymore. The other night, I was able to leave the shop early because Summer and Kayla, the other young lady I hired, assured me that they could handle the light evening rush and I didn’t need to stay there hovering over them like a mother hen.  
 
    Hitta had called me earlier that day and said that he and Jessie were on their way to get some food and were headed to the house.  So, I was super excited that they were home already because I wanted to do some curtain shopping and was looking forward to them going with me. 
 
    When Lannox dropped me off, I practically ran into the house I was so excited. That was when I discovered Hitta was still letting Jessie play GTO…I walked in on her and Wayne involved in an intense game. Hitta, Carmen, Maddox and two more guys I’d never seen before all sat in the living room eating chicken wings and fries. 
 
    I plopped down on the couch next to Hitta and after stealing one of his wings asked him if he wanted to go curtain shopping with me. You would have thought I asked that man to go get his colon checked with the way that he looked at me. 
 
    He shook his head… “Sh*t, naw… Yikes!” 
 
    “Why not!?”  
 
    He chuckled. “Shawty, I’d rather do anything else in the world than that…” He pointed at Wayne… “Ay, Bo…order some curtains, man! You see the lady want some curtains.” 
 
    I slapped his arm. “You play too much.”  
 
    This caused everybody to laugh at me. That was something else they always did… 
 
    Laugh at me…  
 
    I think to them I was a bit of a lame. Jessie came over and got a few fries. I stood and took her hand before turning to Hitta with my other hand on my hip.  
 
    “Forget you then…Jessie will go with me.” 
 
    She made a startled sound in her throat and then just went limp. I turned to look down at her surprised because she’d just fainted. 
 
    “Jessie, are you alright?” I asked shaking her hand. 
 
    “Can’t go shopping ‘cause I'm dead," she muttered without opening her eyes.  
 
    Of course, this caused Hitta to roar with laughter. He laughed harder than I’d ever heard him laugh before. He laughed so hard he damn near choked on a fry…I kid y’all not, Wayne had to pound on his back. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him as I stood there still holding Jessie’s limp hand while she lay on the floor next to me playing dead. 
 
    “Come on, boss lady, I’ll go curtain shopping with you,” Carmen told me, coming to my rescue. 
 
    I admitted to her while we shopped that my feelings were hurt that Jessie had abandoned me for Hitta. 
 
    “She never wants to spend time with me anymore.” 
 
    “Don’t let that get to you. My uncle may be a grouch, but he is really fun. When I was Jessie’s age, he was my favorite person in the world.” 
 
    “What about me? I’m fun!” I whined. 
 
    She rubbed my back. “Yeah…You are.” I could tell in her voice that she was just telling me that and my eyes must have said as much. 
 
    “Well, look at it like this…at least my uncle thinks you’re fun.” 
 
    Both of us paused at her words… she cringed. “I didn’t mean in that way.” So yeah…we had a good laugh after that. 
 
    Hm? 
 
     Oh! Sorry about that…I got a little off topic again. I was telling you guys how I ended up in my most recent predicament. 
 
    That Sunday night when it was time to drop off Jessie, my heart was heavy just like it was every time I brought her back home. This was not a safe place for my baby…But because I was just her aunt and neither of her parents saw anything wrong with her environment, I was forced to do this every week. 
 
    I told Hitta that he may want to come back and get me because I would probably be a while cleaning up inside. 
 
    “Naw…I’ll wait.” He killed the engine and let his seat back pulling his baseball cap down over his closed eyes. 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    He chuckled. “Yeah, I can catch up on my rest…making you scream all night got me tired.” 
 
    My mouth fell open as I prayed Jessie didn’t hear him. “Hitta!” 
 
    “Calm down, she ain’t hear me,” he muttered without opening his eyes.   
 
    Shaking my head, I headed into the building preparing myself for the task ahead. However, Peaches met us at the door. 
 
     "Uh-uh!" she said shaking her head, “You ain’t dropping her off with me. Her mammy ain’t been home since Thursday…I am not finna get stuck with her a**. I’ll have Trina call when she get home.” And then she slammed the door in our faces. 
 
     My stunned gaze went down to Jessie's. With a huge grin on her face, she shrugged.   
 
    “I guess I have to go back to yo’ house then.” 
 
    “I guess so…” And at my house she’s been ever since…There has been no word from Trina and it’s been two weeks. Hitta says not to worry about it and that Jessie is welcomed to stay here as long as she wants. But the crazy part about it was that Jessie didn’t even ask after her mom. She didn’t ask to call her or anything. 
 
    It was me who was calling Peaches from time to time to see if she’d heard from Trina…Well, at least I was. The last few times I called, I got a message saying that the phone had been disconnected. I called a few people who sometimes hung out with Westly to see if they’d heard from him or knew where he was with no luck… 
 
    Both of my babies’ parents were M.I.A and I didn’t know what was going on with that. So, yeah… that was one of the problems I’d been dealing with over the past two weeks. Now let me tell you guys about problem number two, Ms. Shantell, Hitta’s ex-girlfriend. 
 
    Do y’all remember me telling you guys about the pretty lady who was working at the front desk of the gym that day, the one who I said was perfect for him because she looked like his type?  
 
    Well, that’s Shantell…his ex, go figure. 
 
    Last Wednesday, Jessie wanted me to meet her at the gym so that I could watch her shoot her YouTube video…Her words. 
 
    After the afternoon rush at the Tea Shop, I told Summer I was going to take an hour lunch break and that I will be back before the evening rush. Carmen was working at the gym that day and Kayla was off, so I didn’t want to leave Summer by herself for too long.  
 
    Don’t get me wrong, she is a remarkable employee, and I was already thinking about making her front of the house manager. It’s not that she can’t handle being alone, I just didn’t want to put that kind of pressure on her so soon. 
 
     Anyway, I got Maddox to run me by the gym and walked into several surprises. 
 
    First, I’d thought that Jessie’s little YouTube videos were being filmed on Wayne’s smartphone or something like that…. 
 
    I was wrong! 
 
    There was a full camera crew there. Hitta was in the ring with Jessie holding some kind of pads on his hands and he was calling out punch combinations as she threw them in her little pink boxing gloves.  
 
    And…You know, I must say that although I wanted her to be more of a girlie girl like me, I was proud of her; it was clear that she wasn’t and probably never will be. 
 
    He’d say something like…Jab, jab, left hook, uppercut, jab, and Jessie would follow through, throwing the proper punches… 
 
    My baby was good…I can’t lie. 
 
    So, I’m standing there watching them practice when Ms. Thang walks up to me. 
 
    “Ummm, can I help you? If you not working out, you need to leave. We don’t allow just anybody in here off the streets!” 
 
    I recognized her instantly. At the time I didn’t know that she was Shantell, I just remembered her being angry with me the other day after I’d come in looking for Westly and Hitta shut her down and made her see to what I needed. 
 
    So, I smiled, trying to extend an olive branch as I gestured toward the ring.  
 
    “I’m Jessie’s aunt…” 
 
    She rolled her eyes much like she’d did the other day… “Oh! Okay then, you need to go over there and take a seat like the other guests. We have dangerous equipment in here and don't need you falling trying to sue nobody." As she spoke, she rudely pointed at some chairs that were lined up against the far wall. 
 
    “Oookay…” I said as I turned and headed toward the chairs.  
 
    Although I didn’t appreciate the way she was speaking to me, I did what she said. Maybe the gym had rules and she was just following the rules. 
 
    But as I sat and waited for Jessie and Hitta to finish, I watched Ms. Thang move around the gym like she was the queen. Dressed in black Nike yoga pants that hugged her perfectly shaped hips and a halter top that showed off the fact that she obviously worked out because unlike me, she didn’t have a softly curved stomach with love handles. Her stomach was like a washboard. And she didn’t have big full breasts like mine, she had perfect C cups that were playing peek-a-boo with that halter top in a scandalous way. Every time she held up her arms, I saw a few men visibly hold their breath at the off chance that top will raise just an inch more and they’ll get that nipple shot that’s been teasing them all day. 
 
    She joked, flirted with, and teased the guys… who all looked at her with desire in their eyes.  She brought Hitta and Jessie a bottle of water and set it on the floor of the ring for when they were done shooting and said something to Wayne, who stood by the producer no doubt telling him how to do his job that caused him to laugh. The whole time, she made me feel like the outsider I was.  
 
    I looked down at my baggy jeans with the holes at the knees. I loved these jeans and I’d paired them with my cream cashmere sweater. That morning I thought I looked cute. Ever since Hitta has been in my life, I’ve felt good and had been dressing to reflect how I felt. But now, in the presence of Ms. Baywatch…tall, stacked and tempting, I felt frumpy again. 
 
    Carmen came out of a door that was close to where I sat. When she saw me, she frowned, “Why are you all the way over here by yourself?” 
 
    I pointed at Ms. Thang… “She told me to sit over here so that I didn’t get hurt on the equipment.” 
 
    Carmen put her hand on her hip as her face hardened. “Bullsh*t! Shantell a** just being messy!” 
 
    You couldn’t have slapped me and surprised me more in that moment. “Wait! That’s Hitta’s ex?” 
 
    With her lips pressed together, she nodded. “Yeah, that’s her trifling a**. Walking around here with that little bitty shirt on and no bra. Who the hell comes to a gym with no bra on? A hooker, that’s who!” 
 
    I was floored. So, the woman who had walked around the gym for the last thirty minutes like she was the queen here was Hitta’s ex?! 
 
    “I don’t know why he won’t fire her…Come on, you don’t have to sit over here.” Carmen took my hand and pulled me back toward the ring. 
 
    Oh, my goodness! My emotions were a mess…For the first time in my life, I was experiencing jealousy. 
 
    Why did Hitta have his ex working at his gym? What the heck? 
 
    All this time, I’ve been feeling like the outsider because I wasn’t like Hitta and his crew, Shantell was here blending in well with everybody. Not once did I see anybody laugh at her like they laughed at me. She looked like she was a part of the crew… 
 
    Standing there I experienced a little bit of trauma and as I do whenever I experience trauma, I scrambled to obtain balance so that I didn’t break. 
 
    I reminded myself that Hitta was never mine to begin with.  My brother stole money from him. He and I had a six-month agreement. Yeah, I felt hurt because I’d foolishly let my feelings get involved. But it’s okay, I was a virgin and he is very good at making me have amazing orgasms. It’s quite natural for me to confuse that with something else. 
 
    But I was alright now. I will not make that mistake again. Two weeks had passed, I had five months and two weeks to go and then we will go our separate ways. Sex is just sex… 
 
    Okay, I’m alright…I can do this. This will not break me! 
 
    If my mom abandoning me didn’t break me, then neither will this. 
 
    If me ending up in the foster home and living with a pervert didn’t break me, then neither would this… 
 
    If I was able to put a smile on my face, although I was struggling to start my own business while supporting my brother in rehab and taking care of his daughter and her mom…then I can put a smile on my face right now… 
 
    And although it hurt like hell…When Hitta and Jessie finished their session, I smiled as if nothing in the world was wrong. He reached down over the ropes, wrapped one arm around my waist and lifted me all the way up to hug him. 
 
    “Hey, baby…I missed you,” he whispered in my ear as he enveloped me in his embrace, causing everything else to cease to exist at that moment. As my eyes drifted shut, I knew I was doomed because here in his arms is where I felt the safest. Here in his arms is where it felt like I belonged… 
 
    Dear God, help me…I was so doomed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *********** 
 
      
 
    So, okay…that was last week. I’ve been back to the gym a few times and managed to avoid Shantell…Although I wanted to, I didn’t ask Hitta about her or why the hell he had her working at his gym with him. 
 
    So that brings us to today.  
 
    Believe it or not, the day started off beautiful. Because it was my day off and Jessie would be in school for the first half of it, Hitta and I decided to go downtown for lunch. The news said that we were going to get a break from the winter-like weather on this April day and that it was actually going to be pretty mild, mild meaning sixty degrees. And if you are from Chicago, you know that you take advantage of those days.  
 
    So, because I was feeling good, I decided to put on my favorite summer dress that I could get away with by wearing a shawl. I liked this dress because it was the same colors as my Greatie’s skirt. But the thing is I’d had the dress since I was like fifteen. And I’d worn it so many times that one of the spaghetti straps refused to stay up on my shoulder, so I spent the whole time I wore it pulling it back up. But outside of that, it was a beautiful dress, light and breezy and fell on my body in a most flattering way. 
 
    Because there could be no bra straps, I wore my blue strapless bra underneath with the matching panties. After doing my hair and putting on my jewelry, I felt sexy. And when I left out the bathroom and Hitta tried to pull me into the bed, I knew I was sexy. 
 
    He couldn’t keep his eyes or hands off me and as we walked around downtown, I had to constantly push him away or smack his hands from going where they didn’t belong. My lips were kiss-swollen because he’d pulled me to the side and kissed me so many times it’s a wonder we made it anywhere.  
 
     Several times folks stopped us for an autograph or to take a picture with Hitta. He took me to Oprah Winfrey’s favorite restaurant and once again the chef came out to greet us and take our orders personally.  
 
     We were having such a good time that he got tickets to the Bulls game for me, him and Jessie because I said I’d never been, but he needed to stop by the gym for about an hour to have a quick meeting with one of his new fighters and the guy’s manager. 
 
    I was alright with that; for the most part, I haven't been having any trouble at the gym and ever since Hitta’s PDA, Shantell hasn't so much as looked my way. Plus, Carmen was there, and I had a few things to talk to her about the Tea Shop. 
 
    As soon as we walked through the front door, the smile that was on Shantell’s face disappeared and I thought to myself that I had spoken too soon. The look she gave Hitta was a bit disturbing. It was a look that said I can’t believe you brought her up in here. But of course, that didn’t go well with him. 
 
    “What the f*** is your problem?” he grumbled. Mr. Grouch, never one to mince words, that he is. 
 
    Instead of her saying anything she slammed whatever papers she had in her hand down on the counter and stormed off. 
 
    Both Hitta and I just stood and stared after her for a minute.  
 
    “What was that about?” I asked when his irritated gaze came to mine. 
 
    “F*** if I know…”  
 
    “Angel!” Carmen called from her little office upstairs, “Come up here, I want to talk to you about the new developments for the merger.” 
 
    Hitta lifted an eyebrow… “Merger?” 
 
    I chuckled… “Carmen’s been going on about buying the store next door and opening a bookstore, merging it with the Tea Shop. Let me go and see what she has going on, I’ll talk to you in a little while.” I went to walk away. 
 
    “Yo…” He called after me.  
 
    I turned back to face him… Did I tell y’all how good he looked today? Mmmmm…please allow me to amend that. 
 
    Today he’d traded his sports appearance in for a more casual one and he was killing it in a pair of black designer jeans and a white button-up shirt that lay on his muscled frame perfectly. The first three buttons on it were unbuttoned and the top of his white tank top showed. He had replaced the big chains he normally wore with a smaller golden rope that was very casual. He had also traded his gym shoes out for a pair of tan Timberlands that looked as if he’d just taken them out of the box.  
 
     “Where my kiss?” he asked cutting into my thoughts. 
 
    I bit my lip trying to hide my grin. “You are not guaranteed a kiss every time I leave.” 
 
    “The hell I’m not,” he muttered before he suddenly reached out and grabbed the front of my dress pulling me to him so close that our heads were nearly touching. And of course, my strap slid down my arm exposing the top half of my right breast.  
 
    I reached up to grab it, but he took my hand stopping it and my dress fell a little more. 
 
    “Hitta!” I whined looking around to see who was looking, but no one could see me past his big body. 
 
    “You been driving me crazy all day with this dress. My word I been havin’ to stop myself from pulling you somewhere and ripping it off.” 
 
    I opened my mouth startled. “This is my favorite dress.” 
 
    He brought his big hand up and ran his fingers along the top of it, causing it to fall a little more. And after groaning deep in his throat, lifted my strap back on my shoulder and then my shawl until it was covering both of my shoulders completely. 
 
    “Shawty, you can’t wear this sh*t out no more. I almost killed seventeen mutha f****s today.” 
 
    “You did not…” I didn’t see him get upset not once… 
 
    He reached up and tapped his head with his finger. “You didn’t know ‘cause I was killing them mutha f****s in my head.” 
 
    I reached up and palmed his face before bringing it down so that our lips could touch. 
 
    “Okay, I will only wear the dress in the privacy of our own home.” 
 
     Whenever my shawl slipped, I did notice a lot of guys looking at me. Of course, they were trying to do it where Hitta couldn’t see, but they were checking me out. And most of their eyes were glued to my double D's. It had been a while since I've worn the dress…over a year. The last time I'd worn it I had not filled it out like this.  
 
    “Thank you, Teacup. It’s gon’ kill me to watch you walk through this gym, knowing that all these nigga’s finna be looking at what’s mine,” he grumbled. 
 
    Standing on my toes, I kissed his lips again. “There is only a handful of people here.” It was true, the gym was practically empty and some of the folks that were here were women. “And the few guys that are here are not going to look.” 
 
    “How do you know?”  
 
    I chuckled because he was acting like a little boy pouting about his favorite toy. 
 
    “Because, Hard Hitta, they’re all afraid of you.” 
 
    He grinned before he leaned down and took my lips in a kiss that damn near melted my dress off. By the time I made it upstairs to Carmen’s little office, I had only one thing on the mind. I couldn’t wait to get home, get Jessie to bed, and have some alone time with my big grouchy man. 
 
    After talking to Carmen for about fifteen minutes I excused myself to go to the washroom. When I opened the door and went in, I could hear someone talking, but it wasn't until I’d gone farther inside that I recognized Shantell’s voice. 
 
    She was in one of the stalls talking on the telephone. Something told me to just turn around and leave, but she was crying and talking in a very frantic tone, and well…I’m nosy, so yeah, I listened. 
 
    “He told me Tuesday night that he wasn’t going to bring her back here…” she paused for a minute as she listened to whoever she was talking to.  
 
    “Yeah, I know…but why he still paying my bills then? If that’s his new woman, why he still coming to my house? Why he still f***ing me? He went to the doctor with me last week to hear our baby heartbeat for the first time. Why he still making plans with me to be a family?” 
 
    I felt like someone had hit me in the stomach with a bat. I couldn’t listen to any more…I turned and ran out of that washroom desperately needing to get out of there and damn near crashed into Carmen. 
 
    “I was just coming to get you because I’ve figured out a way to solve our little problem with Ms. Armstrong’s racis—” She stopped mid-sentence when she saw the look on my face. 
 
    “What’s wrong, sis?” 
 
    I stood there breathing heavily, trying to get control over my emotions. I felt nauseous…  as if I would be sick any minute. I was breaking…  
 
    I was breaking and I didn’t know what to do… 
 
    She’s lying! A voice screamed loudly in my head. Like someone drowning, I desperately clung to that like air. But I had to know. My gaze went to Carmen’s. 
 
    “Does your uncle still pay Shantell’s bills?” 
 
    The look that came over her face gave me my answer. I went to walk around her, I needed to get out of here. 
 
    “Wait, Angel…You don’t understand!” she called after me. But I didn’t need to understand any more. 
 
    Shantell wasn’t lying. They had a baby on the way, why else would he be paying her bills?  
 
    I can’t believe I was such a fool. I can’t believe I bought all that crap he was telling me! 
 
    I had to get out! 
 
    I hurried through the gym, now running for the entrance. 
 
    “Wow, Angel, where you are going so fast?” Maddox asked, seeming to appear in my path out of nowhere.  
 
    “I have to go, Maddox!” I went to walk run around him, but he stepped in my way reaching out his hands to stop me. 
 
    “Where is the boss?” 
 
    “I don’t care!” I screamed in his face as I once again tried to go around him. 
 
    “Calm down, lass.” 
 
    “No!” I yelled, now trying to shove him out of my way, but it was like trying to shove a wall. “Move!” 
 
    “Angel!” Hitta's deep voice came from somewhere behind me, bringing my struggling to an end. 
 
    I turned around to see him standing in the ring with his new fighter and Carmen. She was telling him something frantically moving her hands. Whatever she was telling him was making him angrier. But I didn’t care. 
 
    I turned back around to face Maddox. 
 
    “Can you please move out my way!?” 
 
    With a sad look in his eyes he shook his head… "Not going to happen, lass.” 
 
    “Everybody out!” Hitta’s voice boomed from the ring.  
 
    Maddox took my arm and pulled me to the side as the few people who had been working out inside the gym hurried to obey his orders including his new fighter and his new fighter’s manager. I pulled at my arm wanting to go with them. I didn’t know what was happening and I was getting a bad feeling. 
 
    When the last person left out Wayne shut the gym door and locked it. And that’s when I started getting nervous because I knew that I was getting ready to meet the man my Greatie had warned me about. 
 
     Shantell was now back at the front desk and she wore a little smile on her face. She was happy I was suffering. Still holding my arm, Maddox pulled me back into the gym towards the ring, I tried to pull my arm from him, but again, he was too strong. The strap on my dress had lowered, I don’t know where I’d lost my shawl, but at that point I was too angry to care. 
 
    Hitta stood there looking down at me like an angry bull. “Let her go.” 
 
    Maddox let me go and I stood looking around, surprised that the only people left in the gym was his staff or who I liked to call his crew. And they had all gathered around us.  
 
    “Fix yo’ dress, Angel…” Hitta muttered. 
 
    With hands that shook I lifted my strap back on my shoulder. 
 
    “Where you going, baby?” Although he asked his question calmly, anger poured out of his eyes like a faucet. 
 
    I held up my head, the pain I felt made me bolder. “I’m leaving.” 
 
    “Without me?” 
 
    I didn’t bother to answer his question. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    I still didn’t answer.  
 
    “Shantell told her something, that’s what happened. I saw her come out of the washroom shortly after Angel with a little grin on her f***ed up face,” Carmen spat from where she stood next to her uncle. 
 
    “Shantell!” Hitta called and we all watched as she sashayed around the corner. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    Okay, I want to pause right here in my story and point out a few things. First of all, this was some strange stuff, right? I mean, y’all see that, don’t you? It’s not just me, is it? 
 
    Second, the way everybody was standing completely still, only speaking when asked a question, should have let me know a few things about Hitta.  
 
    It felt like I was standing in the middle of a mob movie and Hitta was the mob boss. Even Shantell was as meek as a mouse right now.  
 
    And I figured out why they were all like that…You see, up until that point, I had never seen Hitta in a rage, but they all had. So, they all knew what could happen if he got too angry, and they all were trying to be very still so that didn’t happen. 
 
    The next few minutes were going to be what my Greatie had come to warn me about…but of course, I'd forgotten her warning and did not proceed with caution. 
 
    I was soon to learn the dangers of that… Let’s continue.  
 
    “What did you tell Angel in the washroom?”  
 
    At that point, he was still very calm. In fact, I thought it strange that he was choosing to have this conversation in front of everybody instead of in his office somewhere. 
 
    Tears came to Shantell eyes. “I didn’t tell her nothing, I swear. I didn’t even know she was in the washroom with me. Once again, Carmen is lying on me so that you can look at me as if I’m some kind of witch set out to destroy you.” 
 
    “You is a witch, bitc—” Carmen began, but Hitta lifted his hand quieting her as his gaze fell on me. 
 
    “Did she know you were in the washroom with her?” 
 
    I shook my head, still trying to control my emotions. I did not want to talk to him. I did not want to be here in whatever the hell this was. I just wanted to pick Jessie up from school and find me another place to stay. 
 
    He exhaled as if he was tired. “So why are you upset with me?” 
 
     “Are you paying her bills?” I did not want to ask that. It just slipped through my lips. 
 
    He frowned. “Why?” 
 
    Is he serious?! 
 
    “Why?” I asked, not believing he would even ask that. 
 
    The muscle flexed in his jaw. “Don’t like to repeat myself?” 
 
    “So, when were you going to tell me about the baby? Or didn’t you believe I should know?” 
 
    His frown grew… “What f***ing baby?” 
 
    “I told you that b**** been lying about being pregnant!” Carmen spat. 
 
    “No, I haven’t! Both of them are lying on me. They just trying to get you to kick me out on the streets because she jealous of me, can’t you see that, baby?” 
 
    My mouth dropped as I turned my head to look at Shantell. She said that crap so convincing that if I didn’t know better, I would have believed her. She had these big huge tears coming out of her eyes, even her bottom lip quivered. And it dawned on me that she had set this up, all of it.  
 
    Hitta’s gaze fell on me and for a moment, I thought that he was going to believe her. 
 
    "Did you hear her say she was pregnant by me?" 
 
    I nodded. “I did.” 
 
    He looked down for a minute shaking his head, a humorless laugh escaped his lips. Then he reached into his pocket and came out with a wad of money before counting out five hundred-dollar bills… that he held up between his fingers. 
 
    Hitta had three women that were a part of his crew, four if you count Carmen. They were all boxers and they were all there in the gym working out that day. When he held up the money, all three of them stepped forward, but it was Carmen who snatched it out of his hands. 
 
    “Please allow me,” she said before she ducked under the ropes and jumped out of the ring.  
 
    “You think I’m a joke, Shantell?” Hitta asked her as Carmen walked towards her. 
 
    I frowned, completely lost as to what was going on. Shantell began to step back. 
 
    “Carmen, don’t even try to come at me with no bullsh*t! I will knock yo’ little short a** out!”  
 
    Hitta laughed…When he did, his crew did as well. 
 
    “I don’t know fellas, before Carmen went away to school, she was a beast. She done got all book-smart and I think she may have lost her hunger.”  
 
    A few of the men nodded agreeing with him. Wayne shook his head as he reached into his pocket and came out with a hundred-dollar bill… 
 
    “I got a bill that say she still got it.” Most of Hitta’s crew came out their pockets with money to match his bet. Even Maddox got in on it, like this was something that they did…often. 
 
    Hitta still stood inside the ring with his hands on the robe…He was king here.  
 
    And I felt like a fool because I didn’t know what the hell was going on. When Carmen finally reached Shantell, she held up her hand. 
 
    “Double, I knock this b**** out on the first shot!” she called.  
 
    “I’ll take that bet…” Wayne said pulling another bill out of his pocket, the others soon followed. 
 
    Oh my God!  
 
    What was happening? My stunned gaze turned to Hitta’s. He was looking at me with a grin on his face, but there was rage in his eyes. He was angry that I tried to leave him. I felt like him making this a spectacle was his way of punishing me or something. 
 
    “Carmen, I ain’t playing, I will knock yo’ little a** out!” Shantell told her again as she took a few more steps back, preparing to fight the younger woman…  
 
    And I don’t know what happened after that. 
 
    One minute they were standing there facing each other, Shantell only let Carmen get but so close before she began to swing at her…  
 
    Carmen dipped left, displaying the fact that, yes, she was a trained fighter. Shantell swung at her again and she dipped right, but when she did, she followed with a right hook that caught the taller women square in the jaw. Carmen jerked back her hand waving it in pain as Shantell’s eyes rolled to the back of her head.  
 
    The gym erupted in amazed hoots and hollers before the woman’s body hit the ground. 
 
    “Oh! Sh*t! She did it!” Hitta laughed putting his fist to his mouth.  
 
    Reminding me of Jessie, Carmen ran back toward the ring and slid under the ropes jumping up in her uncle’s arms as they celebrated as if she’d just won a heavyweight fight. 
 
    What-The- Hell!!!! 
 
    I felt like I was having an out of body experience. What the hell was wrong with these people? 
 
    Shantell was knocked out cold!  
 
    This savage behavior was too much for me… 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you people?!” I yelled getting everybody’s attention. 
 
    “She had that sh*t coming,” Hitta muttered as he turned to face me. 
 
    And I don’t know what happened with me, but something snapped inside of me. 
 
    “No, somebody should have knocked you the hell out!” I yelled. And when I tell you that you could hear a pin drop after that…I’m not lying. Even Carmen was looking at me with wide eyes as if she could not believe I was talking to her uncle that way. 
 
    But I was on a roll… “How about you stop being a big a** hypocrite?!” 
 
    “What the f*** you talkin’ about?” he grumbled and I could see him getting angrier, but I didn’t care. 
 
    “You are paying her bills…What the hell is she supposed to think is going on?” I pointed at Carmen. “A man is paying your bills, what would you think?” 
 
    Although she didn’t say anything, she gave me the look that said…yeah, she would think the same thing. 
 
    I pointed to the fighter they called Cherry-Bomb; I didn’t know her real name. “A man is paying your bills…What would you think?” She looked at her boss and although it looked as if it pained her, she nodded. 
 
    Hitta's nostrils flared…but as I said before, I didn't care! The only thing I could see was him looking at me as if I irritated him asking me why, when I’d asked him earlier if he paid her bills. 
 
    “You want to walk around here like Mr. Big Shot, taking care of all your women and buying them houses and cars…” Just saying that pissed me off, especially knowing that he bought me a house.  
 
    I DIDN’T NEED HIM TO BUY ME A DAMNED HOUSE! I yelled to myself…I felt cheap and for some reason, that brought out the ghetto in me. 
 
    “Well, you can keep yo’ Martha Stewart house, ‘cause I don’t like her food anyway! And for the record, I don’t need you to buy me a house!” I pointed at Shantell’s a** lying on the ground, looking a hot mess. 
 
    “I ain’t like her. I didn’t wait around for no man to rescue me. I’m a success story! I have my own damn money and my own damn business! And guess what, Hard Hitta, I didn’t need you to help me get it either. So, take yo’ Martha Stewart house with her bland a**, unseasoned food and take your money and shove it up yo’ a**!!! It’s over!” 
 
    I turned to walk toward the door, but this time, Maddox didn’t try to stop me. 
 
    “Who the f*** you think you talkin’ to?” Hitta’s deadly voice came from behind me…And right there, y’all, I should have stopped. That was the point that I should have just let it go, but no…for the first time in my life I was speaking up for myself and if felt AMAZING!  
 
    I turned around and nailed him with my gaze… “I’m talking to the piece of crap that would condone animal behavior. I’m talking to my ex-lover!” And I don’t know what possessed me to say what came out of my mouth next, but it did… 
 
    “When she wakes up…tell her she can have you. I’m going to get me a real man!” 
 
    There was a collective gasp of breaths. Everybody now looked at me with their mouths hanging open, all except Hitta, whose knuckles were white from where he tightly grasped the ropes. His face distorted in rage before a growl came out of his throat and he leaped over the ropes displaying the power in his body. 
 
    But I never saw him land on the ground because that little bravery I’d found disappeared like twenty dollars in my mama’s hand and I turned around and hauled a**. 
 
    The stairs were the closest thing to me, there was no way I would make it all the way to the door. Quickly I took the stairs two at a time. I could hear him behind me, and my heart felt like it was going to burst out of my chest.  
 
    “Stop f***ing running from me!” he growled way too close.  
 
    “Stop chasing me!” I yelled back pumping my legs and arms as if my life depended on it. 
 
     I ran into the first door which was Hitta’s office shutting and locking it just in time. 
 
    His first blow to the metal door seemed to shake the whole office.  
 
    “You gon’ go get you a real man?” he yelled from the other side and followed with a pound on the door. “I wish you would, baby, I’d f***en’ snap his neck in two and stuff his head up his a**! You know why, Angel?! ‘Cause you mine! You f***en mine! And I’ll kill before I see you on the arms of another mutha f***a!” 
 
    Breathing heavily, I stood back against the far wall staring at the door in amazement. I couldn’t believe I’d just said that stuff. I couldn’t believe he was this angry. I looked at the phone and thought about calling the police, but even I knew better than that. These weren’t the kind of folks that handled stuff like that well… and if I was being honest with myself… 
 
    Although he was angry as a raging bull, deep down inside, I knew he wouldn’t hurt me. I can’t tell y’all how I knew it…I just did. 
 
    “Earl, don’t just stand there looking stupid! Bring me the goddamn keys up here!” I heard him call down to someone. 
 
    Oh crap! I forgot about the keys… Frantically I looked around the spacious office for somewhere to hide, there was nowhere to go but underneath the desk.  
 
    I didn’t care how I looked, I quickly crawled underneath and sat there hugging my legs, wishing I could take back my reckless words. 
 
    Oh y’all, you talking about a praying sista… When I heard those keys in that door before it opened and then closed, I started praying.  
 
     My Greatie wanted me to start reading my bible and I swear, if God helps me through this, I will read my bible. If he just helps me out of this ditch I've dug for myself, I swear to never steal again.  
 
    If he just— 
 
    I screamed when the leather chair that was in no way small was violently snatched away from the desk so hard that it crashed into the wall way across the office. 
 
    My eyes widened when those two Timberlands came into view connected to a pair of bowlegs encased in black jeans… 
 
    Closing my eyes, I started praying harder… 
 
    Oh God, help me! 
 
    “Angel…” Hitta growled and I jumped, putting my hand over my mouth so that I didn’t start crying. “Come from under there!” Each of his words was bitten out in a way that let me know that he was barely holding on to his rage. 
 
    I thought about just pretending I didn’t hear him…but then figured there was no need to put off the inevitable. I sucked in a deep breath and crawled from under the desk.  
 
    He didn’t move back for me, which gave me very little space to rise. The strap on my dress fell, but I was too nervous to make any extra movements. Biting my lip, I stared at his angry chest that moved in and out as he took deep breaths because I was not brave enough to look him in the eyes… 
 
    This was the same chest that I clung to every night in my sleep…the same chest I’d kissed. But now it may be the last thing I ever see.  
 
    The first tear touched my cheek and I didn’t bother to wipe it away…It was his hand that reached up and did it, and then he surprised the crap out of me. He went down to his knees in front of me and after wrapping his arms around my waist, pulled me to him, burying his face in my stomach. 
 
    I stood there staring down at the top of his head in complete shook. 
 
    “Don’t leave me, baby…I’m sorry!” His muffled plea came out of my stomach. “If you get another man that sh*t gon’ kill me…I swear! That sh*t will kill me! I can’t lose you, shawty! Please, baye…what do you want me to do? I’ll do it! I swear! I can’t lose you.” 
 
    What the world? 
 
    And I’ll be doggone if his pleas did not pull at my heartstrings…I wrapped my arms around his head holding him to me and his embrace tightened. 
 
    “It’s alright, Hitta.” My voice trembled with unshed tears… “It’s going to be alright…”  
 
     Still on his knees, he looked up at me and I could see the pain in his eyes. “I’ll fire Shantell if you want me to. I was still helping her with her bills and sh*t because I have this sense of loyalty to people that’s loyal to me. She a gold-digger and was a horrible girlfriend and a bit of a slut, she done f***ed a lot of the men that come to the gym…But she mans the sh*t out of that front desk…So I let her work it.” He shrugged. “But I will kick her a** out if it mean not losing you. Sh*t, I’ll shut down this whole f***ing gym if it mean not losing you, shawty.” 
 
    I smiled down at him through my tears…I’d never seen him this way. Big fierce Hitta…on his knees begging little old me to stay. I bet there was no one else on earth that has ever seen him like this. This was something that he’d only shown me. I knew that like I knew my name was Angel. 
 
     My Greatie didn’t say anything about this. How in the world was I supposed to walk away from him when he’s like this? 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re on your knees begging me to stay,” I told him. 
 
    “Sh*t, girl, for you, a nigga will beg all night if I have to.”  
 
    Smiling, I palmed his face staring down into his intense gaze.  
 
    Dang it! I think I loved him… 
 
    “Angel…on the real. I love you, shawty. I’ll do anything to keep you…anything.” 
 
    Wow! He’d just spoken my thoughts to me. He loved me… Dear God, this man had my heart. I was so gone I don’t think I’ll ever be able to find my way back. 
 
    “Anything?” I asked… 
 
    He nodded. “Anything, baby…just say the word.” 
 
    I bit my lip as I worked up the courage to say the word. 
 
    “Make love to me…” 
 
    “Sh*t…I thought you’d never ask,” he hissed before his big hand came up to the top of my dress pulling it down, causing my breasts that were still swollen from his kisses this morning to spill out.  
 
    My breath sucked in sharply when his hungry mouth closed over the tender peak and he began to feed on me. 
 
     And I don't know if it was the fact that we'd just fought or what, but damn!   
 
    The sex was hot!  
 
    He raked his hand over his desk clearing a way for my body and I could tell that it was taking everything within him not to rip my dress open… but rather than tackle the buttons while he still feasted on my breasts, he pulled it up to my waist. 
 
    And as his hungry mouth lowered and I gave in to this man that I loved, my last coherent thought before I got swept away in the storm that was Hard Hitta, was that I prayed with everything in me that I wasn’t being a fool. 
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  


 Chapter 13 
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    The Weaver’s Tapestry 
 
      
 
    When I was little girl, my mama told me that God is a Master Weaver and that life is His tapestry. She said no one knows what in the end the picture will unfold, but that we are all threads intertwined in His divine masterpiece. Some threads are dark, and some are bright, but one can’t exist without the other because then the picture wouldn’t be precise. She says balance is needed in order to bring God’s plan into sight, but that in the end, everything will be alright. For it is written that Yah spoke into the darkness and said, let there be Light. 
 
    --Edwina Fort 
 
      
 
      
 
    Angel 
 
      
 
    “That feels so good, Angel,” Hitta moaned as I used both of my hands to gently massage his head with the shampoo I made especially for him.  
 
    The relaxing fragrance of the herbal blend filled the bathroom, combining smoothly with the soothing melodic sound of Jill Scott that came from the speaker in the bedroom. Cupping my hands, I filled it with the warm water from the tea bath I made from the same blend as the shampoo and rinsed his hair. 
 
    Once done, he shamelessly rested his head against my breasts soaking the front of my tank top. I smiled down at the top of his head. Y’all, when my big strong man is in pain like this, he can be such a baby. But of course, I didn’t mind at all.  
 
    Lifting the towel, I began to bath him with soap that I’d made from the same blend. 
 
    Instead of turning on the overhead lights, I’d lit candles; the synthetic lights only made his head feel worse. However, in another thirty or so minutes, he will not be feeling anything because the blend I’d used for his tea bath, shampoo and soap was going to knock him out…He just didn’t know it yet. 
 
    “How do you do it, shawty? I swear you a real-life healer. I’ve gone to the best specialists in the world and they’d not been able to do what you did with just a bath.” 
 
    My smile grew as I continued to run the towel over him making sure to saturate his skin so that the healing brew seeped way down into his pores.  
 
    “We’ve been programmed to view modern medicine as the best thing since sliced bread, but there was a time when all man needed to heal was the herbs that grew from the very earth we came from… It’s kind of like milk from mama’s breast.”  
 
    I spoke softly, using the sound of my voice to give him comfort and to help relax his big body further, lulling him into the sleep that will heal him… 
 
    At least this time… 
 
    “When I was a little girl, my Greatie said that after the great flood, God sent an angel to teach Noah how to use the herbs of the earth to heal his children. She said that every sickness that plague man is an unclean spirit, and that the right combination of herbs can chase those spirits away.” 
 
    Once I'd finished washing as much of his big body as I could reach, I used a bowl and scooping more of the healing water up, gently poured it over his head as I continued to speak. He now looked at me through lids that were getting lower and lower. 
 
    “Why do you think I get these headaches?” he muttered…fingering one of my braids that fell into his tea bath. 
 
    I shook my head as I gently continued to pour the water over his thick neck and shoulders… 
 
    “I don’t know, but I believe it’s psychological as well as spiritual.” 
 
    He frowned a bit. “Spiritual?” 
 
    I nodded… “Yeah, have you ever heard the tale of King Saul?” 
 
    He shook his head his eyes growing heavier. 
 
    “Many years ago, there was a great king named Saul. You see, what made him great is that he had been appointed his seat directly from The Ancient of Days. But like many men who receive such power, it went straight to his head and he forgot all about The Ancient of Days and started believing that by his own might was he great. He even got a statue erected of himself in the Set-Apart Land, something the Heavenly Father hates with a vengeance. So, God sent his prophet to anoint a new king, Dawid… Or who you may know as King David.” 
 
    I stood and retrieved the big fluffy towel, holding it open for him as he stepped out. I didn’t want him falling asleep in the tub. Once his eyes closed, he needed to be able to get a few hours of undisturbed rest. 
 
    “Once Saul got wind of this, he became jealous of the young handsome Dawid and in his heart, decided to kill him.” 
 
      
 
    As he stood before me, so powerful and strong…I could imagine that King Dawid was very much like him. I had to go up on my toes to dry off his mighty shoulders. Biting my bottom lip as my hands lowered to his chest drying the water off of his well-defined pecks. 
 
    This man’s body is gorgeous… 
 
    Mmmm… 
 
    I quickly continued with my story before my mind went elsewhere. 
 
    “The Ancient of Days rejected Saul and an evil spirit began to plague him, causing all kinds of havoc in his life. His servants begged him to call Dawid to come play his musical instrument for him because it was a well-known fact that when he played it, it chased away sickness.” 
 
    Once I’d dried all the water from his beautiful body, I took his hand and led him to the bed. He was so relaxed he looked drugged. He didn’t put up any argument as I held the covers back and gestured for him to lie down. I’d already closed the curtains blocking out the midday sunlight. 
 
    Crawling into bed next to him I propped my back up on the pillow a bit, smiling when my big baby turned over wrapping his muscled arm around me, once again resting his head on my breasts. 
 
    As I continued my tale, I gently rubbed his head massaging his tense areas.  
 
    Hitta grunted. “I thought he wanted to kill Dawid.” His words were heavy, he didn’t have long. 
 
    “He did…” I told him as I continued to rub his head and neck. “That great king, who had begun to believe he’d gotten that way by his own might, had to humble himself because the very man he wanted to kill, was the only one that could cause his sickness to go away, but God had rejected Saul, so whenever Dawid stopped playing, the evil spirit would come right back.” 
 
    “Do you think that’s what’s happening to me? Do you think I get these headaches because God has rejected me?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think he’s rejected you, but I think he is trying to get your attention. My Greatie says he speaks to us through the unexplained. Nobody knows why you get these headaches. You’ve gone to the best specialist in the land and they can’t tell you anything.”  
 
    I gently kissed his head… “My Greatie would ask you at which point do it cross your mind to go to God?” 
 
    He grunted again… “Maybe yo’ Greatie is right. But I don’t think God want to have nothing to do with me. I’m not really the type of person he mess with, you know? I’m not like King Dawid…” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Because shawty…It’s a lot of blood on my hands.” I could barely understand his words at this point. I was positive he was half asleep. 
 
    “There was a lot of blood on King Dawid’s hands as well. He was feared in the land amongst all people, you know why?” 
 
    “Hmmm?”  
 
    “Because he was a goon.” 
 
    He chuckled. “What you know about goons, Teacup?” 
 
    “I know that I love one.”  
 
    He stiffened before he lifted his head and looked at me through lowered lids. “You love me?” 
 
    I bit my bottom lip to tame my grin. “How do you know you’re the goon I’m talking about?”  
 
    “Sh*t…I better be the goon you talking about.”  
 
    I gently kissed his lips… “Yeah, you the goon I’m talking about.” 
 
    He studied my gaze for a moment before he spoke. “I love you too, shawty…” 
 
    This was his first time telling me that again since that day in his office a month ago and my first time telling him period. 
 
    I’ve been too afraid although I don’t know why… 
 
    You know what? Scratch that, I do know why… 
 
    Although Hitta and I have grown so much closer after what happened at the gym last month, there has still been something inside of me that has held me back from giving my heart completely to him. Maybe it was my Greatie’s warning that she feared he would break it, or maybe it was the fact that for a moment he had broken it… 
 
    Well… until I found out the truth, I’d gone off halfcocked and believed Shantell’s lies like a fool.   
 
    That night after we had wild, passionate makeup sex in his office…so passionate that I was extremely embarrassed when we finally walked out of the office two hours later. Everybody pretty much did their best to ignore us, pretending like they didn’t know what we’d just done… 
 
    Although one didn’t have to be a genius to figure it out, he’d chased me into the office shouting and cussing and we’d come out of the office holding hands with that satisfied look on our faces that one gets after good loving. 
 
    Yeah, everybody was pretty cool about it… helping me not to feel so embarrassed. 
 
    Well…all but two people. Carmen grinned from ear to ear and gave me two thumbs up and Shantell, who was back at her spot behind the cash register, gave me the evil eye, but because there was a huge bruise forming on her cheek, it kind of took away from the effect she was shooting for.  
 
    Anyway, Hitta had kept his word and took Jessie and me to the Bulls game and then out to dinner. That night after we put Jessie to bed, he and I stayed up late and talked about everything. You guys might have guessed that after the truth came out, I felt so very foolish for believing her crap. 
 
    “Yeah, I paid a few bills for her, but only because she came to me in tears, talking about how she was struggling to cover all her bills with what I’m paying her at the gym. And sh*t… I wasn’t giving her a** a raise so I gave her a loan…and took the sh*t back out of her check over the next couple of weeks.” 
 
    I put my hand over my face shaking my head. “Wow!”   
 
    A loan… Unbelievable. But then I asked him about her working for him. 
 
    “But why do you have your ex-girlfriend working at your gym anyway. I’m not going to lie, that threw me.” 
 
    He chuckled… “Why didn’t you say something, shawty? I would have kicked her a** to the curb a long time ago. For real… After she and I broke up, she came to me crying, asking me how she supposed to keep up with all the bills she acquired while we were together. Sh*t, I told her a** it ain’t my problem. But then she got to going on about how I was heartless and what not…and that I should help her ‘cause if not for me, these are bills she wouldn't have had on her own. And I thought about it…She was right. If not for me, she wouldn’t have gotten that nice a** whip…” 
 
    For those of you out there who don’t speak Hitta, whip means car… LOL, over the last month, I’ve learned how to speak Hitta fluently like Wayne, something I’m very proud of…Anyway, back to the story. 
 
    “If not for me, she wouldn’t have that nice a** apartment on the lake…so, I took pity on her and gave her a** a job.” 
 
    At that point in the story, I was crying laughing because I thought he was going to say he paid off her car note or rent. Goodness, Hitta is a mess… 
 
    “Little did I know, she was going to come in there trying to make me jealous by dressing all provocative and flirting with all my customers. But then I started seeing an influx in the numbers and realized…damn, she good fo’ business.” 
 
    “How so?”  
 
    He chuckled. “Let’s just say she keep all the fellas very happy and that keeps them coming back, which mean more money in my pocket.” 
 
    My mouth opened in shock. “Hitta! That is so wrong. That makes you a pimp!” 
 
    Of course, he took that as a compliment.  
 
    He shrugged with fake humility. "Well, you know…somebody got to do it." 
 
    He’d asked me if it would make me more comfortable if he fired her. And I’m telling y’all, it took everything I had in me to be the bigger woman and say no. 
 
    The sad part about it was that she probably really did need that job. Like she told Hitta, she had to pay for all the stuff she acquired while they were together. Now many of you, like me, may ask…What kind of gold digger doesn’t get suspicious when the man that is supposed to be supporting you, sets up everything so that it's all in her name so that when he leaves, you’re left holding the torch? 
 
     I know that I’m not the swiftest lady in the game…hell, I’d just lost my virginity a month ago. But to me, it doesn’t sound like she was that good of a gold digger…but I’m going to leave that alone. However, that brings me to the other reason that helped me be able to be the bigger woman and tell him I didn’t want him to fire her. 
 
    And really, all it took was my emotions stabilizing enough for me to be able to look at Hitta's own actions to see how he felt about me and her. 
 
    She walked around that gym half-naked and he didn’t blink an eye. That day, I had worn a whole dress with a strap that fell occasionally and a shawl and he’d acted like a little boy who didn’t want to share his toy. That spoke volumes. 
 
    However, after I told him all what she’d said on the phone in the washroom, he got really angry and fired her anyway. 
 
    And you know, although I was being the bigger woman and all…  
 
    I was alright with his decision. 
 
    The sound of his gentle snoring pulled me out of my thoughts. Poor baby could not fight that sleep any longer. I eased from under him, replacing my breasts with my pillow for his head.  
 
    I looked down at him sleeping peacefully… He and I had been together going on two months and in that time, it felt like we've bonded together. I couldn’t imagine sleeping in a bed without him at night. 
 
    Do you guys know that every morning I still wake up on top of his back clinging to him? Do y’all know that every night since coming to live with him, I’ve gotten a full night’s rest? My insomnia is gone… And it’s all because of him. 
 
    Leaning down I gently kissed his head that smelled like my knockout herbal blend…Yeah, I loved my goon. I loved him very much… 
 
    When he’d come into the shop today after my morning rush with his face distorted in pain, something shifted in me. 
 
    You see, I’d studied his headaches and from what I could see, they came in three levels of intensity: 
 
     Painful, which he said the tea I made him every morning to take to the gym normally took care of.  
 
    Throbbing, which he said the tea did nothing for…Now, don’t laugh at my sweetheart when I tell y’all this, but remember I told y’all he can become a bit of a baby when he’s in pain. When his headache is throbbing, he comes and finds me, no matter where I am and press his face in some part of my body because he swears my scent make his headache go away. 
 
    I don’t know if that’s true or not, but he seems to think so. The other day, I was at the shop and he walked in and pulled a chair to where I stood at the counter thumbing through the latest herb catalog from one of my favorite suppliers. He sat down behind me and wrapped his arm around my waist burying his face in my lower back. 
 
    And I kid you not, he sat there till I feared he’d fallen asleep.  
 
    Carmen laughed at him and told me that I had a giant baby attached to my hip…but he didn’t care, he didn’t move. And if we’re home, he would curl up and put his head in my lap.  
 
    The other night while Jessie and I were watching The Gilmore Girls, Hitta lifted her and put her on the other side of me, then stretched out on the couch burying his face in my lap, seconds later he was asleep. So, I had to sit there and pretend that his deep breathing so close to my center was not driving me crazy. 
 
    The third pain level was how he’d come in the shop today complaining that his head felt like it was going to explode. In the two months we’d been together, it had only happened once before, and the only thing I could think about doing was relaxing him in an herbal bath with my knockout blend.  
 
    It had put him to sleep and he’d awakened pain-free. He’d been so grateful to me that he’d gotten Carmen to babysit and took me out for a night on the town, just him and I…which was a treat indeed. 
 
    I prayed this time the same thing would happen and he wakes without the headache…but I feared his headaches were getting worse. I wish Greatie would come back so that I could ask her about them. The first month we were together, he could last the whole day on the tea I made him in the morning. 
 
    Now, he came into the shop sometime after the afternoon rush for a refill. He’d become an official believer of my teas. He said everybody at the gym was talking about him behind his back because he was always walking around with the little flower teacup I’d given him in his hand, but he didn’t care. The only thing he cared about was living pain-free. 
 
    I’d tried to give him another more masculine cup, but he wouldn’t take it. 
 
    Anyway, I’d told him that story about king Saul for a reason. Not that I felt that God had rejected him like he did the old king…but to show him how God can allow evil spirits to plague us if we are not doing what pleases him. And somehow my tea is serving as a temporary fix, like King David’s musical instrument. But when he’s not drinking it, his pain comes right back. 
 
    I don’t know if that’s the case…but I have a feeling that it’s something like that. Like I said, I wish Greatie would come back because that’s something that she would know. 
 
    Carefully I eased out of the bed before texting Maddox and telling him that I was ready for him to pick me up and take me back to the shop. 
 
    When Hitta had come in earlier complaining that his head felt like it was going to explode, I’d asked Summer if she would hold it down for me for a couple of hours while I drove him to the house and took care of him. She agreed but I knew she was a little leery because Hitta had handed me his truck keys to drive, which meant Maddox was going to be left there with her. 
 
    Okay, so really quick, let me fill you guys in on a few more details about Summer. She wasn’t big on dealing with the men that hung around the shop. She understood that it was Hitta paying her check and although she was cordial with him, she didn’t’ speak to him much, but she spoke to him more than to the others because technically he was her boss. 
 
    However, Wayne, Lannox, Maddox and the other fellas didn’t get so much as a hi or bye. Now, for the most part, they all were pretty cool about it, understanding that she'd obviously gone through something that had scarred her. Most of them didn’t push it. 
 
    But Maddox… 
 
    Maddox did not know what no meant… 
 
    She takes the bus back and forth to work. Since most times he’s taking me home anyway, he’d offer to take her as well. She says no… 
 
     Somehow, she ends up in the car with us anyway.  
 
    Sometimes I’ll have lunch with Hitta, leaving her there alone and Maddox would ask her if she’d like for him to get her something to eat. She says no… 
 
    Somehow, he ends up feeding her anyway. 
 
    He asks her why she's crying, swearing that he will take care of whatever it is so that she doesn't have to cry anymore. She just rolls her eyes and pretends like he hasn't said anything at all… 
 
    Hmmm… I don’t know this for sure, but something is telling me he’s going to follow through on that promise whether she wants him to or not. And just between you and me, I don’t think she’s as immune to his charm as she puts on. 
 
    I think that smooth-talking Scottish man is breaking down her walls and she doesn’t know what to do about it. 
 
    Over the last month, I’ve learned a lot about the twins, who are the head of Hitta’s security team. They may not be outward brutes like their boss… But they definitely had that killer instinct and it was clear Maddox was determined to get Summer…  
 
    If he’s anything like his boss…It’s only a matter of time. 
 
    However, that’s about all I can say on the matter. Outside of the fact that Summer, Carmen and I have grown really close…and that Summer Washington definitely has a story to tell… 
 
    But she’s going to be the one to tell y’all, so be looking for that. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Checkmat---” 
 
    “No!” I screeched practically throwing myself over the chess table to grab Hitta’s hand before he could knock down my king with his queen. “No, you’re cheating!” 
 
    He chuckled. “Yeah, cuz I’m the one holding my hand trying to stop me from making my move.” 
 
    “But I helped you! Because of me, you don’t have a headache anymore,” I whined like a little girl. 
 
    He’d shown up shortly after my last customer in a great mood because he’d awakened with no headache. And just like he’d done the last time I helped him get rid of a splitting migraine, he’d gotten Carmen to come over and babysit Jessie so that he could take me out to dinner. 
 
    I don’t know how he and I had ended up sitting in the two chairs before a roaring fire involved in an intense chess game. 
 
    I pointed at him. “Don’t you say it!”  
 
    He chuckled and put his queen down anyway, knocking my king to the side 
 
    “Checkmate…” 
 
    Still clutching his hand, I narrowed my eyes Clint Eastwood style and muttered, “Didn’t I tell you not to say that?” 
 
    The cocky grin that came to his face was too much. “Baby, I can’t help it that I’m a better chess player than you. You supposed to say Checkmate…” He leaned closer and drawled the next words out in the most irritating way. 
 
     “When you win the game…it’s the rules, I didn’t make it up.” His grin grew. “Hate the game, not the player, Teacup.” And then he winked. 
 
    That was it! That was the icing on the cake. Before I knew what I was doing, I had his arm between my teeth and I was biting him hard. 
 
    “Arghhh! Sh*t Angel!” he half yelled half laughed as he tried to pry his arm out of my mouth.  
 
    I just bit down harder. I don’t know what had come over me. The only thing I knew is that I’d not been prepared to lose to him. I’d had this chessboard in the Tea Shop for nearly a year and a half, and in that time, I'd been challenged to thirty-six games…not once had I lost! 
 
    Not once! 
 
    And in one day, Hitta had broken my perfect record. I bit his arm harder.  
 
     “Damn it, you savage a** girl!”  he said before he curled his arm bringing my whole body crashing into his lap.  
 
    Using his other hand, he tickled me until I released his arm due to my laughter. 
 
    “You trying to hurt me?” he muttered in my ear continuing to tickle me until I was laughing so hard I couldn’t control the embarrassing snorting. 
 
    “Stop, Hitta!” I cried trying to escape from his lap, but he only wrapped his arm around me keeping my back pinned to his front. 
 
    I was so short that my legs were drawn up and I was able to rest my feet on his knees. Good thing I kicked off my shoes after I got the fire started. 
 
    “How did you get so good?” I sulked sounding like a spoiled little girl. 
 
    “Rome…” 
 
    Ahh! His best friend who Hitta and his crew swear is a real-life genius.  
 
    “That guy has been spanking me in chess for years. When we first started playing as kids, I used to win sometimes, but after he started playing with his angel, I couldn’t beat him again. But because I’m competitive as hell, I never gave up.”  
 
    Resting my head on his big shoulder I looked up at him as he talked. Hitta loved Rome. When he spoke of him you could hear it in his tone. I wish I’d gotten a chance to meet him. Whenever I asked Hitta where he is, he simply says… 
 
    “He’s not with us anymore.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that! How did he die?”  
 
    And that’s the question he never answers, he just changes the subject. I’ve come to the conclusion that Rome wasn’t dead, but that maybe he and Hitta had some kind of falling out. 
 
    The bell dinged on the shop door reminding me that I’d forgotten to lock it back after Hitta had come in earlier. 
 
    I looked up and my stomach clenched in anguish at the sight of Stan walking through the door. His angry gaze went to Hitta’s arms that were wrapped around me and I went to try and stand, but Hitta only tightened his hold. 
 
    “Don’t f***ing think about it,” he growled in my ear.  
 
    Stan came to a stop looking down at us, waiting for me to get out of Hitta’s lap. When he saw that it was not going to happen, he cleared his throat in a way that let us know that he thought we were being rude. 
 
    “Diana died earlier today,” he muttered, still eyeballing Hitta’s arms around me. 
 
    “What?! Oh my God!” I put my hand over my mouth startled by the pain his words brought. 
 
    It was true that Diana had been jealous of me because Stan couldn't keep his eyes or his hands to himself, but there were times that things were alright between us. There were times where it almost felt as if we had a mother-daughter relationship. 
 
    I relaxed back into Hitta’s arms resting my head in the crevice of his neck, no longer wanting to look at Stan anymore. Because of him, poor Diana had died miserable. She had spent her whole life trying to live up to the image he’d set forth. 
 
    She became obsessed with keeping up with the Joneses. We were the only black family in our neighborhood, and she wanted everybody to know that we deserved to be there. If someone down the way got a new pool, Diana would upgrade ours. If somebody hired a new lawn care service…she would hire a better one. 
 
    Stan would show up at the house and tell her to prepare for guests within the hour. 
 
    “Stan, why didn’t you call me sooner?” she would cry in panic. 
 
    He’d just shrug and say, “Must have slipped my mind.”  
 
    Then he’d go into his study and kick up his feet as she and I ripped and raced around the house trying to put together a small dinner party in only an hour. 
 
    “You need to find Westly and let him know that his mother is gone and then the both of you need to come to the house and lend me a hand in planning her funeral.” 
 
    His disgusted gaze fell back on Hitta’s hand that was now rubbing my back in a soothing matter. 
 
    “Come alone—” 
 
    “Man, you can kill that because it ain’t happening! How about you worry about getting yo’ wife buried rather than worrying about sh*t you can’t change?” 
 
    Still without looking up at Stan I clutched Hitta’s shirt, so glad he was with me. 
 
    Stan shuffled on his feet, taking a step back toward the door. The coward probably did it subconsciously. 
 
    “I’ve already told you; you’re not welcomed in my home. You step one foot on my property and I will have you arrested so fast your head will spin.” 
 
    “And I’ve already told you…Where Angel go, I go. If I’m not welcomed, then she ain’t coming either.” 
 
    “I understand that you might be a big deal on the streets, but my reach goes higher than your little ghetto…You don’t want me as an enemy.” 
 
    I closed my eyes at Stan’s threat. What I’d feared was happening. 
 
    Hitta grunted, not in the least ruffled by Stan’s words.  “I ain’t worried about it.” 
 
    “Oh! But you should be!” Stan’s voice shook with his anger. 
 
    “And you should think about leaving before I get up from this chair.” 
 
    “Angel, do you have anything to say about this-this savage behavior?” Stan bit out. 
 
    My grip tightened on Hitta’s shirt. “You heard him. You should think about leaving…now,” I muttered, still without looking up at him. 
 
    Stan drew himself up. “I see…” He turned to head for the door. “I guess I will see you at the funeral then, don’t worry about helping out your family, we’ll manage.” And then he was gone.  
 
    “Are you going to tell me about Stan?” Hitta asked quietly after he left. 
 
    “Please…can you just hold me? I don’t feel like talking about it.” 
 
    “Yeah, shawty…I’ll let it go for now. But I’ll give you till after the funeral, and then you and me is sitting down and having a little talk… period.” 
 
    I exhaled, relieved to hear that he’ll be letting the topic drop…At least for now. 
 
    That night when I broke the news to Jessie about her grandmother, I tried to prepare myself for her grief, but surprisingly there was none. 
 
    “My mama probably dead too,” she said matter-of-factly. 
 
    I was so shocked by her words it took me a moment to answer her. “Don’t say that, sweetheart.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I don’t want her to be alive.” 
 
    “Jessie! No! You can’t speak that way about your mom.” 
 
    “Why come?” 
 
    “Because, baby, no matter what she's done, that's still your mother." She frowned as she thought about my words.   
 
    “Why do you want your mother dead?” 
 
    Her eyes welled up with tears. “Because if she comes back, then I’ll have to leave, and I want to stay with you.” 
 
    I pulled her to me and hugged her close… “It’s okay, honey. It’s okay…” 
 
    Although I said those words, I didn't know if they were true. I hadn't heard from either of Jessie's parents for two months. Both of them had always played disappearing acts, but they'd never stayed away for so long.   
 
    After Stan left, Hitta drove me around to look for Westly. We went to all of his known hangouts, but nobody had seen him. I asked some of his close associates if they knew what friend he was working with in California, and they all claimed they didn’t know anybody from California and never even heard Westly talking about anybody from there. 
 
    By the time of Diana’s funeral and I still hadn’t heard from West, I got a bad feeling in the pit of my stomach. I’d awakened that morning with a heavy heart. I told Hitta about it and he said that it was natural for me to feel that way with that being the day of the funeral and all. 
 
    I don't know what I would have done without him. That morning I felt weird all the way around. I don't know if it was due to the anxiety of knowing I was going to be around Stan again for a good length of time, or just the stress of looking for Westly to tell him about his mother’s death, but after I got out of the shower I fell to my knees in front of the toilet when a sudden bout of queasiness came over me. 
 
    Because I didn’t have anything in my stomach, I ended up dry heaving. Hitta heard me and came into the bathroom helping me to my feet. But I felt another bout of nausea and had to hurry back to the toilet. 
 
    After it was safe for me to walk away, he carried me to the bed and put a cold towel on my head. 
 
    “Just lay here and rest for a minute, Teacup. I’ll help Jessie get ready for the funeral, don’t worry about nothing, I’ll take care of everything.” 
 
    “Thank you…I think all the stress is getting to me.” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah, it’s a lot going on. But try and rest, baby…I got this.” 
 
    True to his word he took care of everything else while I focused on pulling myself up out of the bed and putting on my black dress. 
 
    When I finally made it downstairs, I took one look at Jessie and my whole day brightened as laughter bubbled up in me. 
 
    She was wearing a ballerina skirt with a pair of jeans underneath, the little Chicago Bears jersey Hitta had gotten her, and a pair of cowboy boots. Her braids had been divided into two ponytails, one that sat on top of her head and the other that was cocked off to the side. There were two pink ribbons tied around the base of each one. 
 
    My gaze went to Hitta, who looked very handsome in blue jeans, a black button-up shirt, and a pair of tan Timberlands. 
 
    “What?” he asked looking at Jessie, not seeing anything wrong with the way she was dressed. 
 
     “What happened?” I asked around my laughter. 
 
    He shrugged. “I told her to get dressed and after, I helped her with her hair.” 
 
    Jessie looked down at herself, holding out her arms. “You like it, Tee-Tee?” 
 
    I grabbed her jacket off the coat rack. “You look lovely, baby.”  
 
    Heck! Why not…? 
 
     Diana's funeral was miserable. All of her and Stan's snobby friends used the occasion to peacock and try and show off their wealth in front of the other. The only one there who I felt sorry for was Barbara, Diana’s mom. She was the only one there that seemed to be genuinely hurt. 
 
    When Jessie and I hugged her, she clung to us and cried, so happy to see us. 
 
    “Where is Westly?” she asked through her tears. 
 
    It broke my heart to tell her that I couldn’t find him. Barbara has always been kind to me. She treated me like I was her real granddaughter and not like a foster kid. She was also the only one in her family that had accepted Jessie.  
 
    Everybody else including Diana had taken one look at Trina and instantly deduced that Jessie was not Westly’s child. So, although they didn’t outright deny her…they didn’t go out of their way to try and have a relationship with her either, all except Barbara, who loved her like she’d loved me.  
 
    When Barbara had gotten too old to take care of herself, Stan made Diana put her in a nursing home. Diana had wanted to bring her to live with us and hire a nurse to help take care of her… But Stan would not have it. 
 
    “And who is this handsome fella here?” Barbara asked looking up at Hitta. 
 
    “This is William…” I gave Hitta an apologetic look for using his real name over her head. “William, this is Grandmother Barbara.” 
 
    He went down to one knee next to her wheelchair so that she didn’t have to strain her neck looking up at him. 
 
    “It’s very nice to meet you, ma’am,” he said taking her hand. 
 
    I chuckled because right there before my eyes, Grandmother Barbara blushed. 
 
    “Ohh! It’s nice meeting you too, shugga. My, my, my, you sure are a big fella, aren’t you?” she told him actually rubbing her hand up his muscled arm. I shook my head…Goodness. 
 
    Barbara wanted us to sit with her. She said that she didn’t want to be next to all of these snobby folks who couldn’t care less for Diana…Including Stan, who for the most part, stayed away from us because of Hitta. 
 
    True to his word, Hitta did not leave my side. He stood there and held my hand as Diana’s guests expressed their condolences for our loss to Jessie, Barbara and me. When Jessie and I had to go to the bathroom, he stood outside the door and waited for us. When I started feeling a little too hot, he went and got me a cup of water, but then the water made my stomach feel queasy, so he took it away.  
 
    He was my fierce protector and I was so grateful to have him there. 
 
    “Are you coming back to the house for the repast?” Barbara asked me as we all headed back to our vehicles at the cemetery. One of the workers from her nursing home was wheeling her back to the transport vehicle. 
 
    I went to shake my head, but she grabbed my hand. “Please, Angel. You and Jessie are the only real family I have here. It’s bad enough my baby Westly couldn’t make it. Please don’t abandon me and leave me with all these strange people.” 
 
    The desperation in her voice was real. I wanted to tell her no. The last thing I wanted to do was to go back to that house. Plus, Stan had threatened to call the police on Hitta if he stepped one foot on his property.  
 
    Barbara squeezed my hand… “Don’t abandon me…” 
 
    “Of course, I won’t abandon you, sweetheart. Jessie and I will meet you there.”  My concerned gaze went to Hitta who frowned when he saw the look in my eyes. 
 
    “Hell no, Angel. I am not letting you and Jessie go in there alone!” he told me twenty minutes later as we pulled up to my old house. The driveway and the street were full of the cars of the well-wishers. Barbara’s nurse and handler were helping her out of the van right in front. 
 
    “Please, it will only be for an hour. I just want to make an appearance and then we can leave. Grandmother Barbara was the only one in this family who was kind to Jessie and me, I can’t abandon her. One hour and then we can go… and never have to step foot in this place again.” 
 
    His nostrils flared angrily as he exhaled. “I don’t like this!” 
 
    I rubbed his arm soothing him. “I know, but there are a lot of people here. Stan will be on his best behavior.” 
 
    He pointed at me. “When you come out, you tell me what’s up with this dude.” 
 
    I bit my bottom lip…and he shook his head. “Well then, no deal…I’m going in there with you.” 
 
     If he went in there Stan will keep his word and call the police, I know him. I didn’t want Hitta arrested. But it seemed that no matter what decision I made, it was bound to happen. If I told Hitta what Stan had done to me, then he was going to confront him…I know him. He was going to hit Stan or something. And then by the time Stan’s judge friends got done with Hitta, he would be going to jail for a long time. 
 
    But if I didn’t agree and he went in here, he will be going to jail a lot sooner. I exhaled…I was damned if I didn’t and damned if I did. 
 
    “Fine…I’ll tell you everything.” My words were barely over a whisper. 
 
    “You got one hour. If you’re not out in that time, I’m coming in there…I don’t give a f*** what stiff a** have to say about it.” 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
      
 
    When I was a little girl, my Greatie told me that faith is having belief in that which is not seen. The hand of God is an invisible thing that has a tangible effect. One never knows what way that hand will lead you, but the question is… 
 
    Had I known that my life was getting ready to change so drastically in one hour, would I have still gotten out of Hitta’s truck and gone into that house? Or was it always The Ancient of Days will for my world to implode, throwing me into utter darkness? 
 
    Can we as humans really control our destinies or are we just walking out a path that has already been paved? These are all questions that I will find myself asking… 
 
    And now looking back, I can’t say that I would change a thing…because I now know that everything that happened that day…had to happen exactly like it did. 
 
    When Jessie and I walked through the door, I once again found myself feeling queasy and it didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out why. Not only was I back in a place that was full of negative memories, I felt Stan’s hungry gaze zone in on me instantly. 
 
    I did my best to ignore him as I stayed by Barbara’s side speaking with the guests. Jessie had wanted to go to the back yard and play with a few of the other children and I let her, making sure to keep an eye on her. 
 
    Barbara was speaking with a few of Diana’s old classmates and I was only half listening. So, when she spilled a little bit of her drink on her dress, I volunteered to go get her a napkin out of the kitchen. 
 
    As I was walking down the hall, I cried out when Stan came up behind me, roughly grabbing my arm and shoving me inside of his office locking the door behind him. 
 
    “That thug of yours should have listened to me and not set foot on my property. Sit!” he spat as he shoved me down into one of the chairs on the other side of his desk before he turned his computer monitor around so that I could see it. 
 
    I started to jump back up out of the seat and run, but what I saw on the computer monitor made me pause. 
 
    It was footage of Hitta leaning against a police car being handcuffed. He was surrounded by six or seven cops, who all had their guns pointed at him. The veins protruded from his neck as he barked something at them, but they weren’t listening to him at all. 
 
    I ran to the window needing to see with my own eyes instead of through the lens of a camera and sure enough, several of the officers were putting him in the back of a squad car while the others still pointed their guns at him.  
 
    With tears in my eyes, I whipped around. "You can't do this!" 
 
    “Sure I can,” he said from where he was now sitting in his office chair watching me. 
 
    I headed for the door. “That’s okay! I’ll just go down there and tell them they’ve made a mistake…” 
 
    “Before you go, you should know that I’m soon to be Jessie’s guardian.” 
 
    That brought my march to a screeching halt. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    He reached into his desk and pulled out some pictures throwing them on top. “A week ago, a Jane Doe was brought into the hospital.” 
 
    I picked up one of the pictures off the desk and my hand began to shake as I looked down at it. 
 
    “It’s Trina… Her throat was slit, her teeth, and her hands removed. Had I not known what she looked like, she would have slipped through the system. My attorney has already begun the guardianship paperwork.” 
 
    It felt like someone had snatched the rug from under my feet. I sat down in the chair before I fell down as my mind raced to comprehend the information that had just been stuffed into it. 
 
    Trina was dead! 
 
     I looked back at the picture in my hand…It was her. She lay on a metal table with her throat slit. There was a look of horror in her eyes, like the last thing she’d seen had terrified her. 
 
    I put my shaking hand over my lips. “Oh my God!” 
 
    Jessie’s mom was dead! 
 
    My gaze flew up to Stan’s. “Wait! Did you say you’re trying to get guardianship of Jessie?” 
 
    He grinned reminding me of the rat he was. “Not trying, my sweet Angel…It’s as good as done.” 
 
    I shot out of my chair. “The hell it is! I’m going to fight you!” 
 
    He laughed. “Come now, do you think any judge in America is going to give an unmarried, twenty-one-year-old young lady guardianship over someone like me? Please…use your brain.”  
 
    “What about her father? Westly will have guardianship!” 
 
    He sat up in his chair, his greedy eyes widening in his zeal. “I’ll challenge it! He’s unfit…I’ll demand the judge give him a drug test.” 
 
    I hurt my brain trying to think of a way around that. There is no way in hell I could let Jessie end up in the hands of this pervert. 
 
    No way in hell! 
 
    “You might as well give up, Angel and just ask me what I want.” The satisfied smile he wore on his face made me want to kill him.  
 
    I eased back in my chair, feeling like dying myself…All of my worst fears were happening, Hitta was being put in jail, Trina was dead…and my baby was going to end up in the hands of this pervert, forced to live the life I did. 
 
    “What do you want?” At this point, I would be willing to do anything to make sure that doesn’t happen. 
 
    He sat back in his chair content with the knowledge that he had me right where he wanted me. 
 
    “Regardless of what you may think, I’m not a monster. Unlike that-that thug that you’ve let put his hands on you…you’ve let taste your sweetness, that same sweetness you’ve always denied me.” For a moment it looked as if he was going to cry. 
 
    “I would have given you everything…” 
 
    I looked away from him, not wanting to hear any of his B.S… 
 
    “But at last…I can’t have what I want.” My gaze went back to him. His mouth turned into a sneer. “But neither can he…” 
 
    I frowned confused… “What are you talking about?” I wanted to say crazy a**…But decided against riling him up. 
 
    “It’s simple. If you want me to withdraw my paperwork for Jessie’s guardianship, you agree that you will never see your thug again. If you so much as walk into a room where he is, I will know, and I will take Jessie from you. Maybe she’ll be kinder to me than you were.” 
 
    At the moment I would have given anything to have only half of Hitta’s skill. I wanted to pound this man’s face into the ground. I balled up my fist as I struggled to stay in my chair and not try and do just that. 
 
    “You are a sick bastard!” 
 
    He chuckled. “Maybe I am… But I’ll be a sick bastard with a beautiful young girl to play with if you don’t agree to my terms.” 
 
    “And what about Hitta?” 
 
    “What about him!?” he spat. 
 
    “Drop the charges and get the police to release him.”  
 
    He stared out the window for a moment before his gaze came back to mine. 
 
    “So, it’s true then?” 
 
    “What’s true?” 
 
    “You love him.” 
 
    I exhaled before shaking my head. “No, I don’t love him. I just don’t want him going to jail because of me.” 
 
    I could tell by the way his eyes lit up that it was the right answer. Had I told this maniac how I really felt about Hitta he would have no doubt done his best to make sure he stayed in jail for as long as he possibly could. 
 
    “Fine, I’ll drop the charges. But you take Jessie and leave town. So help me God, if that bastard so much as looks at you one more time…You will never see your niece again. I will have eyes on him constantly.” 
 
    “What about my business, Stan? How am I just going to pack up and walk away from that?” 
 
    He grinned as he shrugged. “I don’t know, my sweet. I guess you’re going to have to ask yourself what’s more important, your precious Tea Shop or Jessie.” 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” I hated the fact that my voice quivered on the verge of tears that had turned into a knot in my throat. 
 
    The grin left his face as pure evil replaced it. “I want to deny you pleasure, just like you did me. I want you to know what it feels like to have to go without what you’ve come to crave. Maybe next time I see you, you’ll be kinder to me.” He sat back in his chair. 
 
    “What do you say? Do we have a deal or not?” 
 
    So, I guess my Greatie had been right because the next words that came out of my mouth broke me in half.  
 
    “We have a deal…” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    To Be Continued… 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mmmm mmm mmmm… Hitta’s in jail and Angel has just agreed to stay away from him and walk away from the Tea Shop in order to keep little Jessie out of the hands of a perverted child molester. How had it come to this? But more importantly, what the hell is Hard Hitta going to do when he finds out his Angel has flown the coop?                                Pick up Hitta’s Tea Maker pt. 2 to find out….  
 
      
 
    For Those of You who have not read Hitta’s best friend Rome Book…Falling For Rome, which is the second book in the Law Boy’s Series behind Coming For What’s Mine…Here is a sample of what you’ve missed… 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Beautiful Surprise 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nakhti 
 
      
 
    I put the car in park and checked my GPS. This couldn’t be the right address. The big grey building looked as if it had been one of those old industrial warehouses before it was turned into an apartment building. Several men and boys stood outside the building at the door, some looked like they were dealing and some looked like they were hanging out with the dealers. I raised my eyebrow at a group of young girls in short skirts and shorts that walked by laughing and posing trying to catch the eye of one of the men. 
 
    “Oh hell no.” Reaching in my bag I took out my phone and pressed one. 
 
    “What’s up, Nak?” The deep masculine voice came from the other end. 
 
    “What the hell, Jo? I’m in the hood.” He chuckled. 
 
    “Yeah, I know. Did I forget to mention that?” I sat back in my seat leaning my head back against the head rest. I was too damn tired for this. 
 
    “Nak?” 
 
    I exhaled. “I’m here.” 
 
    “Come on, darling, don’t give me the silent treatment. It’s not that bad. I just need you to find out what information he has about me and my family, and then erase it. I don’t give a damn if you have to wipe his whole system clean. Somebody has been digging real deep and my gut is telling me it’s him. We are at re-election time and we can’t afford any slipups. This guy is buried in mystery, I need to know what he knows before he knows what he knows.” I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “So, how am I supposed to get in there? This place is a fortress. Can you get me the blue prints to the building?” 
 
    “Already in your mailbox.” Silence came from the other end for just a moment. “I wouldn’t have asked you to do this on such short notice if it wasn’t important. I know I pulled you from another assignment and you’ve had no recovery time. It’s just that whatever system he’s working with is impenetrable from the outside. I’ve had the best hackers on the agency’s payroll trying to crack it. It’s impossible. The only way in is through the front door.” I exhaled, in no mood to put up with some ignorant thug, gangsta, wannabe playa. 
 
    “And you’re sure this isn’t a job that Miller or Terry could handle?” 
 
    “Neither Miller or Terry will be able to get through those doors. I need the best on this one. I told you he laid out Michaels and Baker. And get this… he was handcuffed at the time. Had I not come out the room when I did, he would have snapped Tom’s neck. There’s not a man around that can resist that pretty, innocent face of yours. It causes them to let down their guard and then like a black widow, you strike, which makes you perfect for this job. Just look at it this way, you get in, you get out. You’ll be home wherever that is, in no time.” 
 
    “So, if things get out of hand with this civilian, can I kill him?” 
 
    “You have no idea how much I want to say yes to that. But alas, he’s my lady’s brother and she loves him. She’ll be crushed if anything happens to him and I can’t stand seeing her hurt. But hey, the quicker you gather my information, the quicker you can be done with it.” 
 
    I grunted, eyeing the man that was approaching my car with a spray bottle and a windshield squeegee that looked as if he’d borrowed it from the nearest gas station. Reaching in my briefcase, I pulled out a five-dollar bill before letting my window down. 
 
    “Wash your windows for you, beautiful lady?” He asked smiling, showing off his rotting teeth. The smell of alcohol and unwashed flesh singed my nose. 
 
    “I’ll give you five dollars if you don’t.” He grinned as I handed him the money. 
 
    “Generous as well as beautiful. Have a blessed day.” I rolled my window back up. 
 
    “Fine, but this is my last assignment,” I said into the receiver. “I’m too old for this sh*t. I’m retiring.” He chuckled again. 
 
    “Get out of here, you can’t retire at thirty-four. I need you to have my back. I’ll feel naked without you.” 
 
    Dammit, Jo… he knew he had my loyalty for life. He knew that there was nothing I wouldn’t do for him. The man had saved my life on more than one occasion. He and I went way back to the days of being two green eared Seaman recruits. All the way up through becoming the only two minorities in our SEAL unit.  
 
    It wasn’t easy and several times I wanted to quit, but Jo never let me. He pushed me until I became the soldier that my father never was. My father who left home because I was just a stupid girl and not the boy he wanted, had tried several times to become a SEAL but could never make it through BUD school. Not only did I make it through, I became a decorated soldier in my own right. 
 
    When Jo left the military for the Bureau, he took me with him. Again, pushing me to be more than I thought I could. Yes, I was loyal to him unquestionably, but I was tired and he needed to know that. 
 
    “I can and I will. I’m thirty-four, but I feel sixty-four. You remember what happened last month in Libya?”  
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I still hear ringing in my ear from that sh*t. I don’t think I will ever get my hearing back on my right side.” 
 
    “You got too close to the fireworks.” 
 
    “It’s just the way it played out. Anyway, I said all that to say I quit after this, Jo, I’m serious. The agency already fired me, why won’t you just leave me the hell alone?” He chuckled, the charming bastard. 
 
    “Because you’re the best man I got in the field. I won’t be able to run for office unless I know you have my back.” He repeated for the second time, knowing what those words did to me. I bit down on my teeth determined to stand my ground. 
 
    “Yeah well, I’m done after this.” 
 
    “Nak, on a serious note…” he said, brushing off my words.  
 
    Sh*t! 
 
    “Be careful with this one. I took this kid for granted and he surprised the hell out of me. He’s smarter than you can imagine. He doesn’t look it, but he is. And he’s dangerous. My sources tell me he’s responsible for many a stiff found floating belly up in Lake Michigan. You’re on his turf, everybody within twenty city miles either way is loyal to him till the death. Keep your eyes open, and whatever you do, don’t take this kid lightly.” 
 
    I eyeballed the hustlers standing outside of the building and farther down on the corner. It was nothing about them that appeared spectacular, just your everyday average thugs. However, Jo was the most skilled soldier I knew, so if he told me not to let down my guard, then I won’t. 
 
    “Roger that.” Hanging up the phone I slid it back in my briefcase. 
 
     For just a moment, I sat enjoying the silence of my rental car. I had no time to rest from my last assignment for Jo, well, for his father really. The mission like most of my missions called for me to get close to a man and then kill him.  
 
    Pablo Consuela, an Argentinian drug lord had thought to blackmail the senator with some compromising photos to try and get him to vote to pass some legislation that would make it easier for him to move his product in The Gulf.  I didn’t know all the details, it wasn’t my job to. My job was to retrieve the photos and erase them from any hard drive they may be on, and then put old Pablo out of his misery. 
 
    A job I had done flawlessly until I got too messy making my escape and ended up with a bullet wound in my side. I shook my head, this was just another sign signaling that it was time for me to walk away from this life. Jo didn’t believe me, but I was going to show him, this was my last mission. When it was over and I was paid, I was ghost. I was disappearing in a way that even he couldn’t find me.  
 
    I was going back home.  
 
    Nobody knew where my home was because I barely knew where it was. The only thing or shall I say the only person holding me there was my mom. I put her in the nursing home ten years ago under an alias. And the only way for the nursing home to contact me was through a message service that I checked from time to time, waiting for the call saying she’s dead. 
 
    But I have yet to get it, so I guess she’s still alive.  
 
    Maybe she was just waiting on me. Waiting to look me in the eye one more time and blame me for being the reason daddy left. Waiting to hit me one more time for not being the boy my father wanted more than he wanted either of us. Waiting to let me know just how much she hated me before she took her last breath. 
 
    After this job, she’ll get her chance if she wasn’t dead. Exhaling I pushed those thoughts from my mind. Those are the kinds of thoughts that can get you killed on a mission. Those were the thoughts I was thinking when the bullet penetrated my flesh the day before yesterday. 
 
    I reached in my suitcase for a pair of eyeglasses that would complete the look I was going for and slid them on my face. Then I popped two pain pills in my mouth because my side was killing me. I hadn’t even had time to get it looked at. I had to remove the bullet and stitch it up myself, before lathering it with a tube of Neosporin, and slapping a damn bandage over it. 
 
    Perks of the job… 
 
      When I was prepared, I stepped out the rental car and after locking it, headed toward the building. 
 
    “Daaaammmnnn!” Several of the men said as I approached, looking at me as if they had never seen a pretty woman in a two-piece fitted skirt suit carrying a briefcase. 
 
     Men… 
 
     Jo was right. For as long as I could remember, men have fallen over themselves for my face that did look very innocent, only to end up with their noses broken for thinking I could be taken advantage of. My face was one of the reasons the agency had hired me in the first place. They knew with my innocent looks, I would be able to slip under most people’s radar.   
 
    “She look like a sexy school teacher. Hey yo, P, yo’ teacher here, man!” One of the men that was holding a red cup in his hand said chuckling at his own joke. Judging by the redness of his eyes he wasn’t drinking juice. I lifted my eyebrow at him checking my watch. Damn, it wasn’t even ten o’clock.  The smell of marijuana was also very strong in the air. 
 
    “Man, if she was my teacher, I would have stayed in school.” A young guy, who I assume was P responded. He looked to be around fifteen or sixteen. I kept walking as if I didn’t hear them. Blocking the door with both of his hands on the frame was another young man who could be no more that twenty-one or twenty- two. 
 
    He wasn’t a bad looking guy. As I approached him, he passed the blunt he was smoking to another man that was much older than him sitting on the stoop. He slowly blew out the smoke as he took me in. When it was clear he wasn’t going to move I stopped, but I bit down on my teeth to hold on to my temper. 
 
    Okay, so let me tell you guys why I got fired from the agency. Yes, I have an innocent face that most men consider beautiful and I look soft and approachable. Jo once described me as the girl next door. That being said…I don’t have the constitution to match my looks. 
 
    I’m not friendly or soft and I could give a damn about beauty. I have a short fuse and I’m easily irritated. I may have used lethal force a time or two when pushed the wrong way. And I may have used excessive force when one of my directors thought it was alright to grab me and try to force me to kiss him one night while we were all at a bar celebrating the promotion of one of our colleagues. I was aware he was drunk, but it did little to assuage my irritation at his action. 
 
    I smashed his face into the bar, breaking it. Anyway, the agency said their hands were tied; I had too many complaints on my record to continue. 
 
     I told you guys that story to try and get you to understand what I was going through standing here in front of this civilian, allowing him to get away with his actions. 
 
     “How can I help you, sweetheart?” he asked. 
 
    “Is your name Romeo Reevers?” For a moment a look of surprise crossed his face before he shared glances with a few of the other men. Now that I had mentioned that name, none of them were smiling anymore. The air got really tense. Even the men farther down on the block had come to attention. 
 
    Jo had been right. Whoever this Romeo was, they were very loyal to him. 
 
    “Who’s asking?” 
 
    “Brenda Bonita.” The lie slid easily from my lips. I had studied Romeo’s file on the plane ride home. What this situation called for was a case worker.  
 
     “That’s all I’m at liberty to discuss with you unless your name is Romeo Reevers.” I continued. 
 
     He chuckled. “You the law?”  
 
    I reached up and pushed the curly strands of hair that hung by my ear behind it, an act that made me appear soft. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Police,” he said losing patience with me. “Are you the police?” I softened my eyes. 
 
    “Oh no! Nothing like that.” He looked at me for a minute to determine if I was telling the truth. I blinked slowly, allowing my long lashes to sweep across my doe shaped eyes.  
 
    “Aight, follow me.” 
 
    “Yo Rob, what you doing man?” The older guy that had joked about me being P’s teacher said as he lifted the blunt to his lips. 
 
    “Relax, Han. She cool.” I looked back at the other men and they all wore a look of astonishment that he was taking me inside the building. As I followed him through the halls that were surprisingly very clean, he kept stealing glances at me.  
 
    “You look like some kind a case worker,” he said, still fishing for my identity. I smiled at him. I liked the kid. 
 
    “Something like that,” I told him.  
 
    He nodded. “Jo sent you, didn’t he? To keep an eye on Rome?” I chuckled surprised by how astute he was.  
 
    “Something like that.”  
 
    There were several children playing in the hall outside one of the apartments on the first floor. It looked as if the building had four levels. I could hear loud rap music playing from another apartment. We walked through a door that led to some stairs. 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind taking the stairs. The elevator is broken and Rome’s place is all the way up on the top floor.” I smiled at him, yeah, I liked this kid. 
 
    “I don’t mind.”  
 
    When we got to the fourth level, there was a keypad on this door that wasn’t on the others. Standing directly in front of it he keyed in a four-number code. 
 
    7,9,5,6…Got it. 
 
     I noted the fact that the fourth level was not open to the rest of the building. There seemed to be very little activity on this level. In fact, once we walked out of the stairwell, the door locked automatically when it closed behind us; there seemed to be only one other door that I could see. On this door was another keypad, he quickly keyed in the code. 
 
    3,2,9,7…Got it. 
 
    My eyes widened behind my glasses as we walked through the door. It was a loft, a very spacious loft, a nice very spacious loft. For the third time in a matter of minutes I was pleasantly surprised. The tall floor-to-ceiling windows ran along the east side of the loft, they looked to be at least twenty feet tall. They were also covered by beautiful golden drapes. 
 
    The loft itself had to run along the entire length of the building because like I said, it was roomy. One could play a game of futebol in its open space or what you Americans call soccer. There wasn’t a lot of furniture, it didn’t look as if Rome invested in that. 
 
     However, I now understood why I had been assigned this mission. I am an AIT specialist trained at Fort George to be able to handle missions were IT initial was needed. Along the entire length of the north wall was a state-of-the-art computer system. Secured to the lovely rust colored brick wall had to be at least twenty flat screened monitors. Although they were turned off, one couldn’t help but wonder what appeared on them when they were turned on. In front of the elaborate system was a single plush leather chair on wheels. 
 
     It was a chair for a king. 
 
     A king whose throne was in front of several very impressive computer screens. 
 
    One thing was for certain, this beauty was something you wouldn’t ever expect to find in the heart of the ghetto. My fingers twitched in anticipation of finding out what was stored on that massive hard drive.  He spared no expense for it. There were million-dollar corporations that could not afford one such as it. 
 
     My guess was the owner of that beautiful system was lying in the bed that wasn’t too far from it. Rob walked to a wall and hit a button, opening the curtains that were closer to the bed just a little. However, it was enough to shine a burst of sunlight into the loft. I came to a stop in front of the bed looking down at the occupants.  
 
    The man that I would assume was Rome lay sleeping on his stomach, my eyes traveled over his muscled back to the equally muscled arm that hung out the bed. He had on a pair of black jeans and expensive gym shoes. Asleep next to him completely naked was a very voluptuous young lady. Only the lower half of her body was covered with the sheet. 
 
    Rob wore a goofy smile on his face as he too stood looking down at the two. I could tell right off this kid was a rascal. His aim was to shock me with this. I looked at him and lifted an eyebrow, poor baby, it would take more than this to shock me. 
 
    “Yo Rome, you got a guest,” he said hitting the man’s shoe.  
 
    “Beat it, chump,” the sleeping giant grumbled turning over in the bed without opening his eyes. Rob chuckled hitting his shoe again. 
 
    “Get up, nigga.”  
 
    “What I tell you about using that word?” Rome mumbled without opening his eyes. He had a very deep voice. The younger man didn’t respond, instead he looked up at me with that devious grin still on his face. He nodded in a way to tell me to watch this. 
 
    Rome opened his eyes and turned to look at him, sitting up slightly. “You deaf, punk?! What I tell—” his words stalled as his light brown gaze came to rest on me. 
 
      Although I didn’t show it, for the fourth time since coming to this place, I was completely taken off guard. 
 
    Rome was gorgeous. 
 
     He looked at me through a pair of amber eyes that missed nothing. He’d just woke up from a deep sleep and judging by the empty Hennessy bottles and cups, it had been a drunken sleep, yet his eyes were sharp. They took me in making me feel as if he was reading me like an open book. I shifted on my feet feeling uncomfortable with that. No one has ever looked at me that closely. 
 
    He ran his hand over his head. It looked as if he was fresh from the barber, his fade, beard and mustache was lined perfectly around a pair of lips that looked like they would work havoc on a woman’s body. 
 
    Nossa, Nak! Where did your mind just go? 
 
    “What the f***, Rob?!” he growled. The grin on Rob’s face grew wider as he blinked his eyes innocently. 
 
    “Bruh, you got a guest,” he said gesturing towards me. Now that he mentioned it, I could see the resemblances between the two. Only difference being was that Rome was clearly older with more facial hair and his eyes were a lighter shade of brown than Rob’s. He pointed at his little brother in a way that told him he will deal with him later.  
 
    “Hey,” he said tapping the shoulder of the sleeping girl. She came awake with a smile on her face. 
 
    “Hey, daddy,” she purred. I rolled my eyes, Rob chuckled. 
 
    “Get up, you gotta bounce,” he told her. And for the first time she looked and saw us. With a squeak she snatched the sheet up to cover her breasts. 
 
    “Can you give us a minute?” Rome asked me, gesturing toward the other end of the loft where a living room area was. I lifted an eyebrow at his rude tone. 
 
    “Sure.” I told him before turning to walk towards the sitting area. 
 
     As I did, I casually lifted my hand and slipped the bug from my watch, positioning it just right between my fingers.  I used the same hand to ease down in the brown leather chair, securing the bug at the same time.  
 
     To the left of the chair I sat in was a huge brown leather couch, or what looked like a couch, but was really a modern rendition of a couch. It screamed contemporary bachelor pad. As if to confirm that, a ridiculously large flat screen TV was mounted to the brick wall to my right. In front of it on the floor were several gaming systems. There were quite a few game controllers sprawled on the floor around them. 
 
    When I looked back towards the sleeping area, it was to see Rome’s amber gaze still on me. He was now sitting at the foot of the bed with his elbows resting against his knees. If I was the blushing type, I would be doing it right now seeing that he had watched me walk this whole distance. Finally, he turned to look up at his brother. 
 
    “Why you didn’t take her downstairs to ma’s place? Why the hell you bring her up here?” Rob, who had watched the whole exchange with that goofy grin on his face now wore a look of fake shock. 
 
    “Ma not home.” 
 
    “Stop lying?!”  Rome growled up at him, his face transformed in his anger. 
 
    Rob chuckled, not fazed a bit in only a way that a little brother could.  “My bad, man. I just didn’t think about it.” 
 
    “You play too much,” his brother responded standing up grabbing his t-shirt at the same time. When he brought it over his head, his muscled arms and chest flexed impressively.  He was very tall as well.  
 
     “That’s your damn problem,” he continued admonishing his kid brother before he turned and noticed that the girl had not moved from the bed, she was in fact playing like she had just drifted back to sleep. 
 
    “Ay… Ay, shawty, you got to bounce. Get your sh*t,” he called down to her. Amazingly she woke up and stretched, letting the cover fall from her ample breasts once again. Rob grinned shaking his head. 
 
    “Rome, you gon’ call me?” she asked as she unashamedly slid out the bed reaching down to retrieve her dress from the floor. 
 
    I shook my head, women like her gave our whole species a bad name. If a man had talked to me the way he’d just talked to her, the only call I would be worried about is the anonymous one to the city morgue, telling them where to find his body. 
 
    “Rob, make sure Kiesha get to her car safe—” 
 
    “Toya!” she interrupted him, finally insulted. Rome chuckled as he scratched his head walking towards the bathroom. 
 
    “Who the f*** cares?” was his only response as he went into his bathroom shutting the door behind him. 
 
    “Okay, you can call me Kiesha, just call me…Please!” 
 
    “Come on, shawty. I’ll walk you downstairs,” Rob told her as she angrily slid her feet in her heels. 
 
    “It was nice meeting you, Brenda,” he called to me as they headed toward the door. 
 
    “Nice meeting you too, Rob.” It really was. I don’t know why he chose to make my job easier, but he had. Had he not brought me up here, there was no way I would have gotten through that group at the door.  
 
    And had I by some miracle gotten through them, I would have never made it past the locked door on the steps.  
 
    Well… Not this easily anyway. 
 
    Rome took his time in the bathroom, I heard the shower start. I was not delusional to think it wasn’t a test when it really was. Jo was right. This man was smart. He was trying to feel me out before talking to me. I was careful where I let my gaze roam. Although I couldn’t see them, I was quite certain this whole building was wired with cameras. 
 
    Slowly, I got up and walked to the nearest window. The drapes were opened slightly, allowing a perfect view of the ghetto below.  My eyes narrowed at the roof of the building across the street, there was a man standing on it leaning against the door smoking a cigarette. When he caught me looking at him, he winked.  
 
    My gaze went to the corner store at the end of the block, several men stood outside talking, but when one of them noticed me looking, he winked. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    I looked towards the opposite corner, there was a man sitting on the porch of a building there, it looked as if he was smoking a blunt. When he noticed that I saw him, he winked.  
 
    “What are you looking for?” Rome’s deep voice came from behind me causing me to nearly jump out of my heels as I whipped around, stopping myself from reaching for the piece strapped to the inside of my thigh. I looked up at him half startled and half surprised. How in the world did he walk up on me without me hearing him? He chuckled as he flopped down on his couch facing me. 
 
    He smelled good. Now dressed in a white t-shirt and a pair of blue jeans, he even looked good. I was surprised to see that I was capable of being attracted to the thug type. Who knew? 
 
    “Did I surprise you?” he asked. For a minute my mouth just hung open. Damn, can he hear my thoughts? 
 
    “Yes,” I told him truthfully. He was continuing to do that. 
 
    “Sorry about that. How can I help you, Ms…” 
 
    “Bonita, Brenda Bonita.” I said walking toward him to shake his hand. He didn’t reach for my hand, instead he studied me with that unnerving gaze of his. I had to force myself not to look away.  
 
    Get a grip, Nak. You are not getting ready to let this young thug unravel you. Get it together! 
 
    I took a deep breath withdrawing my hand as I eased back down in my chair.  
 
    “It’s common decency to shake your guest’s hand in greeting,” I admonished as I lifted my briefcase laying it gently on the granite table in front of me. 
 
    “It’s common decency not to lie when your host asks you your name.” My eyes rose to his. 
 
    “I told you my name. Why would I lie?” 
 
    He grinned then still studying me with that sharp gaze of his. “I don’t know, but I’m sure I’ll find out.” 
 
    I removed several papers from my briefcase. One of them being a copy of the contract he signed with Jo. 
 
    “I’ve been sent here from Senator Warren’s office. As you know, your sister a…” I looked at the name on the paper, although I knew it by heart. “Journey Reevers is romantically involved with Joseph Warren, Senator Warren’s son. I’ve been hired to make sure the senator and his son’s reputation remain on the up and up.” I smiled warmly. He did not return my smile. In fact, the more I talked, the angrier he became. The little muscle in his jaw was working overtime.  
 
    “Of course you have nothing to worry about, I am a professional. Half the time you won’t even know I’m here. I’m sure you are a responsible young man and would not be willing to do anything to jeopardize the senator’s and future senator’s office, what with all the work they do for communities like this.” He sat up on the couch. 
 
    “Wait, let me get this straight. You come into my house to tell me, a grown ass man, that you’re my what? Babysitter?” I smiled. 
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t put it in those terms…but, yes.” He narrowed his hypnotic eyes at me. 
 
    “Funny, you don’t come across as a babysitter. Why do I feel as if it’s a killer staring at me through your eyes?” 
 
    It took every bit of my training not to break my cover in that moment. Nobody has ever seen the real me.  
 
    Never! 
 
    I looked away, shuffling through the papers to cover my momentary lapse.  
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about, young man.” 
 
    “You can kill all that young man, bullsh*t. It’s not doing what you’re hoping it would.”  
 
    “And what is that?” I asked lifting my gaze back to his, daring him to say it. He didn’t speak right away. He just let his eyes travel over my body in a way that made me feel warm all over. 
 
    “Discouraging me from imagining what those beautiful deceptive eyes of yours will look like rounded in pleasure as you come apart for me over and over again.” I loudly cleared my throat. He smiled when he saw he had ruffled my feathers. 
 
    “Mr. Reevers—” 
 
    “Rome,” he corrected. 
 
    “Romeo, let’s go ahead and get a few things straight. I will not tolerate sexual harassment of any kind. If you sexually harass me again, I will call Joseph Warren and inform him that you’ve breached your contract. If you give me a hard time in anyway from this point on, I will call Mr. Warren and tell him you’ve breached your contract, in which point, the actions that Mr. Warren discussed with you will be taken.” I looked at him giving him my no-nonsense look. 
 
    “Is that understood?” 
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