CHANGE OF HEART

CHAPTER ONE
Los Angeles, California- 


"I'm satisfied." Monica sighed, setting aside the final draft of her story. 

As one of the editors for The Rapper, a popular hip-hop newspaper, Monica Wilson also had her own column in the publication. The 411 dished all the latest news on just about everyone in the industry. Since Monica's work was always ethical and entertaining, she had no problems gathering her information. Everyone, from agents and producers to the artists themselves, relayed choice tidbits about new releases, collaborations and personal news. As a result, the woman was not only well-versed in her work, she was also well-respected.


A muffled ring caught Monica's ears and she searched for the phone. Of course, it was buried beneath the pile of papers and folders that always littered her desk. She managed to answer by the fifth ring.


"Yeah?"


"Get to my office, now."


Monica frowned at the urgency she heard in Chauncey Mack's voice. Before she could say anything, the connection broke. Standing behind her desk, she smoothed her hands over a close-fitting cotton dress and hurried to her Managing Editor’s office. Her afro puff ponytail bounced over her head, as she sprinted the short distance down the hall.


When Monica appeared in the doorway, Chauncey waved her inside and fixed her with a smug look.


"Do I have to guess what this is about?" Monica asked, knowing the man's penchant for drama.


A wide grin appeared on Chauncey's honey-toned face and he picked up a slick broadsheet. "Guess who we got for the front page?"


Monica propped her hands on her hips and pretended to study the question. "From the look on your face, I'd say it's..." She trailed away, hoping Chauncey would complete the sentence. Instead, he turned the broadsheet around and her eyes grew impossibly wider. "Don't kid me, Chauncey."


"I'm not."


"D.K.? We actually got D.K. for the cover?"


"What kind of operation do you think I'm running here?" Chauncey cried, pretending to be offended. "Anyway, he's a good friend of mine, so I pulled some strings."


Monica could only shake her head at the accomplishment. D.K was only the newest and one of the most successful artists to debut in the later part of 2010. His debut CD was released after his first single went platinum. Now the CD entitled: A Day In The Life, was climbing the hip-hop and R&B charts at an astonishing pace.


"I want to read the copy for the story as soon as it's done."


Chauncey shrugged beneath his tanned Maurice Malone suit coat. "Don't worry, you will."


"Who's got the story?"


"You do."


Monica stepped closer to Chauncey's desk and braced her hands against the polished oak edge. "Who do?"


Chauncey chuckled. "You do."


"Jesus." Monica whispered, pressing one hand against her heart. "I can't believe you're giving me a shot like this."


"Why not? If anyone deserves it, it's you." 


"Chauncey, do you know how many magazines want this guy’s story? I mean, everybody's  talkin' about his CD! This story…it could send my career through the roof!"


"Well, before that can happen," Chauncey interrupted, holding out an index card, "you need to take this number. It's for his publicist Arnold Cox. I’ve got his bio and some general information here too."


Monica tried to stifle her grin, as she took the folder and index card. "Thank you, Chauncey. You won't regret this."


Chauncey's narrow green eyes sparkled. "I know." He assured her.


Monica was able to contain herself, until she stepped into her office and closed the door. Then, a scream of sheer joy flew past her lips and she raced for the phone. Quickly, she dialed the digits of her home number and waited.



"Monica Wilson's residence."


"Joelle, if you're standin', sit down." Monica ordered her best friend.


Joelle Dennis, who was visiting from New York, took a seat on the edge of the cushiony black sofa in the living room. "What?" Her voice held a trace of suspicion.


"Guess who's gonna be on our front page next month?"


"I have no idea."


"D.K."


"D.K.? The rapper, D.K.?"


"Mmm hmm."


"Damn..." Joelle sighed, conjuring up the image of the tall, sexy star. "Look, see if you can get me a picture from the photo shoot."


"Oh, I know I can since I'm doing the story."


 “You? You're gonna actually get to talk to him?"


"Mmm hmm." Monica smugly replied, enjoying the disbelief in Joelle's low voice. 


"Oh my God, Moni sometimes I hate you."


"Oh, Lord." Monica groaned, remembering her best friend's obsession with men. "Here you go."


"What?" Joelle replied, her slightly husky voice raising an octave.


"Joelle-"


"Look, all I'm sayin' is that if I had your job my sex life would not be as dead as yours is."


"My sex life is not dead."


"Honey, it's so dead, the bugs can't even find anything to nibble on."


Monica's hand curled tightly around the receiver and she ordered herself not to get upset. "You know what, Joelle? That's exactly why your life is in the state it's in. Because of the men you date."


Joelle, who had been laughing at the dig she made about her friend's social life, became silent. "What's wrong with the men I date?"


"Your only requirement is they have money." Monica sighed.


"So is yours," Joelle retorted.


Monica sat up straight in her chair, her wide brown eyes narrowing murderously. "Oh no, they also have to be sensitive, intelligent, caring-"


"Boring." Joelle interjected.


"Goodbye Joelle." Monica sang, knowing where the conversation was headed.


"See ya." Joelle laughingly replied, before hanging up.

***


Chauncey rocked back in the forest green suede office chair he occupied. His boisterous laughter filled the room, as he shook his head. "Damn man, is it like that?" He called into the receiver.


"It is." 


"Well, what's going on?" Chauncey questioned, hoping for just a piece of information.


Garvey Fitzgerald hesitated briefly. "It's not really somethin' I can talk about, you know?" His finally replied, his ocean-deep voice holding just a trace of unease.


Chauncey nodded. "I understand." Deciding to change the subject, his wide grin returned. "So, are we gonna get to have lunch before you leave?"


"Well, I plan to be in town a while, so we'll definitely get together. Plus, I want you to see where they've got me this time."


"Is it plush?" Chauncey already knew the answer.


Garvey sighed. "You know it is. My people don't play around."


Chauncey laughed. "I'm aware of that!"


"Listen man, I actually called to invite you to a party in the Hills tomorrow night."


"Beverly Hills?" Chauncey repeated, clearly impressed. "What's goin' on?"


"A party for D.K. He might call you, but I wanted to let you know in case he didn't."


"Man, we're already invited."


"We?"


"The Rapper is doin' a cover story on him next month."


Garvey's deep chuckle came through the line. "I forgot you had it like that."


Chauncey smoothed one hand across the back of his close-shaved hair. "Thanks for the invite, though. I haven't even told my reporter, who's covering the story, that we're invited."


"Ha! You gonna surprise 'em?"


"Yeah, but D.K. probably would’ve invited her himself once they meet."


"She fine?"


"Extremely."


"Maybe I should keep an eye out."


"You wouldn't be disappointed."

***


Later that evening, Monica was downstairs in her den. She had papers spread all over the long, iron coffee-table, as she prepared for her interview with D.K the next morning.


Joelle came downstairs whistling, a few moments later. When she walked into the den and spotted Monica in the corner, she took a deep breath and let it out.


Monica heard Joelle come into the room. Choosing to ignore her, she tucked her legs beneath her and curled onto the sofa with a pad.


Unfortunately, Joelle would not be ignored. Walking further into the den, she let out another deep breath.


"What's the problem now, Jo?" Monica asked, tossing the pad aside.


"I apologize." Joelle sighed, flopping on the sofa. "I didn't mean what I said today."


"Yes you did." Monica argued, her brown gaze challenging.


"You see? That's why we always argue, because you never accept my apologies."


Monica shook her head. The thick mane of crinkled locks bounced wildly. "No we always argue because you don't respect my taste."


"That's bullshit." Joelle snapped.


"That's the truth. We never see on point. Especially, when it comes to men."


Joelle jumped from the sofa and turned to pin her girlfriend with an angry, dark stare. "That's because you’re out here looking for damn Mr. Prince Charming and girl, he ain't out there."


Monica jumped off the sofa as well. "And it's you who always says I'm looking for Prince Charming, not me. Just because I like men who are sweet and sensitive and you like men who are rough and-"


"Exciting." Joelle provided.


"Is no reason for you to put down my preference."


Joelle smoothed her hands over the denim shorts that fit snuggly over the generous swell of her bottom. "Look Moni, all I'm sayin' is you're never gonna meet a man who doesn't have a few secrets or skeletons in his closet. It doesn't mean he's a bad guy. You keep up the way you're goin' and you're gonna wind up a lonely woman with a cold bed."


Realizing that she and Joelle would never see eye to eye, Monica simply waved her hand in the air and turned back to her work. Joelle took that as her cue to leave.

***


Julius Pentel ran a hand through his cheek-length dreadlocks and cleared his throat. "Sorry for disturbing you, Mr. Fitzgerald." 


"That's okay, come in." Garvey waved off the apology when he answered the door.


Julius stepped inside and waited. "I got you that meeting you wanted." 


Garvey shoved his hands into the deep pockets of his stylish, maroon trousers. "Who with?"


"Some heavy cats out of Texas. I mentioned what you were lookin' for to my man and he passed the message on to them."


"I thought all your contacts were local?" Garvey asked, a frown forming between his long, thick brows.


"The front men are," Julius explained, leaning against the brick lining along the entrance hall, "these guys in Texas are the main men."


"Mmm ..." Garvey replied, stroking the light beard shadowing his jaw. "How many?" He asked, trying to downplay his interest.


"Two. Brothers."


"I see. Will they be the only ones at the meeting?"


Julius shook his head. "I'll be there and my man, Roy will be there."


"Where's the meeting?"


"The Gem. Tomorrow night. Midnight. You know where it is."


"Mmmm..." Garvey replied, nodding as he recognized the name of the bar. "Thanks Julius." He extended his hand.


Julius nodded, as they shook hands. "Good night Mr. Fitzgerald."


Garvey shut the door behind Julius, then banged his fist lightly against its wooden paneling. "Tomorrow night." He said, before stifling a yawn.


Remembering the shower he was about to take, Garvey stretched and turned away from the door. As he headed up the carpeted steps of the iron staircase, just outside the hall entrance, he undressed. The long-sleeved, black cotton shirt was unbuttoned and revealed glimpses of his sleek, dark chocolate chest and chiseled abdomen. His tall, lean yet muscular athletic frame was the type of body that looked good in any type of clothing. He wore his thick, hair in a short, neat afro that emphasized his features. The long, black brows, wide forehead, full nose and incredible mouth combined to form a gorgeous package.


As Garvey strolled through his dazzling six bedroom home, he commended himself. Not many men his age warranted a spread like the one he had managed to acquire in Bel-Aire. Though many would frown on the way he’d acquired it, Garvey was confident. His line of business was risky, to say the least. However, he knew he wouldn’t want it any other way.

***


The man who sat alone at a table near the windows overlooking the ocean, stood as Monica approached. 


"D.K.?" She queried. Having only seen the popular rap artist on TV, she hardly recognized him.


A fantastic, double-dimpled grin appeared on the man's light brown face. He offered her his hand and nodded. 


Monica's heart fluttered crazily, but she finally managed to speak. "Monica Wilson, The Rapper." 


A soft chuckle passed the man's mouth. "D.K., the Rapper." He replied.


The ice effectively broken, the two of them burst into laughter. D.K.'s intense, onyx stare narrowed as he waved Monica in the direction of the table.


"I hope you're hungry." He said, as she took a seat.


"When I found out we were eating here, I skipped breakfast. So, I'm starving." She sighed, pulling a glossy menu from the wooden holder on the glass table. "This place is usually a lot more crowded." She noted, scanning the posh pancake house in Malibu.


D.K. grinned, as he studied his menu. "Yeah, well I got the owner to delay opening a few hours."


Monica nodded and leaned back in her chair. "It must be nice to wield such influence like that?"


"It's funny in a way." D.K. replied, shrugging. "People are funny."


"How do you mean?"


"Well, take the guy who owns this restaurant. I've had friends who walked in here for service and weren't waited on until twenty minutes after they got here. And that was on a slow day."


"So you wanted to eat here to prove a point?"


A mischievous smirk tugged at D.K.'s mouth, sparking the appearance of his dimples. "Actually, I just like the pancakes."


Monica laughed; she was beginning to like this guy. The waitress interrupted them a few moments later. The slim blonde was practically beaming with joy at the opportunity to wait on D.K. Of course, she took his order first.


"I'll have the blueberry pancakes and...browns with cheese," D.K. drawled, as he scanned the menu closely, "and give me the four cheese omelet with broccoli."


The waitress nodded, as she took the hefty order. "And to drink, sir?"


"Milk."


"And for you, ma'am?" The girl asked Monica, though she constantly glanced in D.K.'s direction.


"I'll have the same, except make my drink Apple juice."


"Alright." The waitress politely replied. She took a moment to repeat the order and flash D.K. another dazzling smile before leaving the table.


Monica shook her head. She had worn her hair loose that day and the thick crop bounced around her face. "I'm surprised she didn't ask for your autograph." She noted. 


"She did before you got here." D.K. replied, grinning sheepishly. "Then, she told me she was single."


"Ha!" Monica bellowed. "I'm surprised she recognized you. I almost didn't." She admitted, taking in the stylish cream-colored linen trousers, matching shirt and black suit coat.


D.K. wasn't offended. "Well, it was a little too hot for baggy jeans, a sweatshirt and toboggan." He said, toying with his hair worn in neat twists.


"I'm that obvious, huh?" Monica asked. 


D.K. shrugged. "Well, you don't see too many rappers in three piece suits and tuxedos." He noted. 


"That's true, but out here you're bound to see anything. I’ve seen hiking boots and toboggans worn in July."


The two of them shared a long laugh over the observation. The waitress returned with their drinks in hand. Monica reached for her Dictaphone, while the milk and apple juice were placed on the table.


"Do you mind this?" Monica asked, after the waitress walked away.


D.K grinned at the mini-recorder and shook his head. "I'll say 'off the record' if there's something I don't want you to print."


Monica nodded. She smoothed her small hands across the short beige silk skirt she wore with a long-sleeved white silk blouse. Clearing her throat, she prayed for a successful interview.


"So is this something you always wanted to do or did it just happen?"


"A little of both, actually." D.K replied, pausing to take a sip of his milk. "One of my boys was truly into all aspects of the industry. He wanted to rap, produce, write-the whole nine. That was before he went down."


Monica's eyes narrowed. "Went down?"


"For drugs." D.K. replied simply.


"I see. He's in prison?"


"He was. He was killed on the inside."


"Oh my God." Monica gasped, pressing her fingers against her lips. "I'm sorry."


D.K. nodded. "Thanks, but you know the whole thing was a wakeup call for me. If Cory hadn't been busted and killed, I probably would’ve kept slingin' drugs."


Monica's jaw dropped. "You were a drug dealer?"

"I was." He firmly admitted. 


Monica reached across the table and quickly clicked off the recorder. "Are you sure you want to tell me this?"


"Yeah," he instantly replied, "I mean, I don't do it anymore. Still, when I was a kid growin' up in Baltimore that was what I saw. I wanted my family out of the projects as much as the next guy; I thought it was the best way."


"But Cory changed that?"


D.K. nodded. "He did, but I'm still glad it all happened, you know? I needed to live that life to realize how destructive it was. I just wish some of these young cats today could see that."


"Amen." Monica sighed, a grim smile coming to her lips.


As one hour slid into two, the interview rolled ahead full steam. D.K. was so responsive to all Monica's questions; she believed she would have enough copy for two issues.


"I can't tell you how much I appreciate you talking with me, being so open."


D.K. shrugged, as he forked the last corner of the delicious omelet into his mouth. "I want my fist interview to be a good one."


"Oh, it will be." Monica assured him, dropping the  recorder into her purse.


"Say, what are you doin' tonight?" D.K asked, watching her closely.


Monica only hesitated briefly. "Nothing, why?"


"The record company's throwing a party for me tonight at my place in the Hills."


"Beverly Hills." Monica repeated, barely able to contain her excitement.


"Mmm hmm. Feel free to come and bring your man or some of your girls."


"I definitely will. Thank you." Monica said, as she stood from the table. She and D.K. hugged like old friends and he pressed a kiss to her cheek.


By the time Monica left Pancake Surprise, she was practically walking on air. She and Joelle had been avoiding each other since the argument the previous evening. Monica knew her friend would surely forgive her when she found out where they were going that night!

CHAPTER TWO
When Monica and Joelle arrived at the party, they were dazzling to say the least. They wore chic, tantalizing dresses that attracted more than a few interested stares.


"Dammit, Moni I can't believe we're at a party in Beverly Hills and with D.K. on top of that!" She whispered. 


"I know..." Monica replied, her wide, lovely eyes taking in all the celebrities she spotted from the entrance of the gorgeous, white mansion. Her view was blocked a moment later by a tall, muscular brown-complexioned man.


"Good evening, Ladies." He greeted. His green eyes lingered appreciatively on the two beauties before him. "May I see your invitations?" He softly requested. 


"Mmm hmm." Monica promptly replied, handing him the card she carried. 


The man, one of D.K.'s security guards, scanned the invite before smiling at Monica and Joelle. "You ladies have a good time." He said. 


Monica and Joelle smiled up at the huge man, before walking further into the house. Music pulsed through the air and every room was filled with people who were either holding drinks, dancing or eating.


"Goodness..." Joelle breathed, smoothing her palms across her outfit. The short slip of a dress was wine colored and fit snuggly across her very full breasts and derriere. The halter style bodice left her back bare allowing the tiny rose tattoo to be seen.


Monica was in awe of the scene as well, as she gazed around the room. She was dazzling in the gray and black silk dress that reached her mid-thigh. The material hugged her slender, curvy frame adoringly. Spaghetti straps slipped just a bit off her shoulders to give her an even more alluring appearance.


"Hey Moni, you want me to keep your keys?" Joelle asked, jingling the small, silver key ring, as she took a glass of champagne from a passing waiter.



Monica took a glass as well. "You might as well, since you drove." She sighed, marveling at her friend's sense of direction. Joelle had only been in California two weeks and already knew the streets like a native. She told Monica they were far easier to learn than those in New York. Besides, having Monica's gorgeous black convertible to push around in made driving a lot more fun.


Monica and Joelle were stopped several times on their way through the crowded house. It was very flattering to have so many men approach them. They couldn't help but socialize. Finally, they made it outside the house. The immaculate backyard was no less impressive than the inside of the house. Gorgeous palm trees loomed above in several parts of the lush, green yard. In the center of the lawn was a manmade pond, complete with fish and greenery. There was a massive in-ground pool several feet from the patio. Some guests even brought their own suits and frolicked in the pool, which was partially hidden by trees.


"Where is he?" Joelle whispered, nudging Monica.


"Hold on, Jo." Monica sighed, scanning the yard. She spotted D.K, amidst a swarm of people. Of course, several towering men, probably bodyguards, loomed around the crowd. "Come on." She told Joelle.


The young women made their way across the lawn. When they came to the crowd, one of the guards approached them. "Can I help you, Ladies?" He asked, his deep-set dark gaze raking their bodies appreciatively.


Monica cleared her throat. "I'd appreciate it, if you'd tell D.K. that Monica Wilson from The Rapper is here and just wanted to speak."


The guard smiled down at Monica. "Wait here." He said, before leaving them.


Again, Joelle nudged her friend. "I can't believe he's goin' to do it." She marveled. 


"Why wouldn't he?" Monica replied, though she was surprised by the quick response herself.


The guard went right to D.K. and whispered to him. If possible, D.K.'s gorgeous, white smile grew wider and he looked in the direction the bodyguard pointed. When he waved them over, Monica and Joelle wasted no time making a move.


"Hey girl!" D.K. said, as he grabbed Monica in a bear hug. "Glad you could make it out." He told her, slipping one hand into the deep pockets of his stylish, gray trousers.


Monica hugged D.K. and leaned back to smile at him. "You should've known I wouldn't miss this." She said, before glancing behind her. "D.K.  I wanted you to meet my girl. This is Joelle Dennis." She told him, taking Joelle's arm and pulling her closer. "Joelle, this is D.K. Joelle's from New York." Monica announced, noticing the way D.K.'s dark eyes narrowed, as they studied Joelle's lovely, honey-toned face.


"Nice to meet you." He slowly stated, reaching for Joelle's hand.


Joelle, of course, was just as captivated. "Same here." Her reply was soft.


Monica watched as the two people standing before her stared at each other, as though no one else was around. "Um, well I'm gonna go mingle, D.K." She called, waiting for him to pull his eyes away from Joelle. "It was good to see you." She added. 


"Good to see you too." D.K. slowly replied, leaning down to hug Monica again. When Joelle prepared to follow her friend, he touched her arm. “Would you mind a dance?" He asked, pointing behind him to the huge, dance area on the lawn.


Joelle hesitated, her lips slightly parted in surprise, as she watched him. "That uh- that’d be nice," She finally accepted, nodding slowly. "Moni?"


Monica waved her hand. "It's okay, go ahead." She said, watching D.K. slip his arm around Joelle's waist and whisking her off to the dance floor. "Goodness," she whispered, shaking her head in amazement.

"Thanks, Man." Garvey said, accepting a Rum and Coke from the bartender. The long, glass bar was on the farthest side of the lawn and was stocked with everything imaginable. Garvey was having the best time just sitting there and taking in the sights of the incredible party.


"'Scuse me, Garvey?"


Garvey turned to see Julius Pentel standing next to him. "Hey Man, what's up?" he greeted, slapping hands with the guy. "Didn't think I'd see you here."


"I know, right?" Julius remarked, agreeing with the statement. "This is alright, ain't it?"


"Yeah, it is." Garvey agreed, taking a long sip of his drink.


"Yeah, I'm here with my man Roy." Julius explained. 


"Roy?"


"My boy, my contact." Julius reminded Garvey, watching him nod.


"Yeah, yeah I remember. He's gonna be at the meeting tonight, right?"


"Right." Julius confirmed, signaling the bartender.


Garvey chased an ice cube in his drink and kept his eyes lowered. "So tell me 'bout these cats from Texas."


"What about 'em, Man?" Julius absently queried. Something had caught his eyes past Garvey's shoulder. 


"Do they usually come all this way for meetings like this?" Garvey asked, still trying to find out more information on his mysterious associates.


"Nah, but when it's a big deal like this, they make special trips." Julius told him, stepping around Garvey to watch the young woman who had approached the bar.


After dancing with D.K. for the past forty-five minutes, Joelle was in search of much needed refreshment. When she spotted the bar across the lawn, she practically ran to it. She thanked the bartender for the delicious looking Pina Colada and was about to take a sip, when she felt herself being watched.


"Excuse me?" Julius called, when Joelle turned to look at him. "Would you like to dance?"


"Sorry." Joelle replied, shaking her head. The guy was very cute; his dreads gave him a rather sexy look. Unfortunately, after being with D.K. most of the evening, every other man there left her unimpressed. 


Julius smiled and turned away. "Garvey man, I'll catch you later."


"See ya." Garvey called, watching the man disappear into the crowd.


The name caught Joelle's ears and she had to investigate. Setting her untouched drink to the bar, she turned on the stool. "Garvey?" She called, unmistakable expectancy in her dark eyes. "Garvey Fitzgerald?"


Hearing the woman call his name, Garvey smiled and turned on the barstool. His deep-set hazel stare narrowed, as he watched the vaguely familiar woman. In a matter of minutes, he realized who had spoken to him. "Joelle Dennis?"


"Garvey!" Joelle cried, pushing herself off the stool to envelope her homeboy in a tight hug.


"Damn girl, what the hell are you doin' here?!" Garvey laughed, enjoying the hug from his old friend.


"I can ask you the same thing!" Joelle replied, pulling away to stare into Garvey's very handsome face.


"Girl, D.K.'s a friend of mine!" Garvey proudly replied. 


"Daaaamn, schmoozing with the rich and famous now, are we?!" Joelle teased, truly happy to see him. "Actually, I was personally invited by D.K." She said, before a sheepish laugh passed her lips. "The truth is I'm here with Monica. She's the invited one."


Garvey's heavy brows drew close. "Monica?...Monica Wilson?"


"Mmm hmm. I know you didn't forget Monica?"


"Hell no." Garvey admitted, laughing softly. Never, he silently acknowledged. "So how'd she get invited?" He asked. 


Joelle turned back to the bar and grabbed her drink. "Well, she works for this newspaper," she explained, pausing to take a sip of the creamy Pina Colada, "The Rapper? I know you've heard of it?"


Garvey nodded. So, Monica was Chauncey's star reporter.


"Anyway," Joelle was saying, "she just did a story on D.K. He invited her here tonight."


"Impressive...Damn, I'd love to see her."


"Well, I'm surprised y'all haven't run into each other living so close. Do you live in Beverly Hills?"


"Bel Aire." Garvey replied, laughing at the raised eyebrow he received from Joelle.


"Well, excuse me." Joelle teasingly replied. "It must agree with you, then. You look good. Very, very good." She complimented, taking in the afro and the dark gorgeous face beneath it.


Garvey bowed his head.


"So, what have you been doing with yourself?" Joelle asked. 


Garvey shrugged. "This and that."


"Well, it must pay well if you can afford Bel Aire."


“It keeps a roof over my head."


Suddenly, Joelle laughed. "Man, I can't wait to tell Moni I saw you!" She cried, as she and Garvey hugged again.

***


"D.K., thanks for inviting me tonight. This party is incredible."


D.K. bowed his head, acknowledging the compliment. "Well, I need to thank you for inviting your girl, Joelle. She is too fine and not all up in my business the way most females are. It's good to meet somebody who's not askin' how much money I make every five minutes." He sighed. 


Monica just smiled. Give her time, she silently warned him.


"Speakin' of your girl," D.K. said, glancing around, "I'm gonna try findin' her and see if she'll dance with me again before y'all leave."


Monica caught the sleeve of the gray suit coat he wore over a black, silk shirt. "Just tell her to take my car home." She advised, knowing Joelle wouldn't be ready to leave anytime soon.


"Well, what are you gonna do?" D.K. asked, concern appearing in his midnight stare.


"I didn't realize I'd know so many people here, so I'll probably get a ride with one of them."


"Well, if you decide not to do that, find me and I'll have one of the cars take you home."


"Thanks." Monica said, surprised by his generosity.


It was nothing out of the ordinary for D.K. "Anytime, Sweetness." He said, hugging her again before he left to find Joelle.


Monica stood watching D.K. leave, when a hand curled around her arm and she was turned around. A frown marred her lovely face, as she prepared to blast the man with nerve enough to grab her that way. When she looked up into his face, she was speechless. She forgot everything she was going to say. Her wide brown eyes took inventory, beginning at his chocolate loafers. Matching trousers draped over his long legs, as perfectly as the matching coat, which fit across his wide shoulders.


Garvey smiled, flattered by the way she watched him. "I can’t believe you don't recognize me, Monica." He said, knowing she didn't have a clue who he was.


Gasping at the sound of her name on the man's sensual lips, Monica's gaze narrowed. The longer she stared into his handsome, chocolate-toned face; she began to think he seemed awfully familiar. "Garvey?...Garvey Fitzgerald?" Her voice was whisper-soft.


"Damn, you had me scared there for a minute." He told her, his deep chuckle rising to the surface.


Monica's laughter arrived full throttle and she threw herself against Garvey. A rush of sensation hit her at the feel of his hard chest and his arms around her tiny frame.


Garvey enjoyed the embrace as well. God, she’d grown up, he thought.


Feeling her legs weaken from the simple touch, Monica cleared her throat and pulled away. "So um...what-what are you doing here?" She managed to ask.


Garvey shoved his large hands into his pockets, hoping that would keep him from touching her. "D.K.'s my boy."


"Oh..." Monica said. There was so much she wanted to ask him, but all she could do was stare. He looked incredibly well...


"Do you wanna dance?" Garvey asked, his fingers brushing her arm then.


Monica could only manage a nod. She took the arm Garvey offered, her hand curling around the steely limb. When they chose a spot on the dance floor, Monica laughed softly.


"What?" Garvey asked. 


"I was thinking, the last time we talked was at a party."


"Oh yeah, that's right. Joelle's party." Garvey sighed, long lashes fluttering close over his eyes. "That damned fight." He remembered the events that closed out Joelle’s end-of-school bash back during high school. 


"Yeah..." Monica trailed away, regretting how things had turned out between them.


"Anyway," Garvey sighed, trying to forget the fight that broke out and Monica’s accusation that he and his brothers had been the cause of it. He laced his fingers behind Monica's back, "I hear you work for The Rapper?"


Monica's arched brows drew close. "How did you know that?"


Garvey shrugged one shoulder. "I saw Joelle earlier. She told me."


"Oh, well yeah, I did the story on D.K. for the paper and he invited me here tonight." Monica explained, focusing on the mustache and beard shadowing Garvey's face. 


"What?" He asked, watching her closely.


Monica shook her head, her full lips curving into a smirk. "You just look so different."


"It's the beard." Garvey assured her.


"It looks good on you."


"You're the one who looks good." Garvey told her, pulling her impossibly closer. 


Monica's eyes dropped from Garvey's intense gaze to stare at his mouth. "Thank you." She managed, thinking of what it would be like to kiss him.


Garvey was obviously thinking the same thing. His long, dark lashes partially shielded his hazel eyes as he focused on Monica's lips. 


"How 'bout that drink?" Garvey offered, needing one himself.


Monica nodded.


"What’ll you have?" He asked, slipping an arm around her waist as they headed to the bar.


"A Long Island Iced Tea would be good." Monica told him, fanning her hand before her face. 


"You got it. Sit here and I'll be right back." he told her, ushering her to an empty seat at a table that was partly hidden behind one of the palm trees.


Dammit girl, get a hold of yourself. Monica scolded herself. She watched Garvey head to the bar and couldn’t believe the way she had thrown herself at him. Of course, it was a shock to see him. How long had it been? Monica wondered what he had been doing all that time. Whatever it was, he had to be a success judging from the looks of him.


It took Garvey only a few minutes to get the drinks and head back to the table. He had no idea he would see Monica Wilson that night. He couldn’t help but wonder what else had been going on in her life-besides her work. It was obvious she was doing quite well in that area. Though the rings on her fingers could have been bought by her, he had to wonder if there was a man in her life.


"Long Island," Garvey announced, when he arrived back at the table. "I hope it's good." He told Monica, setting the tall glass before her.


Monica took a sip of the brown liquid and nodded her head at the smooth taste. "Thank you." 


Garvey leaned back in the black lawn chair he occupied and took a sip of his straight Vodka. "So, you came here with Joelle?" 


"Mmm hmm...she's been visiting from New York for about two weeks now. So are you just in town for the party or do you live out here?" 


Garvey tossed back the rest of his drink. "I live out here. Bel Aire."


"Oh." Monica replied, obviously impressed. 


"So, how's your family doin'?" Garvey asked, wanting to divert their talk from himself.


Monica didn’t seem to notice. "Everybody's good. Cedric has twin girls now." She referred to one of her three brothers.


"Get out."


Monica nodded. "It's true. He's married and just made partner at his law firm. Jason's detective firm is finally getting off the ground. He had a big case last year that put him on the map and Samuel's a detective."


"Yeah, that's right. He's still with the police department?"


"Mmm hmm. He heads his own team."


"So, everybody went into law, but you?" Garvey asked, his gorgeous, white, grin appearing.


"I had to. Mama would've gone crazy if her only girl was out there puttin' her life on the line like her sons."


"I can understand that, considering what happened to your Pops and all." Garvey softly remarked, remembering Monica's father was a policeman who had been killed in the line of duty. He saw the faraway look in her eyes and cursed himself for mentioning the man. Rubbing his hands together, he fixed her with a twinkling stare. "So, how long have you been at The Rapper?"


"About eight years. I came on board a week after Chauncey Mack, the Publisher, started the paper."


"Reporting?"


"Then I was," Monica told him, taking another sip of her delicious drink. "I'm a Senior Editor now and I have my own column."


"What column?"


"The Four One One."


"That's yours?"


"Mmm hmm. What? Do you read The Rapper?" A bright smile began to tug at her full lips.


"Hell yeah." Garvey sighed, slapping his palm against the side of his handsome face. "I can't believe I didn't put your name with the byline."


Monica shrugged and leaned back in her seat. "Why would you? It's been a long time." She reminded him, rubbing her hands across her bare arms.


Garvey followed the unconsciously sensual gesture and forced himself to forget how soft her skin was. "So where're you stayin' now?"


"L.A."


"Alone?" He asked, casting his hazel stare to the small, round table.


"Uh-huh." Monica confirmed, her heart pounding from the soft question.


"No man?" He queried, leaning back to stare at her.


Monica shook her head. "Not now." She admitted. The longer she stared at Garvey, the more light-headed she became. Squeezing her eyes shut, she pushed her drink away. "I better get home." She decided, about to stand.


Garvey glanced at his wristwatch and grimaced. His meeting at The Gem would be starting soon and he would have to be leaving as well. Unfortunately, he wasn’t quite ready to let Monica go yet. When she started to stand, he caught her hand. "Do you need a ride?"


Monica didn't think she should accept the offer, but she was ready to head out. Besides, she knew Joelle wasn’t ready to leave. "Joelle does have my keys." She remarked aloud.


"So...does that mean you'll take the ride?" 


"Yeah...thanks." Monica said, slapping her hands against her sides.


He nodded and stood. "You got everything?" He asked, noticing that she carried no purse or wrap.


"I travel light." Monica told him, stepping away from the table.


Without further conversation, Garvey slid an arm around Monica's waist and escorted her from the party.


"Would you like to come in for a minute?" Monica asked Garvey, when his Lexus SUV rolled into her driveway.


"Thanks." Garvey instantly accepted, knowing he’d be late for the meeting.


Monica smiled and opened the passenger door. When she stepped out onto the driveway, Garvey was already there to meet her. His hazel stare was unwavering, as he looked down at her. Monica could scarcely believe she was actually standing there with Garvey Fitzgerald and he was about to come into her house. She inched away from the SUV so he could shut the door and headed up the porch, pressing her hands against a nervous stomach.


Garvey pushed his hands into the deep pockets of his trousers and followed Monica towards her house. He took a moment to admire the lovely brick structure. Though most of the homes on the palm tree lined street were similar in design, each had a style of its own.


Obviously, Monica paid close attention to her lawn. It was immaculate, with countless bushes surrounding the house. The wood shudders on the windows along the roof were painted mauve. The front door was oak with a polished brass knob on front. A shiny storm door stood before it.


"Nice place." Garvey called, taking a peek around the side of the house at the medium-sized backyard.


Monica smiled. "Thanks but, I know it's not a Bel Aire mansion." 


Garvey stroked his beard and tried to hide his smirk. "Who said I had a mansion?"


"Please! Anything less would be a waste!" She assured him, running her fingers along the down slope of the A-framed roof, covering the small porch.


Garvey tilted his head to one side and enjoyed the glimpse of her bottom offered by the raised hem of her dress. "What the hell are you doin'?" He asked when she glanced back at him.


"Getting my spare." She said, retrieving the key.


"Not a very good hiding place." Garvey noted, stepping up onto the porch.


"I haven't had a problem so far."


"A person who watches you enough would figure it out in no time. Besides the time it takes you to get it would give somebody ample opportunity to grab you."


Monica turned and pinned Garvey with her large eyes. "Listen to you." She said, chuckling softly.


Garvey wasn’t amused. "I hope you don't make a habit of forgetting your keys?"


"I don't, Joelle has my key ring."


Satisfied, Garvey nodded. When Monica turned to the front door, he laid his hand against the small of her back. For a moment, Monica felt her legs lose their strength.


She did manage to unlock the door and turned to wave Garvey inside. "This is it." She announced, placing her key on the gold-trimmed glass desk next to the door.


"Nice." Garvey acknowledged, only taking a brief look around the cozy living room.


Before Monica could walk too far away, Garvey caught her arm and pulled her close. Stunned by the electricity beneath his touch, she couldn’t raise her eyes.


Garvey slid his index finger beneath her chin and forced her gaze to his eyes. "You say you're not seeing anybody?" He asked. 


Monica's long lashes fluttered briefly. Then, she shook her head.


That was enough for Garvey. With his finger still tilting her chin up, he pressed his wide mouth against her sensuous lips. The touch forced a soft cry from Monica and he took advantage. His tongue invaded her mouth in one smooth thrust.


Monica knew she surely would have fallen to the floor, had Garvey not grabbed her upper arms. Her fingers grasped the lapels of his chocolate-toned suit coat, as she savored the deep strokes of his tongue.

Garvey knew he’d shocked her by his actions. Then again, he’d shocked himself. Of course, this was a woman he’d wanted for a long time. Slowly, his hands slid from her arms to cup the sides of her ample breasts. A low groan passed his lips, when Monica pressed her chest closer to his. Garvey simply increased the pressure of the kiss, his hands caressing Monica's tiny frame beneath the fabric of her dress.


Garvey Fitzgerald had always known just what to do to get a 'reaction' out of her. This kiss proved he still had that ability. When his hands slid past her hips, he cupped her bottom and pulled her even closer. Monica moaned, when she felt the firm bulge against her belly. Before she lost all control and took him to her bed, she pulled away and retreated clear to the other side of the room.


"So um...what have you been doin' with yourself?" She asked, desperate for conversation.


Garvey smirked at her unease. "You already asked me that." He reminded her, pushing one hand back into his trouser pocket.


"But we never really got into it...So?" She asked when he simply stared at her.


"So what?" Garvey challenged, turning away from Monica to study the paintings lining the cream-colored walls.


Monica didn't notice Garvey's apparent unease. "You live in Bel Aire." She noted, walking a bit closer. "That costs money ...what do you do for a living?"


Garvey shrugged, after several minutes. "This and that." He replied, turning to face her.


The topic seemed harmless enough, Monica thought. Obviously, she was mistaken. The cool reply did not sit well with her. She had known too many men who did 'this and that' for a living. 


"Well, is it a secret?" Monica asked, still hoping for a better response.


Again, Garvey's wide shoulders rose in a lazy shrug. "It's sort of hard to put a name to."


Monica's pouty mouth tightened to a thin line. I'll bet I could put a name to it, she told herself. Finally, she decided that Garvey Fitzgerald was the same. He would never change. He had simply grown into a larger, sexier thug.


"You know, Garvey, I have a big day tomorrow." Monica said, trying to stifle a phony yawn. Heading across the living room, she reached the front door and held it open.


Garvey didn’t make a point of arguing. He simply strode across the room and left the house.

***


Garvey pulled into the parking lot of The Gem about fifteen minutes after midnight. He jumped out of the stylish, gray SUV and set the alarm. A fierce scowl came to his face as his thoughts settled to Monica. He knew he’d set her on edge with his explanation about how he earned his money. He guessed she was still the same, materialistic little lady he had grown up with.


Unfortunately, that assumption did not sit well with him. He remembered how taken he was by the natural, earthy look she sported. Her hair was thick and healthy, her lovely, dark face with little or no make-up. No, Monica Wilson certainly didn’t appear phony or materialistic.


Suddenly, a mischievous smirk tugged at Garvey's wide mouth and his double dimples appeared. An idea-so wicked and delicious had come to mind. Suddenly, his time in California was about to become much more interesting. 


Shaking away the enjoyable thoughts running through his head, Garvey decided to focus on business. He stroked the side of his beard, then cleared his throat and headed into the bar.


 Garvey was escorted through the bar and taken through a door past the restrooms. A carpeted stairway took him and the waitress to a chrome door. Through that entrance was a huge, lavishly furnished room. An impressive plasma television met them when they walked inside. There were several round, glass tables with barstools and secluded booths lining the walls.


The waitress left Garvey at the entrance of the dark, smoky room. She smiled at him, before waving him onward. Garvey's hazel gaze narrowed, as he made his way through. It was not difficult to find his party, since they were the only ones occupying the area.


"What can I get you to drink, Sir?" Another lovely waitress called from her position behind the long, glass bar.


"Vodka. Neat." He requested, stopping by the bar.


The young woman smiled and prepared the drink quickly. After slipping her a sizable tip, Garvey headed to the booth in the far corner.


"Garvey, my man!"


Garvey smiled and shook hands with Julius Pentel.


"R.C. and Craig, this is my man Garvey and you already know my boy Roy."


"Yeah, what's up, man?" Garvey said, slapping hands with the short, stout young man to Julius’s left. "I apologize for being late." He said, shaking hands with the other two men.


R.C. and Craig were both huge men. They could have been twins. Both of them were dark and wore the same gold-rimmed round glasses. R.C. tilted his brown Fedora back on his head and nodded in Garvey's direction.


"It's no problem, if you're here to spend the kind of money you say you are." R.C. coolly replied. 


Garvey shrugged and took a seat in the booth. "That's what I'm here for." He assured the gruff-looking man. "That is, if you have the merchandise you say you do."


R.C. and Craig exchanged glances and nodded. Craig turned and retrieved a briefcase from the low counter running along the back of the booth.


"Feel free to test it." Craig offered. 


Garvey shrugged and slid the briefcase closer. He dipped his little finger into the white powder and smoothed it over his tongue. A few moments passed, before he nodded. "Mmm hmm." he said, nodding slowly. "When can I collect?"


The rest of the men at the table nodded their satisfaction.


"A man that makes up his mind quickly," R.C. noted, sliding the briefcase in front of him and snapping it shut.


"It'll take some time to organize the shipment, since it's so large." Craig informed him. "We'll be in touch within a week. That should be enough time to gather it."


"And to check me out thoroughly?" Garvey added, knowing that would definitely happen.


Craig smiled. "I see we're on the same track?"


"Of course." Garvey smoothly assured him, before standing. "Gentlemen." He said, shaking hands with each man before leaving.

