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PRAISE FOR
THE HEARTS OF MEN
BY TRAVIS HUNTER


“This moving novel … is insightful, sensitive and impressively real.”

—ESSENCE




“True-to-life debut novel. Tough lessons and father-wit loom large in this story about men staying the course and stumbling along the way.…”

—BLACK ISSUES BOOK REVIEW




“… [An] interesting and revealing look into the male psyche.”

—TODAY’S BLACK WOMAN




“… [E]ven cynical readers may be won over by his relentless positive message and push for African-American communities built on respect and love.”

—PUBLISHERS WEEKLY




“Hunter is a fresh new talent and his book The Hearts of Men gives us a glimpse into the mysterious void where black men hide their expectations, inspirations, disappointments and dreams—a place they rarely share with anyone.”

—ST. LOUIS AMERICAN
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During the 1920s and 1930s, around the time of the Harlem Renaissance, more than a quarter of a million African-Americans settled in Harlem, creating what was described at the time as “a cosmopolitan Negro capital which exert[ed] an influence over Negroes everywhere.”

Nowhere was this more evident than on West 138th and 139th streets between Adam Clayton Powell and Frederick Douglass boulevards, two blocks that came to be known as Strivers Row. These blocks attracted many of Harlem’s African-American doctors, lawyers, and entertainers, such as Eubie Blake, Noble Sissle, and W. C. Handy, who were themselves striving to achieve America’s middle-class dream.

With its mission of publishing quality African-American literature, Strivers Row emulates those “strivers,” capturing that same spirit of hope, creativity, and promise.
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Caught with Your Pants Down

It was Friday morning, and Prodigy Banks was running just as late as he had the other four days of the week. After hitting the snooze button for the fifth time, he reluctantly arose at 7:20 A.M., pulling up his tired body and sitting on the side of his honey-oak sleigh bed. He then placed his head in the palm of his hands and proceeded with his morning ritual: trying his best to come up with a good lie to let his supervisor know he wouldn’t be in the office that day.

It was not like he was ill; he just didn’t feel like going to work, and now he was running out of excuses. He’d lost count of the number of times he’d said his grandfather died. In fact, his grandfather did die, but that was in 1978. After realizing he had already used all of his good excuses, he conceded. He forced himself up and into the bathroom.

Prodigy had never been a morning person, which was why he had to get out of the Army. He realized Uncle Sam’s boys really did do more before nine A.M. than he planned on doing all day long. Plus, Simone, his manager and lover, spoiled him. She always covered for his tardiness.

Right now, she was the only one he was kicking it with, sort of. Slowly, Prodigy was trying to minimize his workload of women. He’d been with so many that it wasn’t much fun anymore. Plus, he discovered that more than half of the women he dealt with didn’t have anything going for them anyway. After sex, there wasn’t much left for them to talk about.

Now he was shifting gears by trying to focus on a single relationship that was mentally as well as physically stimulating. His new motto was to screw up, not down, which meant he would bypass the rank and file to focus on kicking it with a woman of power and status. Rich women need love too, he thought. He didn’t want his intentions misinterpreted, though. Just because he wanted a person who fit his definition of completeness didn’t mean he was looking for a serious relationship. He relished his carefree bachelor life, but whoever it was who would be taking care of his physical needs had to bring more to the table than a cute face and a fat butt. And right now, Simone was bringing breakfast, lunch, dinner, and a fat butt.

Maybe that was why, whenever women around the job inquired about him, Simone’s name always came up in the conversation. It was as if he was her property. Lately, though, she’d been getting on his nerves. She acted as if his sole purpose in life was to sit around and wait for her to get a moment away from her husband.

Damn that, he thought.

As he stared in the mirror, contemplating whether to give his already bald head a fresh shave, he noticed a white envelope that had been kissed by a set of juicy lips. He opened it and read the contents: I think it’s time that I get a key to your place. Love, Simone.

“What!” Prodigy said aloud. “She’s gotta go!”

He wasn’t having it, because not only was she married to some psychotic, pro-football-playing dude who could probably lift a Mack truck, she was becoming a bit too attached.

A key to his place?

Out of the question.

She must be on that crack pipe, he mused.

After deciding he would try to make it to work on time, he showered but opted against shaving his head.

He felt that if he was going to rid himself of Simone, then he’d better not put himself in a position where he would need her assistance to cover for his perpetual lateness.

He remembered his grandmother saying, “Hell has no fury like a woman scorned.” And after some of the women that he had dealt with, he now knew what she meant.

After completing his morning grooming ritual, Prodigy decided to wear his tan tailor-made suit. To complete the ensemble, he added a white cotton shirt and brown ostrich-skin shoes with a matching belt.

Since, as usual, he didn’t have time for breakfast, he grabbed a Little Debbie snack cake, jumped in his black GMC Yukon, and headed north on Interstate 285. As he bore down on the accelerator, burning rubber along the way, he ran into gridlock traffic on the Atlanta Expressway. From the looks of it, there was no way he was going to be sitting at his desk by eight-thirty.

“Damn! Who taught these nuts how to drive? I’m about to commit road rage.” Prodigy turned to his left and witnessed a driver in the far left-hand lane reading a newspaper and talking on a cell phone, with nothing in front of him but highway. Prodigy was infuriated, but all he did was smile and shake his head.

God, give me strength. Good thing today is Friday. I hope Simone is there to cover for me. I guess I’ll have to fire her another day, he said to himself.

He knew that if Simone weren’t there to cover for him, today could possibly be his last day at GMAC. Because of his habitual tardiness, he was already in the last stages of the company’s disciplinary chart, and even that was with Simone’s protection. Otherwise, he would have been out the door a long time ago.

Prodigy really liked his job, once he got there. It was a far cry from the type of work he used to do. The salary wasn’t all that great, but there were fifteen women to every guy. With a ratio like that, he’d almost be willing to work for free.

For now, the most important thing was getting to the office. So, after some creative driving (on the shoulder of the road, tailgating, passing on the right, and dipping in and out of traffic as if he were a fugitive on the run from the Georgia state troopers), Prodigy approached his destination. He steered onto the Dunwoody exit, and shortly thereafter swerved into his office complex. After entering the employee parking deck at 8:25 A.M., he hopped out of his truck and, much to his chagrin, ran into “miserable” Brenda, his ex–booty partner and current supervisor.

“Good morning, Mr. Banks. I see that you’re running late, as usual,” she said, looking at her watch.

“Calm down, I got this,” Prodigy said dryly but boastfully, because today he had arrived to work on time.

“I’m gonna calm you down,” she shot back.

He quickened his pace to pass her in an attempt to get to his desk. He knew that Brenda was still upset with him for leaving her hanging after Simone was hired more than a year ago. She was livid when he and Simone started kicking it.

Given half a chance, Brenda would torpedo him with all sorts of foul words. She reminded Prodigy that every day she saw him was a day she might snap and break his neck. The threat really amused him, considering she was only about four feet five inches tall and lucky to be one hundred pounds. And that was soaking wet.

She had a habit of asking anyone who would listen why someone such as Prodigy would play second fiddle to another man over a piece of high-yellow butt, reminding him and everyone else that Simone could never really be his, because of her marriage.

Prodigy just considered Brenda a hypocrite who would often get ghetto on him, calling him everything except the child of God. She would usually say something like: “Ya black ass is gonna burn in hell for all that sinning. But that’s the bed you made, and one day you gonna wake up to some hot grits.” Or “I hate you, you black bastard!”; that was her favorite one.

He would normally just listen to her, shaking his head. He’d sometimes reflect on their time together, letting her know that what she and he did was also a sin because they weren’t married either.

Prodigy could never figure out why she was tripping, because he never thought they had a relationship.

That’s just like a woman, trying to make a mountain out of a molehill. We never went to dinner or the movies. As a matter of fact, the only place we ever went together was to bed. She never even knew my home phone number. But to hear her tell it, I was her man. Get outta here! he thought.

Despite how wacky Simone was turning out, Prodigy still thought she was more of a woman part-time than Brenda could ever be working time and a half.

“We had sex, no more, no less, and that was all there was to it,” he would tell her, trying to avoid belaboring the issue. “Get over it.”

The factor that really drove him away from her, other than her being as cuckoo as that damn bird, was she was too much of a fanatic. In the two years he had been with the company, she had been a Christian, a Jehovah’s Witness, and a Muslim. Now she was in some new cult that didn’t allow her to show her skin on Tuesdays.

“Prodigy! You think that you can do whatever it is that you wanna do, don’t you? Keep it up and you’ll be looking for a job. You can’t keep showing up here whenever you feel like it. This ain’t church!” Brenda said snobbishly to his back.

Prodigy knew that Brenda spoke mostly just to hear herself talk, because she knew that he didn’t pay her any attention. He reported to Brenda, but Brenda reported to Simone.

Prodigy strolled through the glass doors leading to the mirrored high-rise, acknowledging Brenda with only a wave of the back of his hand. He was thinking that girl needed to lie on a couch and talk to someone with a Ph.D.

It was a good thing that his department was on the first floor, because if he had to wait on those slow elevators he would have met his corporate demise a long time ago. Whenever he did make it to work on time it was usually with only a minute or two to spare.

After arriving at his quadrant and signing in at eight-thirty, he made his daily rounds to greet everyone. It was his charismatic personality, not to mention drop-dead looks, that made many of his colleagues treat him as if he were a celebrity.

He never really thought much of his coworkers’ reaction or opinion of him, but it felt good, so he basked in it. Even so, he never let it go to his head, because he still remembered a time when, as a young man, he was teased about his dark complexion and full lips. Bullies in his North Philadelphia neighborhood had given him nicknames such as Smut, Blacky, and Tar Baby.

Now, as an adult, his looks had matured and the names had changed for the better.

As he continued up the corridor, he noticed his wanna-be-black Caucasian coworker, Kevin, standing in the hallway. As they engaged in a little chitchat about the previous night’s basketball game, someone interrupted his morning banter with a tap on the shoulder.

“Excuse me,” said a honey-complexioned six-footer with a short-cropped haircut. “Is your name Prodigy?”

“Yes, ma’am, that would be me.”

At that point he completely ignored Kevin, realizing that he had never seen this flawless figure before, as she was a sight to behold.

He extended his hand to greet her. She grabbed it firmly and held on a bit longer than needed, but that was fine with him.

“It’s nice to finally meet you. I’m Gina.”

“Finally?” he asked, as he motioned with his head for her to follow him to his work area.

Kevin gave a poor performance of acting like he wasn’t listening intently to the conversation.

“Hey, Kev! I’ll get with you later, potna! I have work to do,” Prodigy said.

“Okay, big guy. Don’t do anything that I wouldn’t do,” Kevin joked as he nodded his head approvingly and walked off.

Prodigy and Gina then walked to his office area.

“What do you mean, ‘finally’?” Prodigy asked. “How long have you been with the company?”

“A little more than a year,” she answered. “I was at the downtown branch, but I just transferred to this office on Wednesday. Today is my first day here. I was doing the human-resources paperwork, and you know how that goes. But since I’ve been here, all I hear the women talking about is this Prodigy guy.”

“Is that right?” Prodigy said. “Well, as you can tell, they must live some pretty boring lives if all they can seem to talk about is me. But don’t you believe a word of it.”

“Oh no. It was all good,” Gina said as she eyed him seductively from head to toe.

“Look at you,” Prodigy said, blushing and shaking his head.

“I’d rather look at you,” she said.

After hearing Atlanta women constantly complain about the shortage of quality black men, he thought he had gotten used to their aggressive behavior, but Gina proved him wrong. Every time he experienced such straightforwardness he usually was left a little shell-shocked.

“Have a seat, Gina. Where are you from?” he asked as he walked behind his desk to sit down. He wanted to change the subject because aggressive women were a turnoff. Prodigy considered himself somewhat old-fashioned, believing that the man should be the hunter, not the hunted.

“I’m from Chicago, Southside. And yourself?” Gina asked as she took a seat in one of the chairs in front of his desk, crossing her long, shapely legs.

“Philadelphia!”

“Dang! Is anybody from Atlanta?” she asked.

“Yeah, we have a couple of natives running around here, but this does seem to be the melting pot.”

“Sooo,” Gina purred, “what brought you down to the A-town, Mr. Banks.”

“Long story.”

Actually, Prodigy didn’t want to think about what had led to his journey south.

“What about you?” he asked. “What brought you southeast to the Peach State?”

“I went to Spelman. I like the city, so I decided to stay.”

“Yeah, Atlanta’s a nice spot with a lot of beautiful women—present company included,” Prodigy said, giving Gina an appreciative nod.

“Oh no, the scenery ain’t bad.” Gina acknowledged him by reciprocating with a naughty nod of her own.

Realizing she was getting a little too comfortable with Mr. Tall, Dark, and Handsome, Gina stood to excuse herself.

“Mr. Banks, the pleasure was all mine, but I have to be leaving. Maybe we can do lunch sometime.”

“No doubt!” he said, standing to shake her hand once again before she left.

“It was nice talking to you,” she said.

“Likewise, Gina. Give me a call once you’re settled in,” Prodigy said, handing her a business card off his desk.

Gina took the card, looked at it, looked back at Prodigy, and winked, leaving no doubt in his mind that it would only be a matter of time before her toes were pointed toward his ceiling.

His quad-mate Debra, who had been listening to every word that was said between him and Gina, peered over the partition.

“Prodigy, you a ho’! You ought to be ashamed of yo’self. Don’t you already got a woman, who got a man? Ain’t that enough drama for ya? I’ma tell Simone.”

“You know, Debra, your life would be so much simpler if you learned the fine art of minding your own business. Now, be quiet! Better yet, go to the break room and get me a bottle of water to go with my Little Debbie,” he demanded, already knowing what her answer would be.

“Do I look like one of your little hoochie mommas? Go get ya own damn drink. And you need to stop eating all that sweet stuff early in the morning,” she retorted. “One day ya gonna wake up dead.”

“My mother lives in Philly! You want anything from the break room?”

“Yeah! Bring me back a man that can last for more than two minutes.”

“Look at you! That’s how you got all those badass kids, being nasty,” Prodigy said.

“Now you mind yo’ damn business! Anyway, when you gonna do some work? You ain’t done nuttin’ since you been here but flirt. Ya lucky Brenda didn’t see you. You know she would’ve started talking in tongues.”

Prodigy had learned to ignore Debra over the years. She was more like the sister he’d never had. He went to her with questions that only a female could answer, and she would usually give him an honest reply. Although Debra was always in someone else’s business, Prodigy considered her to be one of the cool ones.

After leaving the break room, he went back to his desk to read his e-mail, to check for any meetings. But as usual it was filled with all types of junk mail:

Hi, Prodigy, you look nice today. Latysia.

“Thank you.” Delete.

Prodigy, don’t wear that suit anymore, it makes me think nasty thoughts. Stacy.

“That’s cuz you’re nasty.” Delete.

Prodigy, why didn’t you call me last night? And when are we going to dinner? Remember, you promised. Mishawn.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Delete.

Prodigy Banks, you have a mandatory meeting with Craig Botano at eleven A.M. in the blue conference room. Human Resources.

He wondered what his vice president could want with him. He assumed it was probably some corporate mumbo jumbo and continued with his latest project.

As he got his day under way, Jake walked up.

“Yo, P! Did you see that fine six-foot-nine chicken-head that they got in accounting?” Jake asked in his loud country accent as he approached Prodigy’s desk.

Debra, disturbed by Jake’s outburst, which shook the silence, said sarcastically, “Damn, Jacob! Who you talking to? Prodigy or the people on the third floor?” She gave him a look and continued, “Don’t be ignorant all your life.”

Her comment pissed Jake off.

“Ah, hell! Sit yo’ ass down, Dee. You always got to put yo’ two cents in. You know you need it, wit’ yo’ broke ass,” Jake said.

“Just keep it down. Some of us were hired to do a job.” Surprisingly, Debra eased back into her chair without much of a comeback.

“That’s right! Keep him straight, Dee,” Prodigy said, trying to instigate their barrage of retorts. He always enjoyed egging these two on because they sounded like an old, bitching couple living together just for the thrill of insulting each other. Competitively, Debra always got the best of each exchange with her quick ghetto wit.

“What’s the deal, dog?” Prodigy asked.

“I want that ass! Hook a nigga up!” Jake was speaking in a tone that he considered a whisper.

“What are you talking about, Jake?” Prodigy asked, pretending to be clueless.

“The new chick. I want that!” Jake said, snorting like a pig in heat.

“Jacob, you look like a beige Buddha. You know that woman don’t want you, ya rotten-tooth bastard,” Debra said.

“Shut the hell up, Dee! I’m still tryna figure out who in the hell you got drunk long enough to have sex wit’ yo’ stank ass.”

They all laughed at that one.

Jake had a light, damn-near-white complexion. He was about five feet tall with a stomach that hung over his belt. He had a missing front tooth and a chronic case of halitosis.

“Come on, baby. You know I don’t roll like that. You gonna have to go for your own,” Prodigy said, never turning to face Stinky-winky.

“You on that already, ain’t ya? I thought I saw those long-ass legs coming from over this way! Damn, nigga! You already got the finest bitch in the company. Leave some for the peasants.”

Debra piped in: “You got that right, peasant! But why she gotta be a bitch? How would you like it if every time I saw you I called you a jackass?”

“Keep it up, Dee, and I’ma walk around there and hit you right in yo’ damn mouth.”

“Oh no, don’t do that, cuz then we’ll have two jack-o’-lanterns walking around here.”

“Y’all cut it out and, Jake, watch your mouth. You’re in the presence of a young lady,” Prodigy said.

“Where she at?” Jake asked with a hint of sarcasm as he threw yet another jab.

“Why you always coming over here starting with her?” Prodigy asked.

“She started it today, P,” Jake said defensively.

“Well, both of y’all need to cut it out; y’all bring the property value down over here.”

“Hey, P! You remember Brooke, that fine white chick with the sista ass that works in customer service?” Jake asked.

“No, but what about her?”

“Well, she told me to tell Mr. Exotic Deep Chocolate to give her a call. Here’s her number.”

Debra stood. “If you call that white girl I’ll kill ya.”

“What you got, elephant ears? I’m talking to Prodigy,” Jake said, clearly getting frustrated.

“No, but as big as your nose is you’ve got to be related to one, cuz that’s a damn trunk on your face,” Debra said as she sat back down.

“Here, you keep it, but tell her I said hi,” Prodigy said, handing Jake back the telephone number.

“No, no, no! I ain’t about to get started passing yo’ messages. Tell her ya damn self.”

“Look here, Jake, I’m gonna have to holla atcha later. I got a lot of work to do. That new girl’s name is Gina. Go introduce yourself to her. Tell her I said you’re the one I wanted her to meet.”

“Oh, you already told her about me? Good looking out, boy,” Jake said, as he cracked a raggedy-toothed smile. Then, as if greeting a majestic royal court member or a deity, he grabbed Prodigy’s hand and bowed in a show of respect for his putting in a good word for him. “Thank you, Godfather,” he said reverently.

“Good luck on your new honey,” Prodigy teased as Jake ambled off happily. He stood to observe Debra, who was slumped in her chair, laughing hysterically.

“Oh, you wrong for that!” she said as she wiped the tears from her eyes. “That’s what he gets with his ugly self. He needs to find himself a dentist before he hurts somebody with that toxic waste dump he has for a mouth.”

“I’ll be back. I’m going to the bathroom to wash my hand. Jake kissed it.”

“Oh lord, here,” Debra said, handing Prodigy some antibacterial hand cleanser out of her purse. “Use this. Go wash it too and hurry up, you might get gangrene.”

Returning from his scrub-down, Prodigy pored over some more meaningless e-mail and finished up some paperwork. He then logged off his computer and headed toward the conference room for his meeting with Craig.

As he got off the elevator on the tenth floor, he spotted Simone leaving the conference room.

“Simone! Simone!” he shouted, but the petite, hazel-eyed beauty kept striding hastily around the corner in the opposite direction. Prodigy didn’t get a good look at her, but she appeared to be a bit shaken. He sensed something was strange, because it wasn’t like her to ignore him like that.

When he walked into the conference room, he got some negative vibes, and his mind began to roam.

Craig, standing in front of a window of the high-rise, greeted Prodigy without turning around.

“Good morning, Prodigy. Please have a seat,” Craig said.

Prodigy took a seat in one of the high-back leather chairs, as a listless Craig, who stood silently for about a full minute, continued gazing out the window. Since Craig had called the meeting, Prodigy waited for his cue to speak. The tension in the room was thick as he sensed the odd behavior. Over the past two years, he had never had a bad encounter with his fifty-year-old VP. But now he felt a chasm developing between them.

Craig had hired Prodigy as a favor to a mutual friend, Winston, fondly called Poppa Doc.

“Prodigy, I know you’re wondering why I called you here,” Craig said as he turned away from the window but still avoided eye contact. “I will get right to the point. We have some time-and-place issues: The hours from eight-thirty A.M. to five P.M. are not the time, and 500 Dunwoody Parkway is not the place, for your impulsive sexual behavior. Now, I know that can be a daunting task for a young stud such as yourself, but it is imperative that you make the distinction between work and play.”

Prodigy, at a loss for words, wondered, What in the hell is Craig talking about?

He could only figure that since there were so many rules in corporate America concerning sexual harassment, perhaps a female coworker had reported that he approached her in the wrong way. He had always suspected that merely complimenting a person or using a certain tone could be misinterpreted and lead to a formal complaint.

“Damn, Prodigy! What the hell were you thinking about? No, let me rephrase that, because I know what you were thinking about,” Craig said angrily, sidestepping his professional demeanor and finally looking into Prodigy’s eyes.

“Hold on, CB! What the hell are you talking about?” Prodigy asked defensively.

“Prodigy, when I arrived at work this morning there was an envelope from security on my desk.”

When Prodigy heard the word “security,” he immediately felt butterflies in his stomach.

What could this be? he asked himself, but kept quiet until he had heard all of the details.

“I thought I knew you better than this,” an exasperated Craig mumbled as he reached for a leather binder lying on the conference table. He opened it and pulled out a red-stamped white envelope with the word “security” scrawled on it.

The message read:


On June 16, 1998, at 1800 hours, I pulled the video from the west-wing staircase that explicitly detailed a male and a female deeply engrossed in a passionate kiss. The female then lifted her dress and turned with her back to the male. She bent at the waist to allow the male, who by now had unzipped his trousers, physical contact. After exactly nine minutes of sexual intercourse, the male leaned back against the wall, allowing the video surveillance device to record his face. The male in the video was identified as Prodigy E. Banks. The female’s identity is unknown at this time because her face was not visible to the camera. We will continue with this investigation at your discretion.



After reading the memo, Craig leaned back in his chair and threw up his hands, waiting on a response.

Prodigy was aghast, simply stunned. Figuring today was probably going to be his last day, he decided to try to go out with class, despite the compelling evidence against him.

“Craig, I screwed this up! I know you took a chance on me, and I let you down. Hell, I let myself down. Now, I’m not going to sit here and try to make excuses for my ill behavior. I don’t know what I was thinking about when I did that. But before I go, I’d like to thank you for showing me how the other half lives. Now at least I have something obtainable to shoot for.”

“What do you mean the other half, Prodigy?” Craig asked curiously.

“This!” he said, panning the conference room that was chock-full of valuables. “Craig, these types of possessions don’t happen on my block. Do you know that I’m the only male in my family that has never seen the inside of a jail cell? Don’t get me wrong, it’s not like I’ve never done anything illegal. It’s just that I think God has another plan for me. I think it’s time for my family’s generational curse to stop. That’s why I feel so bad that I screwed this up. It was sort of my ticket out.”

“Prodigy, I can see that you’ve never been taught the power of positive thinking. Henry Ford once said, ‘Whether you think you can or you can’t, you’re absolutely right.’”

He continued lecturing Prodigy, telling him, “You can see that you need to change your thought process. Start believing that you can achieve things, and then take action. I’m not going to fire you, because I think that you realize your mistake. And, as men of color, we have to look out for each other. God knows the white boys cover one another in more ways than with just sheets. Also, don’t let where you came from dictate where you’re going. Now, I want you to take the rest of the day off to get some mental rest. And, from now on, you are to arrive thirty minutes before your scheduled start time. That’s what I want in return for keeping you on board. And, hell, if Bill Clinton can get a little freaky in the White House and keep his job, then I don’t see why you should be terminated. The ball’s in your court. Don’t make me regret this decision,” Craig said.

“Craig, I appreciate the chance, man. And I owe you one.”

“That’s the way life works, Prodigy. We all need second chances because none of us are perfect. Just don’t let it happen again. Now, I have another meeting. Take all of the time you need and tell Poppa Doc to give me a call.”

“I’ll do that, and thanks again.”

Craig packed his briefcase and dismissed himself from the conference room to allow Prodigy time to ponder.

He sat in the soft leather executive chair, swiveling back and forth, replaying the saga of the meeting in his mind. He realized he had dodged another bullet.

What did I do to deserve this treatment? Somebody is trying to tell me something and I’m starting to hear him. I need to get my life in order. I’m a long way from where I came, but I’ve got so far to go. It’s time for some major changes, and the first change is to stop thinking with my jimmy.

After his meditation, he went back to his desk to finish some of the tasks he’d promised to take care of before the end of the week—even though it was already Friday. After he sat down, he noticed that his phone indicated he had four calls.

“Prodigy. It’s Simone. Call me on my cell phone.”

“What’s up, family! This is Jay fo’ Liiiiiife. Man, where are you? I need a big favor. Call me. I’m at the spot. One love.”

“Hey, boy! This is Poppa Doc. I hope you got your lazy butt up and went to work today. Call me. I need you to help me move a refrigerator. Well, I need for you to move it, because you know I ain’t moving nuttin’. Oh, and bring me a pack of Kool 100’s. I just smoked my last one, and Ethel done hid my car keys, so I can’t drive. I’ll see you when you get here. Ciao.”

Prodigy smiled when he heard his old friend’s voice. They had become such good friends over the years. In the past two years Poppa Doc had shown him the reason God made fathers. He believed that if he had had Poppa Doc in his life from day one that he would have been able to move mountains by now. He also felt that he owed Poppa Doc for everything that he was and would become. Whenever he looked at his old father-figure friend, he equated the experience to being in the presence of an angel.

He continued listening to his messages.

“Prodigy, call me at extension 1372. Oh, this is Gina.”

Since Gina was a new face in the building, he decided to return her call first. She picked up on the first ring.

“Gina, this is Prodigy. What’s up?”

“Hey, how are ya?”

“I’m doing alright. You settled in yet?”

“Getting there! I was calling to see what you were doing tonight,” Gina said.

“Nothing! I don’t usually hang out on Friday nights, but what’s happening?”

“Well, I have tickets to the comedy club in Buckhead. Wanna go?”

“Nah, not really. I just went last night and the same comedians are there tonight. But if you get a minute, you can call me.”

“Well, we don’t have to do that. Would you like to do something else?” Gina asked.

“I’m open! What do you have in mind?”

“I’ll think of something. Where do you live?”

“Stone Mountain.”

“Dang. That’s far! I live in Marietta.”

“If you were walking, it would be far; in a car it’s twenty minutes.”

“I guess you’re right. Give me the directions.”

Prodigy gave her directions and his home number.

He then decided to contact his cousin Jermaine, opting not to call Poppa Doc from work because he knew that the old man could outtalk Don King.

After dialing his cousin’s number, a blaring voice greeted him.

“What!” his Aunt Nettie snapped as she answered the phone.

“Where’s that fool that got my favorite aunt pissed off?”

“Ha ha! Hey, baby! How’s my favorite nephew doin’?” Aunt Nettie said, instantly changing her tone after she realized it was Prodigy.

“I’m doing just fine, and how’s everything with you in the City of Brotherly Love?”

“Oh, everything is going well in Philly, except for that sorry-ass son of mine. You know I should’ve had one of them, uh, abortions. That boy ain’t worth the thirty seconds it took his sorry daddy to make him. Won’t work, won’t keep this house clean, and now he got this little crumb-snatcher ’round here stinking up the place with his cute little self. But back to that fool, he gonna have to get the hell out of here. I got high blood pressure, and he ain’t gonna kill me. Baby, how do you like Atlanta? Yo’ momma said she’s coming to see you next month. I might fly down there with her if that’s all right with you. I ain’t never flown in no plane before,” Aunt Nettie said as she alternated between ranting and raving to calm and collected.

“Oh, you know as long as I’ve got a place to put a key you’ve got a place to sleep. I can’t believe you said that,” Prodigy said.

“Yeah, you left here and ain’t never came back. I don’t blame ya, though, cuz ain’t nothing in Philadelphia no more. I heard ya got a nice house.”

“It’s alright. You’re gonna have to come check it out. It’s a duplex, you know, where one side of the house is mine and the other belongs to someone else. It’s sort of like the row houses in Philly but in groups of two.”

“Oh, that sounds nice. Hopefully I’ll see it next month.”

“I’m looking forward to it! And don’t you let that knuckle-head son of yours drive you crazy. How old is Jermaine now, anyway?”

“Twenty-four, going on ten. Damn fool. You talked to Ray?”

“Not lately. He’s still got a beef, I guess. Is your son there?” Prodigy asked, ready to get off of the subject of his Uncle Ray.

“Unfortunately,” she said. “Hold on a second. I love you and I’m proud of you too. Hold on. Jermaine! Prodigy’s on the phone. And hurry up, it’s long-distance,” she yelled to her only son.

Jermaine picked up another phone. “I got it. What’s up, my peoples?”

“You. And when did you have a child?”

“I had him three weeks ago. His name is Kahlil. Nigga look just like me.”

“Poor fella.”

“Whatever, dog! Look here, I need to get the hell out of Philly for a minute. Is that invite still open?”

“Yeah, but what are you gonna do about your son?”

“He’ll be straight. Mom’s got that. Plus his mom is good people.”

“Alright, yeah. You can come down. Now look, I don’t know if you heard, but I don’t roll like I used to. I don’t even associate with people who get down like that. Ya heard me?”

“Damn, you sound country! I’ll call you when I’m about to be out.”

“Hey! And stop driving my aunt crazy.”

“Too late. She been crazy a long time, dog. I’ll call ya. One love.”

“Peace.”

After hanging up with Jermaine, Prodigy thought he might as well end the relationship with Simone, so he gave her a call.

“What’s up, lady?”

“Hi. How did your meeting go?” Simone asked anxiously.

“It went alright. I didn’t get fired, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“Well, that’s good. They’re transferring me to the downtown branch, effective Monday.”

“Yeah, well at least you’re still employed,” Prodigy said flatly.

“I know. I thought I was out of here! I almost pooped on myself when Craig put that tape in. I prance my little butt up in the conference room with my notepad, thinking that this was a business meeting. And here I am on video getting my groove on. I’m like, damn! Big Brother done caught me slipping,” Simone said in her sexy New Jersey accent, which was why Prodigy was so attracted to her. She reminded him of home. They even knew some of the same people. Even so, he realized there were problems with their relationship. She was married, and he was tired of playing “duck and dodge the crazy husband.”

“Damn, he played the tape?”

“Yes! Craig knew it was me but couldn’t prove it. I think his old butt was over there getting his thrills at my expense. I had to tell him to turn it off.”

“Simone, you know I’ve got crazy feelings for you, but we are going to have to chill with this so-called relationship,” Prodigy said. He wasn’t sure if you could label their affair a relationship. As far as he was concerned, it was more like a “sexationship.”

“What do you mean, Prodigy?”

“You know what I mean. This fakeness that we are doing: running around, sneakin’ and sexin’ on stairwells. I’m a grown man, and that’s teenage stuff. I can’t even take you to the movies without leaving the state. What kind of foolishness is that? So, as of right now, I’m calling whatever this is quits.”

“Are you sure?”

“Positive! Bye, Simone,” Prodigy said.

“Wait, I mean, can’t we meet and talk about this?” Simone asked with a strained voice.

“Nothing else to talk about. I’m out.” Prodigy hung up the phone, leaned back in his chair, and took a deep breath.

Although he had made a big decision, he immediately questioned himself.

I just got rid of my total package, he thought. She’s fine, smart, paid. Plus, she got that level-ten coochie. Somebody done slipped me a Mickey.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/Hunt_9780375506611_epub_016_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hunt_9780375506611_epub_015_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hunt_9780375506611_epub_014_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hunt_9780375506611_epub_013_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hunt_9780375506611_epub_012_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hunt_9780375506611_epub_011_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hunt_9780375506611_epub_010_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hunt_9780375506611_epub_L02_r1.jpg







OEBPS/images/Hunt_9780375506611_epub_cvt_r1.jpg







OEBPS/images/Hunt_9780375506611_epub_018_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hunt_9780375506611_epub_017_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hunt_9780375506611_epub_005_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hunt_9780375506611_epub_004_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hunt_9780375506611_epub_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hunt_9780375506611_epub_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hunt_9780375506611_epub_tp_r1.jpg
THE

HEARTS
OF

MEN

TRAVIS
HUNTER






OEBPS/images/Hunt_9780375506611_epub_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hunt_9780375506611_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
The Hearts of Men

A Novel

Travis Hunter

VILLARD






OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/Hunt_9780375506611_epub_009_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hunt_9780375506611_epub_008_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hunt_9780375506611_epub_007_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hunt_9780375506611_epub_006_r1.jpg





