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To all the girls who are trying to find their way through the

craziness and hardships of daily life, trying to make smart

decisions when the world is so complicated, and trying to

chase dreams even when it feels nearly impossible.

The whole world is yours. Believe in yourself and you can

be anything and everything you ever wanted.

More!
Have inner strength and always be true to yourself.
Nyomi
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CHAPTER 1

FIND YOUR SOUL MATE
I hate those whack little pop-up ads. The ones that show up right when you’re in the middle of something else, and when you try to close it you end up at their freakin’ site. As I stared at the hand-holding couple advertising their find-your-perfect-soul-mate service, I became even more irritated.
Find Your Soul Mate. “Riiiight…what I need is a prom date,” I said to the pair grinning back at me in the popup ad as I was trying to do my MySpace.com updates. Maybe that’s the reason I resented this ad more than others. Not only had my ’net security failed to do its thing, but the pop-up advertised what I didn’t have, and that was a date.
Biting my bottom lip, I clicked the red X again, this time making the image disappear. I was straight trippin’ if I thought the couple was actually in love. More like they were models, paid to make me feel like I was lacking just what they could offer.
Not that I needed a freakin’ soul mate, but a date would’ve been nice. And as senior prom approached, one fact wasn’t fading no matter how I tried to ignore it: I didn’t have one.
I took a deep breath and swallowed the lump in my throat. I knew the reason I was still dateless. It’s hard to get excited about dudes I’ve known since elementary. Sure, there are some fine guys at my school, but the crushes I’ve had on them came and went before we ever got to high school. Besides, the decent-looking ones either have dated or messed with most of my friends. That puts them off-limits. Can’t be with my friends’ exes.
I tapped my fingers in time with Chris Brown’s hip-hop rhythm as I read over the MySpace profile changes I’d made, then hit Save. Checking my mail, I saw I had four new messages that had come in while I was making my updates. Two different invites to hit the movies Friday night. A message from one of my girls telling me that she’d put a prom dress on hold at the mall even if she didn’t have a date yet. And a quick hi from my cousin, Kayla.
Scrolling across the top eight on my Friends list, I took the link over to Kayla’s page, then moved the cursor down to where she had some pictures posted of her friends from school. Though we lived only a mile apart, she was in another district so we ended up going to different high schools. We hung out a lot, but we had different friends.
She had one friend that did it for me. Maurice Simms—a boy I’ve had a thing for ever since he moved here.
I wouldn’t mind gettin’ hooked up with him. Truth was, if I had the nerve, I’d have told Kayla about it way back and hoped she could arrange it. Instead I kept my feelings for him to myself.
I sighed, settling the cursor over his image. The boy was hot. Crowded into a picture in front of Kayla’s house, Maurice was taller than the other guys, his shoulders broader. His smile revealed these little dimples in his face. Seeing the image, I felt like his dark eyes were looking right at me.
FIND YOUR SOUL MATE
Was this some kind of joke? I mean, Norton, are you asleep on the job? I wasn’t supposed to be getting pop-ups at all, but the same one in less than five minutes? Was it trying to rub salt in my prom-dateless wound? Grinding my teeth, I closed the window and then signed out of MySpace.
Though I could spend a couple hours looking at Maurice’s fine face, I planned on heading to Kayla’s house to hang with her today. Besides, going over there meant I might get to see Maurice in person since he lived across the street.
I rifled through my pack right quick to make sure I had everything I needed, then flung it over my shoulder and headed out of my room, stopping at my grandma’s door. Since my dad was an airline pilot—gone three times more than he was home—he’d moved my grandma in with us after my grandpa passed. He’d said it was so I wouldn’t be alone so much, but I knew it was so Gram wouldn’t. I was cool with it. Before grandpa died, I mostly lived at their place anyway when my dad was gone on flights.
I cleared my throat, something making it feel clogged.
“Gram, I’m goin’ to Kayla’s now, all right?” I leaned into her room and squinted. The only light came off the TV; the windows were covered in shades and thick curtains.
“Where, Imani?” She hit the mute button and turned her recliner toward the door.
I took a deep breath. “Kayla’s.”
She pursed her lips into a sour face, but turned back toward the TV without saying anything. I knew she didn’t like my cousin’s family. Kayla’s mom was my momma’s sister, and my momma decided to bail right before my first birthday. I guess having a kid wasn’t what she’d expected.
No one on my dad’s side of the family acknowledged them, but they never kept me from having a relationship with them, either. It’s not like my momma kept in touch with her family and not me. She pretty much deserted all of us, and really, I don’t give a shit. To me she doesn’t exist. But even after almost seventeen years, my grandma couldn’t forget.
“Do you want me to get you somethin’ to eat first, Gram?” Her eyes were real sensitive to light, so she didn’t venture out of her room much. Sometimes she wouldn’t even eat unless I brought it to her.
“Your daddy called,” she said, changing the subject.
“Yeah? Is he comin’ in soon?”
“Didn’t say when. Just checking on you.”
“I’m all right,” I mumbled, unable to keep the sorrow from my tone. If I could hear it, I’m sure Gram could, too. Not wanting to talk about it, I walked away from her door and headed toward the kitchen to make her something to eat even though she hadn’t answered me.
I dropped my bag on a stool in front of the counter. The black granite countertop reflected the gloss of tears shimmering in my eyes. As I made her a sandwich, I tried to shake off the dull ache of missing my dad, of wishing he were around more. It was only at quiet, lonely times like this that I allowed myself to wonder if my momma split because of something he did, or because she couldn’t deal with me being half-black.
Before he died, Grandpa always pointed out that she’d left just when my hair started to curl up. I touched one dark ringlet, wrapped it around my fingers, then closed my eyes for a sec, inhaling my conditioner. It’s not like I could control the texture. And I wouldn’t change it anyhow. Not for her. Not for anyone. I’m proud of who I am, brown skin, round ass, curly hair and all.
Tucking the curl behind my ear, I focused on making Gram’s food. I had enough to think about being manless with prom approaching—I didn’t need to be rehashing why my momma straight-up left me. Swallowing any lingering sadness, I knew what I needed to fix the dateless problem. Maurice. My heart sped up a little, thinking of him always did funny freakin’ things to me.
I poured Gram a glass of iced tea, put her sandwich on a plate and suppressed the tears. Plastering a grin on my face, I took her the sandwich. “Gram, I made you somethin’ to eat.”
“Thanks, baby.”
“I’m goin’ now.”
“Stay at her house. You’re a pretty girl, Imani. Boys are going to want things from you.”
I didn’t need to ask what kind of things she was talking about. This was the standard warning I got when I was about to go out. No matter where I was headed.
Watch out for them boys.
Oh, I was checking them out all right. In a quick minute, I’d be checking out Maurice. “I’ll be careful, Gram,” I said, kissing her cheek. Some things were best left unsaid.
Back in the kitchen, I retrieved my backpack and stuck a water bottle in the side pocket, plopped the tiny iPod buds into my ears, slid on my stunna shades—they made me look gooood—and headed out the door.
It was on the fifteen-minute walk that my mind started swirling out of control. With my music on shuffle, the love songs by various artists pulsed in my ears, each one reminding me what I was missing.
If I wanted to be hooked up with Maurice before prom, then I was going to have to do something about it. Do nothing; get nothing. ’ Bout time I got my scruff up and did something that’d make Maurice my man.
While Mariah Carey belted out a tune, all I could think about was Maurice dressed in a tux, a tiny pink rose pinned to his lapel. His smile really focused on me. Maurice there for me. With me.
Maurice as my prom date.
A lump formed in my throat, making it hard to swallow. My chest felt tight as my breathing became fast. Prom night was supposed to be the night. So many of my girls had talked about giving it up—the ones who hadn’t already—on prom night. And though I wouldn’t do it with just anyone, with the right mood—the right guy—I just might. It was the prom, the night that sends us off to the rest of our lives.
I sighed, sloshing my K-Swiss sneakers along the rain-dampened sidewalk, kicking at pebbles as they littered my path. The sky was gray, laden with moisture, and it clung to my skin and hair like dew on the morning grass. Though the air was cold, I felt warm in just my hip-hugging jeans and oversize sweatshirt. And the heat only seemed to rise the closer I got to Kayla’s.
And to Maurice’s.
I swear, I go to my cousin’s house at least three times a week. And though I always slowed down as I passed Maurice’s in hopes of getting a glimpse of him, I never felt anxious and excited before.
But today, that’s just how I was feeling. That and being bugged by a little nugget of an idea that was trying to take shape in my mind.
Find Your Soul Mate… the pop-up image kept invading my thoughts. And the actors, the happy couple in the ad. The way they held hands and looked into each other’s eyes. That’s the kind of affection I wanted.
A guy that into me.
At seventeen, a senior in high school, I wasn’t really looking for the soul mate thing, but replace that with Find Your Dream Date, and I’d so be there. I wasn’t alone. Not only had my girls complained about their lack of prom date choices, but Kayla had commented on the same freakin’ thing. When you live in the suburbs like we do, all the same kids end up at the same schools. Unless someone new moves in, it’s the same old, same old.
I have had the same friends since kindergarten. That’s all good, but when it comes to hot guys, well, you’re limited. What we needed was something like MySpace where we could see each other’s profiles, but everyone on it would be local. Can’t exactly take a dude from across the country to prom night—a night that is supposed to be special.
Combine a locals-only MySpace thing with Find Your Dream Date and I’d have the perfect prom date hook-up service.
I stopped walking.
The idea taking a solid shape. We needed a Web site. A Web site where we could meet people from other local high schools and find the right date we couldn’t get on our own—or at our own schools.
Prom was a little more than two months away—I had just enough time to get the idea off the ground, but I’d need help. Kayla’s. Her dad, my uncle Rob, owned a software company, giving Kayla access to all sorts of computer stuff.
I pulled the buds from my ears and tucked the iPod into my backpack, then slipped my bag over both shoulders. And took off at a jog. It was just a few blocks farther, but I was doped up on this idea and wanted to share right quick.
When I reached their court, I slowed down a little, and sneaked a glance toward Maurice’s place. His garage door was open and an abandoned lawn mower was in his driveway. Just as I reached Kayla’s walk, I caught a glimpse of Maurice from the corner of my eye. Wearing sweats and a white tee, he was getting a little hyphie coming out of his garage, dancing toward the mower.
Doing his own thing, he didn’t notice me standing mesmerized across the street. Good thing, too, since I didn’t doubt I was looking pretty freakin’ stupid there with my mouth gaped open and drooling over his hot bod.
The sound of the mower starting up snapped me out of my messed-up daze. Taking a deep breath, I followed the stone path around the side of the house and let myself in through the sliding glass door.
“Hey, cuz,” Brandon said, looking up from the comic books he had scattered across the glass table.
“Hi, Bran. Kayla here?”
“Room.” He indicated with a nod of his head, then turned his attention back to the open pages.
At ten, my cousin Brandon cared only about three things—comic books, PlayStation 2 and football. Though he had no interest in girls, he was a cutie and I bet it wouldn’t be long before he had hordes of little bebopper chicks ringing his phone.
I didn’t say anything to Brandon as I left the kitchen and headed up the stairs. Turning down the hall, I walked toward Kayla’s room.
The door was half open, and I could hear her talking to someone. Tapping my knuckles against the wood, I opened it farther and stuck my head inside, scanning her tie-dye digs to see who she was chatting with.
Catching my eye, she grinned and pointed to the phone tucked between her cheek and ear. I entered her bedroom, moved to the giant beanbag chair and plopped down, dropping my pack to the floor by my feet.
My heart was racing with agitation the longer she stayed on the phone. I could tell by her end of the conversation she was talking to one of her girls who was having the same problem as me with her approaching senior ball: no date.
Tapping my toes and trying to be patient, I resisted the urge to tell her to hurry up as I left the beanbag and went to the window. Kayla’s voice turned into a fuzz of words, my focus now on Maurice, who did this little dance thing with his feet as he pushed the mower across his yard.
His muscles bunched beneath his T-shirt and from my distance, I could see the beads of sweat. A sheen formed on his forehead even in the cold of the winter day, surrounded by rain clouds. He looked freakin’ sexy.
Balling my hands into fists, I decided I’d eyed him long enough. Time to make the boy mine.
“What up, Imani?”
Being startled brought me back from my Maurice-as-my-man fantasy. Reluctantly turning away from the window, I grinned, anxious to see the look on her face when I told her my plan.
“Do you have a prom date?”
She sighed, gritting her teeth as she rolled her eyes. “You know I don’t, girl. Not yet.”
“How ’bout gettin’ hooked?”


CHAPTER 2

Kayla dropped the phone she’d been fiddling with to the bed beside her, and was staring at me all crazy-like. Her big blue eyes held a hint of confusion, but something else, too. Excitement maybe? “Get hooked with who, Imani?”
“Anyone you want.”
“Usher?”
I grinned at her, knowing she was teasing and knowing no matter what I’d said Usher was out of the question. Unless she was dreaming.
“Sure, girl. Usher.” I rolled my eyes upward, taking in the hunk posters covering her walls before my gaze landed on the light pink ceiling. Sucking air between my teeth caused her to burst into giggles.
“Who then?” The words were spoken between bursts of laughter.
“I don’t know. Anyone you like.”
She pursed her lips. “You. Are. Trippin’. Girl.” Each word was said all slow and punchy, just to put a little extra emphasis on them. “You know I’m not interested in anyone at Creekside.”
“Why?”
“You know why. I’ve known most of them dudes my whole life.”
“Exactly.”
“You losing brain cells or something? What exactly does exactly mean?”
“It means the boyfriend-material guys you know are played out. So what about somewhere else, then?”
She yanked the rubber band from her hair, smoothed out the long blond strands, then twisted them back into the band. “You’re serious?” Her brows plunged together as she looked at me. I gave a slight nod and she went on. “You know I think some of your friends are hot, but I don’t really know them.”
“Would you want to?”
We stared at each other for a few seconds longer, my reflection in her pale eyes reminding me again just how different we were. Yet similar, too. I knew she’d be down before the words even popped out of her mouth.
“Sure. What about you? You dig anyone at Creekside? Have a thing for a guy you’ve never told me about?”
Shrugging, I glanced back out the window to where Maurice was mowing the grass. The fact that Kayla didn’t know that I was into Maurice was kind of weird, considering there wasn’t much my cousin didn’t know about me.
His white T-shirt was damp now, from sweat or the moisture hanging in the overcast sky, I was too far away to tell, but it made his dark skin visible through the material. His body was sculpted—toned like an athlete’s. More perfect than the pictures hanging on my cousin’s walls.
My heart was thumping, pounding my pulse all loud in my ears. I knew Kayla was saying something. Could hear her voice, but the words were drowned out by my reaction to Maurice’s movements as he pushed the mower.
I stared at him even though I knew Kayla was waiting for a response—a response I was hesitant to give. The bed squeaked and I could sense her coming to my side.
Taking a deep breath, I tore my gaze away from Maurice before she realized who I was so freaking hung up on. Swallowing to clear the dryness in my throat, I turned back to her and moved away from the window, though the hunk-a-licious image of him wasn’t easy to put from my mind.
“So?”
“Dunno.” My smile widened as I evaded the question. Maurice was my secret, and there was something safe about keeping him there. Not telling may have kept me safe, but it also kept me single. I struggled to keep my voice normal and my breathing slow. To disguise a rising, irrational sense of panic.
“There’s some fine-ass guys at Creekside, and lawdy knows I’m not getting a date from Howard. I’d get hooked up, too, with the right guy.” Vague enough?
“So who’s the right guy?”
Again I ignored her question, figuring my plan would straight-up distract her enough to keep her from badgering for an answer.
I sat down at her computer desk, flicking the mouse to bring it out of sleep mode. “Check this out.” A few clicks later I had my updated MySpace profile up on the screen.
“Ooh, I like your changes.” Her head bobbed to “Yo,” the song I’d uploaded just an hour before. Kayla reached around me to scoop up a bottle of nail polish, then tapped it against her palm.
“Thanks. Just did ’em.”
With a few more clicks the screen changed to the list of my likes and dislikes, info only people on my friends list would have access to. “But this is what I want you to see.”
“Yeah?” She squinted, then slanted her face toward me. She was for sure skeptical, that was clear. “I’ve seen it all before, Imani, so what’s it got to do with getting hooked up with someone?”
“What if we could see this info about guys from each other’s schools? And what if they could see ours?”
“They can.”
“But only people on friends lists. And, that could be anyone, from across the country. That’s whack and does us no good finding prom dates. What if there was a way to keep this local? Just our two high schools.”
“Like our own locals-only MySpace?”
“Yeah.” Logging out of MySpace, I went to GoDaddy and typed in GettinHooked. The name was available.
“You wanna run a Web site?”
“No, not really. But I do wanna go to the prom with the right guy. Running our own hook-up system will let us check out boys first, and will let your friends meet mine. I know I have hella girls that are tired of the dudes at our school. And are still prom-dateless. You do, too.”
“True.”
“If we set up GettinHooked.com, we can have pictures and profiles. Our friends will be able to see what they like—and don’t like—about each other, then can send us a message and asked to be hooked up.”
“We’d set up the dates?”
“Yep.” Glancing over my shoulder, I winked at her. She was still shaking the nail-polish bottle—the tap-tap-tap on beat with “Yo,” which was still playing low in the background. “And we could even sit in on some of the first meetings, ya know, so no one gets freaked.”
Kayla plopped back onto her bed, her blond hair flung out around her, and laughed. “I love it, Imani. I’ve got tons of friends that’ll be game.”
“Me, too. So?”
“So?”
“Should I buy the domain?”
“Hell, yeah, girl. Buy it.”
“We’ll still need a server.”
“We can use my dad’s and a basic template. It should be pretty easy to set up.”
“Fa sheezy.”
Reaching for my backpack, I retrieved the prepaid Visa my dad gave me. Since I was on my own a lot, he figured I needed to be able to take care of my own needs. Mostly, I think, he just didn’t know how to deal with the girlie issues—things a momma shoulda handled. It was cool with me. Aside from food, I’d been shopping for clothes, makeup and girlie things on my own for years.
So long as I’m responsible about spending my scratch, he kept a nice-size balance available for me. Ten bucks wouldn’t be a problem.
Closing my eyes, I took a steadying breath and ended up inhaling the sharp scent of nail-polish. I glanced at Kayla, who now sat on the floor with her back to the bed and her knees bent.
She painted her toenails.
I moved through the pages of GoDaddy, finding my way to the purchase page.
There was this crazy sizzle of energy creeping through my body as I typed in the info to secure the domain. A wound-up sensation of accomplishment and excitement that had my heart beating fast and my hands trembling—enough so that I had to think about the letters my fingers were striking and wipe my hands on my jeans a couple of times.
There was this feeling—this stupid feeling—twisting and turning in my gut, like something big was going to come of this. Like this idea was going to blow up.
And maybe—just maybe—this was the step needed to wind up with the guy I wanted.
Whatever it was, it felt good. Damned good. My lip, which I’d been worrying between my teeth, popped free, a smile taking over as the confirmation page slid into place on the monitor.
GettinHooked.com belonged to me.
Grinning, I forced myself to keep from looking out the window again, to keep my secret, secret. With my back to my cousin, I lowered my lids and focused on the sound of the mower humming in the background. That was my man out there. He just didn’t know it yet. After a few minutes the sound of the engine sputtered, then stopped, but I kept my eyes closed hoping to hear what he’d be doing next.
“We all set?”
Startled, I gasped and turned toward Kayla.
“What’s up with you today?”
“Not a thing,” I lied, putting my Visa card back in pack. Something was definitely freaking me today, I just wasn’t sure exactly why I was tripping. “All gravy, girl. GettinHooked.com is ours.”
“That’s hella tight.”
“What now, computer geek?”
Kayla clicked her tongue, along with giving me an an eye roll. “Whatever.” She got to her feet, careful to keep her toes up, and walked toward her door on her heels. “Now what? Now we go to my dad’s office and get server space.”
She hobbled back to her bed, grabbed the phone, then tossed it to me. “I’ll set up the site. You start making calls.”
We went downstairs and into her dad’s office, spending the remainder of the afternoon there, playing with Web site templates and making phone calls.
The design we chose was simple; a pure black background so that once we had pictures of our friends to upload they’d really stand out.
Our home page announced what we were all about—Prom date hook-ups. We included a log-in feature where a name and high school ID number had to be entered in order to start checking out the profiles. We mimicked some of the features from MySpace we thought were important, but we also added some of our own.
We added a music plug-in and uploaded a shuffling of slow songs from my iPod. Once someone logged in they’d be taken to a page that divided the guys from the girls. Not that we had any yet, but the pictures would load four per page, and once clicked on, the link would take you to their complete profile page, giving all the details that’d help someone decide if they wanted the hook-up.
By the time we were done it was nearly dark, my ass was tired of sitting and my voice was tired of talking. A few hours in and we had hella friends hyped on the idea and ready to sign up as soon as our site went live.
Gathering my backpack, I retraced my steps through the kitchen. My auntie was there making dinner and invited me to stay, but I was ready to go.
Maybe because I’d been thinking about my momma leaving me, or the fact that I was really missing my dad, but I wasn’t in the mood to hang with them and longed for the solitude and quiet of my own thoughts. My own space.
I was offered a ride home, but declined, kinda looking forward to the walk.
Outside the evening air had cooled, but rain held off. Streetlights had clicked on even though the sun hadn’t quite set behind the clouds.
Maurice’s garage was closed, causing a little pang of regret over not seeing him again. But I would. Soon.
As soon as GettinHooked.com was up and running, I planned on using it to my advantage. I grinned. What Kayla didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her, but the entire idea was loaded with ulterior motives. Mine. To make Maurice not just my prom date, but my man.


CHAPTER 3

“Can you see what they’re doing?” Kayla asked, batting my hair out of the way and pressing her weight into my back.
Lawdy, Kayla and I must have looked like a couple of straight-up fools, kneeling behind a bush with discarded McD’s bags tucked beneath our knees to keep them out of the mud. The ground was wet and getting wetter, the continued light rain causing all sorts of messed-up damage to my hair.
Sliding a hand over my head, I tried to tame the increasing frizz by tucking it into the baseball cap I’d snagged from my dad’s room, but the wild curls had a mind of their own. “Shoulda braided it,” I mumbled, glancing right quick at Kayla.
Her focus wasn’t on me, but fixed across the parking lot to the strip of stores located in The Plaza, an outdoor mini-mall.
“Look,” she whispered, jabbing me in the side with her elbow, “I think they’re holding hands.”
“Already? Is Missy a bopper?”
She shook her head. “She’s not fast like that.”
“If you say so,” I replied, rolling my eyes and sucking air between my teeth.
Holding a branch down, I angled my body to see past the leaves and through the front window of Starbucks, where GettinHooked.com’s first date hook-up was taking place.
Well, sort of. Missy was one of Kayla’s girls. We had plenty of girls, all our friends had been hip. But getting dudes to sign up hadn’t been as easy, so this date was kind of an experiment just to see how things would work.
And from the looks of things—fast or not—it was going just fine. Both had their hands on the table, but from our vantage point of spying from the shrubs, there was really no telling if they were really holding hands.
It didn’t matter. Missy and Jason were there because Kayla and I had hooked them up. It gets better, too: they’d picked each other off our site profiles.
There was pride in that.
I could feel it in my chest, this warmth caused by the hype of accomplishment. “They’re talking. And laughing.”
“This is so tight.” Kayla giggled. “I wonder who we’ll hook up next.”
With a shrug, I pushed to my feet and kicked my legs to work out the freakin’ kinks in my knees. Clouds hugged the rooftops. The air was thick, scented with wet asphalt. The rain was picking up now; hella fat droplets splattered against the brim of my hat.
The water was starting to soak through my sweatshirt, too, making me wish I’d followed Gram’s advice and worn a weatherproof jacket. I suppressed a shiver as I adjusted my pack over both shoulders, then wrapped my arms around my middle.
“We need more people to sign up.” Because Maurice hadn’t yet, and he was it for me.
“It’s going to take off.”
I nodded. I knew she was right—just a feeling deep in my gut that’d been with me since I’d thought up this whole idea. “That’s what I need to do. Take off. I’m freezing.” We started walking toward the overhang of the strip mall buildings where we’d be protected from the rainfall.
“You coming back to my place?”
There was a long, hot shower calling out to me. And fresh clothes. “Nah. Heading home. I’ll check you later, though.”
“’Kay.”
“Bye, girl.”
We hugged right quick, then moved away from each other, our homes were in opposite directions, but the walk wasn’t far for either of us.
I hadn’t made it to the end of the mall when I spotted him.
Maurice stood with a few other fellas just outside The Body Shop, a workout center where he must have just finished up. His stance casual, he stood there all sexy like, half dressed, steam rising from his skin.
Crap, why now? I wondered, knowing I must look like a bum, with mud splattered on my knees, my sweatshirt soaked and my hair freakin’ jacked up, half sticking out from under the ball cap.
Swallowing down the tightness in my throat, I tucked my chin to my chest and ignored the pounding tha-thump of my heartbeat. With a little luck, I’d be able to walk right on by and he wouldn’t recognize me. With a big gulp of air burning in my lungs, I just kept putting one foot in front of the other, though it wasn’t easy keeping my eyes off him. I wanted to stare, take in every inch of his bare chest and fine-ass body.
Come on, he was half naked, wearing nothing but baggy shorts—in the rain—with a duffel bag slung over one muscular shoulder. Freakin’ normal to wanna look my fill.
He didn’t say anything to me as I approached, just kept talking to his friends, his voice deep and soothing. It drew my attention and I glanced up in his direction.
And he was looking right back at me, our gazes catching and holding for a sec. I felt the blush on my cheeks, the heat spreading down my neck, and I hoped like hell it wasn’t near as bright as I feared.
He grinned, then gave this little what’s up lift of his chin. It wasn’t easy, but I forced a small smile as I kept walking. All those times I’d hoped he’d notice me, just look up and wave or do something. All those times he hadn’t, until the one whack moment I was looking my worst.
Slanting my head, I looked away and kept going.
“Imani.”
Riiight, now the sound of the rain was playing tricks on me. No way did Maurice just call to me. “You’re trippin, girl,” I murmured under my breath, forcing myself to not end up a fool by glancing back.
“Hey, Imani, lemme holla at you.”
The fact that I didn’t fall smack down on my face should be noted, because as I paused and turned slowly toward him, my knees were shaking hella bad. He jogged the short distance between us, until he was standing all close to me, just inches apart.
The warmth of his skin rolled across the space, along with the musky scent of sweat and the spice of cologne. My skin prickled. Closing my eyes, I gulped down the lump forming in my throat, then glanced up at him.
“H-hey, Maurice.” Adjusting my backpack, I put one hand on each strap and held on tight, just so he wouldn’t see my hands trembling.
“I wanted to ask you ’bout somethin’.”
“Hmm?”
“Heard you were looking for a guy.”
Looking for a guy? Pullease…I’d found him. I was looking right at him, into eyes so dark it was hard to tell the difference between his pupils and irises. Eyes that glistened with interest, and brightened with a smile that dug dimples into his cheeks.
He cleared his throat and eyebrows arched over those eyes I just couldn’t seem to tear my gaze from. He licked his lips as his smile widened.
Staring into his eyes was one thing, at his lips was something else—suggested I wanted something. Which I did, but no way was I ready for him to know it. Trippin’ wasn’t nearly a strong enough word for how I was behaving.
“A g-g-guy?” I shook my head, not really sure what he was talking about.
“Or guys, I guess.” Maurice adjusted the strap on his shoulder, bunching up his muscles as he moved.
“Guys?”
His brows pulled together, his narrowing for a sec. “I was talking to Kayla. She mentioned—”
“Oh, yeah. For our site.” There was really something wrong with me if just being next to him caused me to go all stupid and forget all my plans. “We need more dudes. You going to sign up?”
“Feeling it out.” His voice dropped, low and husky, and there was something in the tone that caused a shiver to run down my spine. The sensation moved through my body with a visible tremble.
“You cold?” he asked, pulling the hood of my sweatshirt out from under my pack and adjusting it around my neck. “Wanna a lift home?”
With a nod, I responded, “Sure, beats walking in the rain.”
Maurice nodded, then turned back toward the guys he’d left standing in front of The Body Shop, flashing them a peace sign. “I’m out, fellas.”
They mumbled goodbyes back, but I wasn’t really paying attention, my mind whirling around the fact that he’d left his boys to take me home.
“Ready?”
“Mmm-hmm.”
Slanting his head toward the parking lot, he said, “This way.” Then his hand settled on my back, just gentle like, and hardly noticeable since I was wearing my pack. But I knew it was there, the light contact making my stomach do all sorts of whacked-out flips.
Not more than five cars down the row, he paused by a black Nissan Altima, his hand falling away as he dug in his duffel bag for the keys.
The disappointment was sharp and immediate, the need to step closer was straight-up crazy. Blinking hard, I took a breath and stepped in the other direction, toward the passenger side of the car.
The keys jingled, then the alarm beeped as he unlocked the doors.
“This is a hella nice ride.”
“Thanks. An early graduation gift.”
“Really early.” Two months remained before Senior Prom; it’d be another couple of weeks after that until graduation.
Maurice just shifted his shoulders, but didn’t look up. “True.” He was riffling through his bag, then came up with a sweatshirt that he shrugged into.
A few minutes later we were sitting in his car, the heater blasting and the stereo pumped so loud that the bass pulsed through the seat and my body.
He asked, “Which way?” leaning toward me.
To be heard over the music, I guess, but he was so freakin’ close I could feel the warmth of his breath on my ear and swooshing down my neck. There was a lump in my throat that had to be worked free before I could reply.
After giving him directions, we drove to the rhythm of the beats bumping from the speakers, but as we moved through the gates of my condo complex less than five minutes later, he leaned forward and lowered the tunes.
“Why don’t you have a profile?”
“On GettinHooked.com?” He’d checked?
“Yeah.”
“Just haven’t really had time.”
“What number?”
“218.” I pointed the condo out.
“But you are?”
I didn’t really want a profile. I didn’t want other dudes checking me out—aaalll riiight, the checking out was cool, but I didn’t wanna have to deal with guys wanting to get hooked up. There was one reason—one guy—I wanted.
And he was sitting next to me.
Biting my lip, I thought over all the freakin’ reasons I’d given Kayla for the skipping out on MySpace and starting GettinHooked. Fishing for a good one, I only came up with “Yeah, I’m into gettin’ hooked, too.” Lame.
“Don’t know why ya need it, girl. You look hella good. You’re crackin’.” He’d pulled into a parking spot and put his car in Park, but hadn’t turned off the engine.
I was straight-up thankful for the fact that it didn’t look like he was getting out. But I needed to. I needed fresh air. Cool, fresh air to chill out the heat flaming on my skin. “Thanks,” I said, knowing my voice cracked.
Glancing from my condo back toward Maurice, I realized junk was about to flow from my lips I wasn’t ready for yet. Like telling him just how hot I thought he was. Like confessing the reason I’d delayed setting up my whack little profile was because I’d been waiting for him to do his so I could match it up to mine.
“I should jet.” I opened the door and had one foot out when his hand settled over mine, warm and firm.
“Imani.”
Gulping in a deep breath, then letting it out slowly, I turned to look at him. “Yeah?”
“I’ll do your site thang.”
I just stared at him, my heart rate hitting its stride—wild and fierce. He gave a little nod, like he knew my reaction. Grinning, I stepped out of the car. “Hot.”
Saying nothing else, I moved away from the car and up the cement steps leading to the front door of the condo. He just sat idling in his car until I was inside, but I watched through the window when he drove away a few moments after I was secured inside.
My hands were shaking hella bad as I pulled out my cell phone from my backpack and started pounding out a text message to Kayla, but I paused, then deleted before it was done. My feelings for him were my secret.
Dropping the phone back into my pack, I headed for my room, the evening’s plans set. Hot shower, fresh clothes, hot meal, set up my GettinHooked.com profile.
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