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CHAPTER 1

TAMMY

 


Another so-called man bit the dust.

I cannot believe I stayed with Craig’s sorry
ass for so long. After the string of zeros I’d run
through—including I-still-suck-on-my-mama’s-tit Andre and wife
beater Simon—I thought I’d completed all the on-the-job training
necessary to pick one out from a line-up. But somehow, Craig
slipped under the radar. At the end of the day, he was no different
than the others—just another sorry example of underdeveloped male
sperm.

The actors changed, but the same tired
script never did. Well, I pressed the pause button on that
low-budget flick. I was done with men. Especially
black men.

It took a small piece of paper to break the
proverbial camel’s back. It was a Saturday afternoon and like a
good “wifey,” I was sorting laundry while Craig played basketball.
At the start of our so-called courtship, I didn’t mind serving up
the king’s treatment, but I noticed after a month of cohabitation,
cooking and cleaning had become the routine for me.

As I separated darks from whites, I checked
the pockets. Craig always left a trail—change, pens, receipts.
Inside the back pocket of his jeans—the same baggy pair from the
night before—a piece of paper brushed my finger.

I almost threw it away, but the cursive
style caught my eye. When I flipped it over, my jaw dropped, ringed
glasses slipping down my nose as I digested the bitter taste of
betrayal:

Craig, you knocked it out the park last
night! Grand Slam! Call me anytime. Tracy.

I felt my insides turn, a volcano on
the verge of vomiting lava on Craig and anyone around him. A tick
formed in my cheeks, then somehow shot to both hands. I stood
seconds away from smashing something against the wall. Such a
damn fool!

To ward off the demon in me, I clutched the
heart-shaped gold pendant around my neck, channeling my father.
It’d been seven years since my number one fan left me for Heaven.
Moments like these made me miss him even more. Daddy had always
been the antidote to a jacked-up situation, but thanks to
pancreatic cancer, I had to fend for myself. My mother died in a
car accident when I was three.

I traced a finger across the smooth texture
of my pendant before I opened it to gaze at my father’s handsome
face. In the photo, Daddy’s little girl sat atop his broad
shoulders. He wore fatigues, an Army vet after twenty-four years.
Our wide smiles and chocolate dimples were so alike it looked as if
someone had stamped his facial impression on me.

Taking a deep breath, I tried to draw
strength from my father’s memory. As I shook the cobwebs from my
eyes, I experienced a long overdue moment of clarity. Craig and I
had been together four months, the last month in my apartment. Two
weeks after moving in, Craig’s job at a local plant laid him off—or
so he said.

I worked as a mortgage loan officer,
but thanks to the housing bubble bursting, I spent most of my days
navigating through the tangled web of short sales and foreclosures.
Despite the long hours I put in at the bank, I still found time to
play Craig’s wing while he “searched” for another job. I became the
Whitney to his Bobby, always
on the lookout for gigs. I even brought home classifieds from
just about every Dallas newspaper.

But I never found evidence of a job search.
The classifieds I’d placed around the house never gave me the
impression of someone searching for a nine-to-five—no highlighted
sections, no pen marks, crumpled pages. Can’t say the same about
umpteen the rap magazines with big-booty hoochies on the front
page.

A friend even emailed me asking why Craig
hadn’t called him back about a position at an airplane parts
factory, a job that I, the naive “ride-or-die chick,” tried to hook
up. When I confronted Craig, he invoked his inner ten-year-old:

“I forgot.”

He forgot. Whatever. Just like his dumb ass forgot
the note in his pocket. Who leaves a damn note in a pants pocket
anyway? So stupid.

I stood up from the bed. Oh yeah, the
blinders came off. No more blind love—I was done.

Cuss words and basketball thumps pierced my
thoughts. Craig’s cackle echoed through the hallway outside my
apartment. “Bitch this, nigga that.” I told that boy about his
nasty mouth. Who wants to hear that mess?

The front door opened and foul-mouthed
chatter permeated the living room. Slipping Tracy’s secret message
into the pocket of my sweatpants, I turned back to the clothes, a
new agenda on my plate.

“Tammy?” Craig yelled. “Where you at,
girl?”

I picked up a stack of his clothes and
started a pile by the door. He entered the bedroom a moment later.
“Hey, shawty?”

He got no reply. In the past, my heart would
jump when he’d come home from playing basketball, his body shiny
from sweat. Sexy as hell, especially with cornrows and a neatly
trimmed goatee. His bad boy swagga always pushed my buttons, but
not today. Not anymore.

“Laundry, huh? Cool, cool.” He pointed
at the sweat suit on top of the pile by the door. “Ima wear that
after I shower.”

“You’re going to wear baggy pants
while looking for a job?”

He didn’t respond to the question, just
chuckled a little. Instead, he said, “Say, baby, before you wash
these clothes, can you whip up some of dem apple cinnamon
pancakes?”

Wow, he’s got some
nerve, I thought.

Words sounded off in my head, reminding me
of Craig’s vitals. Liar. Cheater. Lazy. Unemployed. He didn’t want
a partner; he wanted a mother.

My new path became billboard clear. I
didn’t need extra mess in my life, especially from someone four years younger than
me.

I threw up a smile as fake as Joan Rivers’
plastic face. “You want pancakes, huh?”

“Yeah, whip ‘em up for me and Grip.
And later on, Ima whip on this ass.” He slapped my butt.

A loud rattle drew my attention toward the
living room. His homeboy Grip pulling out that damn Xbox, I
bet.

“You can make your own damn pancakes,”
I said, as Craig headed back toward the living room.

Craig braked in his tracks as if he’d
slammed into a wall. “Huh? Whatchu mean?”

“I mean, I’m not cooking you
anything,” I replied, my back to him. “Not anymore.”

He said something, but I zoned it out. My
nonchalant sweep around the room for anything Craig-related held
top priority. I grabbed his gym bag and shoved his junk into
it.

“Baby, wha-wha-whatchu
doin’?”

Ah, yes, the stuttering. Craig always
stuttered when flustered.

I picked up the bag and stomped in front of
him, nudging his chest with my elbow. “Excuse me.”

Craig followed me into the living
room. My focus switched to Grip and that damn Xbox
I bought for Craig’s twenty-sixth
birthday.

“Baby!” Craig cried, touching my
wrist.

I pulled my hand back, then swung the bag at
the front door. Grip turned, eyes rolling from my feet to my
face.

Grip was also twenty-six years old and like
his friend, no direction, no employment, no future. Grip and Craig
had played basketball in 80-degree weather, but did that stop him
from propping his sweaty dark-chocolate legs up on my table? Hell
no. Not only that, his sweaty ass dripped all over my leather
couch.

Grip held the joystick, its cord stretched
beside a Gatorade bottle on the table. Had he bothered to put the
bottle on a coaster? Nope. The way he made himself at home, you
would’ve thought he paid rent up in here.

Grip’s chapped lips slit into something that
I think was a smile. “What up, shawt—”

“Turn it off,” I cut in.

Grip’s jaw dropped. Three gold teeth flashed
me. “Why?”

Craig stepped to my side. “You ain’t got to
turn it off, dawg. My girl trippin’.”

Trying to show up in front of his boy.
Typical. “I’ve been a fool, but not anymore. You need to get your
nasty clothes out my place and take Grip with you.”

“Girl, I ain’t goin’ no where!” Craig
plopped down on the couch. “I don’t know who you think you talkin’
to. Grip, hand me the other joysti—”

“ ‘You knocked it out the park last
night,’ ” I said in a phony high voice. “ ‘Call me.’ ”

I balled up the note and flung it at Craig.
It bumped the bridge of his nose. “I can’t believe you left behind
the smoking gun. Why don’t you take your triflin’ ass to Tracy’s
house?”

Bus-ted.

Except for audience cheer from the game and
Grip whispering a cuss word, I didn’t hear anything else. Craig’s
eyes swelled so much I thought they’d pop and drop to the
carpet.

“T-turn off the game, d-dawg,” Craig
said. Funny how fast the stutters came back.

Grip shifted his eyes to Craig with the
how-you-let-her-catch-you look. He removed his legs from the table,
grabbed his Gatorade, then stood.

“Aw’ight, then,” Grip said. “I gotta
roll, anyway.” He slapped hands with Craig, angled around the table
and pressed the Xbox power button. “I’ll, uh, see ya’ll
lata.”

Grip closed the door. I tapped my fingers on
the kitchen counter, watching Craig. Part of me couldn’t wait to
hear his last words before he stepped the hell out my life.

Craig scratched the side of his neck.
“D-d-did Tra—”

“You need to get your funky ass off my
couch.”

He stood up. “Did Tracy call here?”

“Here? Why would...ooooh.” I slapped
my forehead. “You gave that bitch my house number, too? I bet you
two stayed in here a few times while I was at work, right?
When your sorry butt was
supposed to be looking for a job.”

His shin banged the table. “No-ow! Shhhhhh.
Baby...we never stayed here! You sure Tr-Tracy didn’t call?”

What the hell?
He made his priorities quite clear.

“Craig, take your bag, your ball and
your ass out my face. You are so worried about this Tracy bitch,
you can’t even see I’m kicking you out.”

He reached for my hand, but I didn’t give
him the luxury. “Baby, look. Tracy’s n-nothin’, aw’ight? It only
happened one—”

“Didn’t I say get out of here? It’s
over!”

We stared at each other, but no words passed
between us. My heartbeats felt like a hundred horse hooves
galloping against my chest. An emotional breakdown neared, but I
refused to let my big woman composure waver.

“Aw’ight, aw’ight.” Craig picked up
the basketball and slung the bag over his shoulder. “Look, Ima call
you lata, okay? And, um, b-baby? If...if you hear any rumors about
me—”

“I don’t want to hear anything except
that door closing.”

He stood for a second or two, then did just
that. Gone.

Steam in my lungs drained through my lips,
caving in my chest. “Rumors about me...the hell? Damn, he got some
nerve.”

I placed my elbows on the counter. A dull
ache ballooned inside my chest, spread to my belly and swirled
hunger into nausea. Seconds later, I grabbed my cell phone and hit
up my girl Miki.

Five rings later, she answered. “Tammy,
what’s up, girl?”

“Nothin’.” I sighed. “Well...some mess
just went down with Craig. I kicked him out.”

“What?”

“Yeah. He’s gone.”

Miki didn’t hide what she felt. “About time!
I told you he was sorry!”

“Miki, I’m really not trying to hear
that right now.”

“I’m sorry, girl, I didn’t mean to
sound all insensitive. You wanna come over and vent?”

Venting sounded like a good idea. I looked
at the clock on the microwave. It said ten thirty-five. “Yeah. Give
me an hour.”
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“Hi, Aunty Tammy!”

My “nephew” sprinted toward me, bumping into
my leg. “Hey, little man.” I hugged him. “What ‘cha doin’?”

“Watchin’ cartoons.”

“Really? Any good ones?”

“Yeah! I’m gonna watch Spidaman! Wanna
watch with me?”

“Aunty Tammy and Mommy are gonna talk
first, baby,” Miki said, walking in from the living room. “Go on to
your room.”

I said, “I’ll come back there in a little
while, okay?”

“Okay!” He gave me a missing-toothed
smile that warmed my heart. Then Jumping Jack Flash trotted off to
his room.

I sat down at the kitchen table and crossed
my legs. “Damn, that boy’s getting big.”

“Yes, he is.” Miki opened the fridge.
“Smart, too. You know, the other day he asked me where his daddy
was.”

“Oh boy.” My mood crash-landed at the
mention of Kevin’s sperm donor. “What did you tell him?”

“The truth—that I didn’t know.” Miki
grabbed a bottle of OJ and poured herself a glass. “Five years and
that nigga still hasn’t seen his son.”

As much as Miki tried to play the
bulletproof diva, I could see the hurt in her face. I knew that
pain. The kind of pain that pulverizes a woman’s spirit and kills
trust. The kind of pain that cuts you when a man lets you down.

Thoughts of her sperm donor fed my anger.
Such a coward. I wouldn’t mind initiating a beatdown on the “boy”
that planted Kevin’s seed. Rip his little “yang” off, throw it to
the dogs.

The baby business had become so cliche:
Black man shows up, makes baby, disappears, then starts the cycle
over again with another open-legged fool. I knew way too many women
who had fallen into that trap, left behind to don a Superwoman cape
and raise their kids solo.

Before Miki closed the fridge, a bottle in
the door caught my eye. “Is that hard lemonade?”

“Um-hum. You don’t want no orange
juice?”

“No, I need that.”

She frowned. “Girl, it’s not even noon. I
thought you said you hadn’t eaten, yet?”

“I don’t care. I need a real
drink.”

“I heard that.” She grabbed the
bottle, then sat next to me. I popped off the cap, tilted the
bottle up and gulped some down. The carbonated stream burned my
throat.

“Well...I don’t wanna say I told you
so, but...”

I rolled my eyes. “You just couldn’t
resist.”

Miki smiled. “Hey, it’s not often that I’m
right, now. Let a sista bask in the moment.”

We chuckled. Just what I needed, a few
laughs.

“Before he left,” I said, pushing my
glasses back up my nose, “he said ‘if you hear any rumors ‘bout
me.’ ”

“What did he mean by that?”

“Girl, I don’t know. I didn’t wait
around to find out.”

Miki nodded. “Good. I’m glad you found that
bitch’s number. And I know his ass wasn’t tryin’ to find another
job, either, especially with Grip dealin’. Craig was probably
dealin’, too.”

“Probably.”

Turning my head, a magnet picture on the
fridge of Miki, Sheryl and me caught my eye, an old snapshot from
our high school varsity basketball days. Sheryl moved to San Diego
about a year ago, where her younger brother Dedrick stayed.
Whenever Sheryl and I talked, conversation wouldn’t end without her
saying something about me and Miki moving out there.

“Craig ain’t about nothin’, just like
the rest of these niggas ‘round here,” Miki ranted while gesturing
for her purse hanging from my chair. I handed it to her.

She said, “I told your bachelor-degree
havin’ ass you could do better than Mr.
I-barely-graduated-high-school.”

“Damn, Miki! Enough with the ‘I told
you so’!”

“Sorry. But you need to hear
it.”

“Pssst, whatever.”

Miki dug around in her purse for cigarettes.
Her shoulder-length waves no longer hid the cut on her neck. With
her high-yellow complexion, the scar resembled a thin red line from
a felt-tip pen. A permanent engraving from a dead man named
Stanley, another ex on Miki’s longer list of zeros.

Three years ago, strung out on crack,
Stanley kneed her to the kitchen floor, grabbed a steak knife and
sliced a 6-inch loop in her throat. It took two of his crackhead
buddies to pull him off.

I’ll never forget the sea of blood
surrounding Miki as she lay on the floor, just a few feet from
where we sat. Stanley got his, though. Two stolen vials of crack
got him two bullets. He became another statistic, one that didn’t
bother me at all.

I took my glasses off and set them on the
table. Resting my head on the chair’s curved iron backside, I
closed my eyes and tried to sip away the pain. Didn’t want to talk
anymore.

Good thing my girl knows me well because she
got the hint. Her chair tapped the floor, and then her arms wrapped
around me from behind. I smiled and rubbed her hand.

“You gonna be okay, girl. Forget
Craig. No good, anyway.”

“Thanks, Mik.”

She stood up. As she walked away, I heard
her light the cigarette. “Listen, I have leftover chicken and
biscuits in the fridge. Help yourself. I’m gonna check on
Kevin.”

I took another sip of hard lemonade, my head
still leaning over the chair. “Okay. Thanks.”

She left the room. I sat alone, my
thoughts my only companion, the chair’s iron bars poking my spine
and shoulder blades. But I ignored the discomfort because boys
posing as men smothered my brain...all of them...trash. Craig.
Stanley. Kevin’s “father.” Andre. Simon. The losers that stood
around the street corners near my apartment. Down low
bastards...trash! And they
all held a common thread.

I took another sip, fueling more
gasoline on top of an internal flame. We
shall overcome, my ass. Black men are the
reason we’re not overcoming a damn thing.

The iron bars against my spine took their
toll, but I didn’t budge from the chair. A bubble stung the corner
of my eye, and tears finally fell.

“Niggas,” I
whispered. “Damn
niggas.”

I’d never used the N-word that way before.
Actually, I hated that word. But it’s easy to say when you feel
hate.

I knew Daddy wouldn’t like this new
attitude, so I took off my pendant and placed it in my purse. I
didn’t want his picture anywhere near the hate nipping at my heart.
The moment the pendant left my neck, I vowed a black man wouldn’t
touch this body again for a long
time. If ever.

Ready to break away from it all and start
anew, I pulled my cell phone from my purse and dialed Sheryl’s
number.

“Hello?” Her voice was
groggy.

“Sheryl, it’s Tammy—oh!” I looked at
my watch. I had forgotten the two-hour time difference. “I’m sorry.
I woke you?”

“Don’t worry about it. I needed to get
my ass up anyway. Went to some nightclub last night, out all late
thinking I’m still twenty-one years old.”

I sniffled. “Oh. That...sounds like
fun.”

“Well, it was...are you crying,
girl?”

“No, no.” I wiped tears from my cheek.
“Hey, you still want me to move out there?”
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Chapter 2

Terrell

 


I love black women.

I repeat: I love black women. Dated black women most of my
adult life. Butterscotch, caramel, dark-chocolate—I’ve sampled all
the different brown colors and flavors.

But too much of the same flavor gave me
headaches. After years of applying my brown women-only rule, I had
to put sistas on hold for a minute. My mental health depended on
it.

I used to wonder why TV always showed a
deep-pocket black man sporting a white woman, especially a blonde.
Maybe the whole “trophy” thing had something to do with it, since
white folks declared blondes the apple pies of American beauty.
When I was younger, we used to call those brothas “sellouts.”

But after my friend Dedrick crossed
over with a few of them, then settled down with a
fine white girl named Penelope, I
realized looks had nothing to do with it; maintaining sanity
did. The last few women I’d dated
stretched the limits of my sane mind, especially my ex Tasha. She
brought too much baggage to the party, trying to make me her
personal bellboy.

As a single thirty-five-year-old
optometrist with no kids, I admit—I’m a catch. I’m the
only black optometrist in the city
and women push up on me all the time. I had my pick of San Diego’s
finest, but I stayed true to Tasha, trying to play the good man
role that women complain don’t exist. But even on my best behavior,
I still had to put up with drama queen theatrics.

I tolerated Tasha’s occasional
flare-ups. Thought I could handle them, but they just wore me down,
you know, got on my nerves. Stupid, kindergarten nonsense, too.
Arguing just for the sake of arguing, it seemed. One night,
she really acted the fool,
and I had to fire her ass. For good.

On our weekly date night, Tasha and I made
plans for dinner and a movie. I wore a cream-colored short-sleeved
shirt and khaki pants, showing off my toned, 6’0”, 190-lb frame.
Yeah, I hit the gym on the regular.

Tasha rocked a halter-top and skirt on her
guitar-shaped figure. When she walked, cuts in her thighs and
calves flexed. I’d always loved her toned legs, especially when I
would wrap them around my lower back.

After a nice steak dinner, we hit the movie
theater, hoping for a gang of action and laughs. The new Will Smith
movie delivered the goods, at least for me. Tasha seemed to have a
good time, but once we left, somebody pressed her mute button.
Blind-sided by silent treatment again; it happened so many
times.

Moonlight, summer breeze, stars scattered
like diamonds in the sky...a perfect Friday night for a lover’s
prowl. But my code of conduct—somehow, somewhere—sabotaged
romance.

I tried to hold her hand as we walked
to my ride, converse with her, continue the good time I
thought we had, you know. No go.
Folded arms and a frown revealed a woman on the verge.

But why? I had no idea. Attitude reared its
hideous head for the billionth time.

Aw man, here we go
again, I thought. What did I
do now?

I tried to hold the door for her. “I got
it!” she snapped.

She slid her leg in, slammed the door, went
back to arm folding. Confused, I stood for a second outside the
car. Then I got into the driver’s seat and popped in a mix CD,
pretending everything was kosher.

Can’t do that for long, though. Stay quiet
and you risk stirring up an emotional earthquake because your girl
will think you don’t care. Try to talk, you risk saying something
stupid that might unload a flurry of “bitch bombs.” You can’t
win.

I considered my odds better with the latter,
so I tried to soothe the tension with conversation. Turning down
the music, I said, “Baby, you ok?”

Her cast-iron gaze fixed on the windshield.
She smacked her tongue and said, “I’m fine.”

“You sure? You don’t look—”

“I said I’m fine!”

Damn. At-ti-tude. Sistas should own the
copyright on it.

But, hey, at least I tried. That should’ve
counted for something, right? Wrong.

My music sounded better than Tasha’s
jagged tone, so I pumped it up. I guess no
booty for me tonight.

We arrived at her apartment ten minutes
later. Summoning my last attempt at chivalry, I stepped out to open
the door for her. That’s when my hope for peace buckled under
pressure.

She saw me walking around the front toward
her, but no, Ms. Attitude still stepped out on her own. Not only
that, she slammed the door and marched away from me!

“Pissed” is a few levels below what I
felt. I don’t give a damn who you are. Nobody slams the doors of my Lexus IS 300, aka
“Lexy.” Crazy ass.

I placed a hand on the hood. “Woman, what
the hell is wrong with you?”

Nothing. Not a word. Tasha disappeared
inside the building, her heels pounding the steps. The B-word
jammed between my tongue and lips. I’d never called Tasha that word
before, but she came damn close to a ricochet of B-words.

I told myself not to run after her, but
instead of heading home, I followed Tasha up the stairs. I caught
her at the front door, her cheeks moist from tears. She didn’t slam
the door this time, so I followed her into the apartment.

Tasha turned on a lamp. I stood in the small
entrance area where vinyl meets carpet while she plopped on the
leather sofa. Still no open communication.

Did I need to buy a vowel up in here?

A blank TV screen seized Tasha’s demonic
stare. She sat with arms folded and legs crossed, red-coated nails
tapping her biceps. Her leg bobbed, foot inches from the glass
table.

“All right, Tasha. What did I do
now?”

“You got some nerve.” She wiped her
cheek. “You think I didn’t see you?”

“See me what?”

“You know what. Don’t play
stupid.”

I do? I
thought. Oh, boy. Time for twenty-one questions.

A carved wooden mask of an African queen
drew my gaze toward the wall. Her Highness held no answers for me,
so I turned to the mahogany desk and Dell computer. The African
violets on the desk didn’t hip me to any secrets, either.

I calculated new formulas on my mental
chalkboard. The answer lay somewhere between dinner and the
movie:

Ok,
I opened all doors for her...bought her
popcorn...drink...um...let’s see...is it that time of the month,
again? No, she got off two weeks ago. What then?

Tasha’s heel banged the table. “How can you
not know what I’m pissed about?”

“What kind of question is that? Just
tell me!”

She shook her head. Her lips moved and words
came out, but I couldn’t understand a damn thing.

I leaned against the wall, folded my arms.
“Stop mumbling, please.”

The second time, her words came out loud and
clear. “I saw you staring at that white woman!”

Aw hell. Caught. The bitch storm cometh.

Tasha despised two things: Me gawking
at other women and black men dating white women. Well, she had caught me peeling the
clothes off a peach-skinned, long-haired blonde with my stare.
That’s double trouble.

Blame it on hormones. Or that ass.
A swollen ass. This girl had
crazy back like a sista. An oxymoron for a Caucasian female, but
she worked it.

Tasha had dipped into the bathroom while I
stood in line for popcorn and drinks. As I grabbed the snack tray,
the blonde walked by with another female.

“Dayum,” I
whispered. About twenty-four years old, around the time a woman’s
luscious figure ripens. Booty so thick I could set my tray on it.
Shape of a heart turned upside down.

When I walked off, my head still leaned
ninety degrees her way. I broke my trance because I almost bumped
into an elderly lady. I excused myself, then saw Tasha angling
around a group of teenagers. Thought she didn’t see me, but
obviously she did.

“All right, Tasha,” I said, palms
showing. “Yeah, I was looking at her. I didn’t know you saw me. You
know I wouldn’t disrespect you like that.”

“You wanted that girl! Shhhhh.
Dreamin’ about them, too!”

“What?”

“Don’t play dumb! I’m talking about
what happened this morning. Who was the bitch you were dreaming
about?”

“What the...oh, hell no! You can’t be mad about
that!”

“Don’t tell me what I can’t be mad
about!” Damn, if looks could kill.

I lowered my eyes. Somehow, I held back an
eruption of laughter. Unbelievable. How could she be mad about a
wet dream?

Tasha leaned forward and placed her elbows
on her knees. “Well, who was she?”

“I don’t know! Baby, it was a
dream.”

“How could you not know?”

Again with the questions. I took in a deep
breath and exhaled, purging the smirks.

“Baby,” I said, trying to stay calm,
“it was a dream. Do you understand? I had a dream about a woman
I’ve never seen before, that’s all.”

I moved toward the sofa with slow footsteps,
as if showing extreme caution to a wild animal. With Tasha’s pouty
lips and flared nostrils, my approach seemed appropriate.

She smacked her tongue. “No, it wasn’t just
a dream. I tried not to let it bother me, but with this stunt you
pulled tonight...shhhh.” The tears kept coming.

“Baby, I—”

“That mess was all over my new sheets,
too!” she cried, cutting me off. “Probably jackin’ off while I was
asleep, thinkin’ ‘bout some white bitch, huh?”

I slammed my hands on the sofa’s armrest.
“It-was-a-wet-dream!” I lowered my voice. “Men have them all the
time. It’s no different than when you had that dream and woke up
crying.”

“But I wasn’t sleepin’ with nobody! It
was a nightmare!”

I threw my hands up. I couldn’t win. She had
a jacked up comeback for everything I said. We went from arguing
about a woman at the theater to a wet dream.

As Tasha said, I’d squirted on her
thigh and bed sheets while asleep. Waking up to hot syrupy liquid
on her, she wanted to know the W-T-F details. Like a super supreme
idiot, I told her I dreamt about riding a train with some woman
riding me. No idea of the
woman’s identity, but I swear I’d reenacted a scene out of the
movie Risky
Business.

I told Tasha the truth, something she always
stressed in our relationship. Thought I did the right thing.

But then Tasha asked, “What color was
she?”

With idiot mode in high gear, I said, “I
don’t know. Some white girl, I think.”

I’m surprised I didn’t win a Darwin Award
that night.

It’s one thing to admit dreaming about
another woman to your woman.
It’s another to reveal a color you know damn well could set off a
racist like Tasha. I had done both.

Call me a highly educated man with “lowly”
common sense.

Tasha didn’t go off on me when I first told
her, but apparently she’d bottled up that hot steam—until now.

I couldn’t respond to Tasha’s bitching
at first; the stupidity of it all seized my tongue. The no-name
white woman lived in a fantasy land. Figment of my overactive
imagination, a dream. In other words, fake.

I asked, “Are you telling me you’re jealous
about a white girl in my dreams?”

“Oh, so, now she’s the girl of your dreams, huh? I knew
it! You just like all these other tired brothas trying to screw
white women! I catch you staring at them all the time!”

“Stop turning my words around,
please!” I stepped away from the
sofa and stood in front of the TV. The table separated us, which, I
believe, was a good thing. “And stop accusing me of stuff! Look, I
could’ve lied about the dream, right?”

“But you had a reason for that
dream!”

“I...you...uggh!” I curled my fingers.
This time, I heard bones pop.

We faced off across the room. A temporary
cease-fire helped calm the storm a little. I searched for evidence
of the occasionally fun, always intelligent woman I’d dated the
past few months. Nowhere in sight. Outta there.

I rested my hand on the TV stand.
“Damn, look at us. I thought we’d have a nice night at the movies
and come home to some all-night ‘healing’.” I shook my head. “But
here we are arguing, not
about a real-life girl, but some fake girl in a dream. Man, you’re acting
stupid.”

Like I said, no common sense.

“Oh, so now I’m stupid?”

“I didn’t say you were stupid! I
said—”

“I heard you! Just ‘cause you a eye
doctor, you think you all that. I’ve seen this before. The higher
up the ladder a brotha climbs, the lighter the women get until they
become white!”

Boy, boy, boy. I thought I could fend off
the verbal jabs, but she had stepped up to another level.

“What the...where the hell is this
coming from?” I asked. “What, you’d rather me get with a sis...” I
swatted my hand in front of me. “You know what, forget it. You need
help.”

I unleashed the hounds of hell when I said
that. Tasha shot back, flailing her arms and screaming, but I no
longer acknowledged her tirade. Seeing Tasha through new eyes, I
decided homegirl had issues. Never really knew how deep until a
damn dream killed that fickle love thing between us.

For a moment, I wondered if her head dancing
would rip the skin around her neck. Ridiculous. Tasha was clearly a
straight up fatal-attraction psycho who had reached her expiration
date.

“...so if you want a white woman, go
‘head! You dreaming about them! I can—hey! You ignoring
me?”

I blinked. “Huh? Oh, I was—”

Tasha rose from the couch, her Damian eyes
laser beaming my way. Can you believe this
second-coming-of-the-Exorcist pushed me? I stumbled back, nearly
bumping into the TV. Again, I somehow restrained the monstrous urge
to retaliate.

Tasha stomped toward the bedroom. “Get
out!”

Another door slam cut through the air. She
wanted me out and that’s what I did—for good.

As I started Lexy’s engine, I glanced at a
picture of Tasha and me dangling from my rear-view mirror, vowing
to never see that face again. I ripped the mini-pic off, crumpled
it up and pushed it in my cup holder.

Like I said, I’d been loyal to sistas.
Except for one or two one-night wham-bams that don’t really count,
I’d never actually dated
white women. Obviously Dedrick knew something I didn’t know.
Maybe hidden treasures lay in the world of “vanillas,” as Dedrick
called them.

So I decided to branch out, go on a few
dates. I thought a little one-on-one with some “snow whites” would
give me a taste of what I’d been missing.

 


 


* * * * *

 



Chapter 3

Penelope

 


They say, “Once you go black, you never go
back.” I really haven’t been back since.

How the daughter of an old racist redneck
from a small hick town called Starkdale got involved with black
men, I don’t know.

All right, all right, I lied. I
do know.

His name was Jamal. Lean, tall and toned
like a basketball player. We met at a sports bar in downtown San
Diego. Jamal was so different from the guys I hung around with in
Mississippi—mainly his color, of course. Even today, my home city
has a black side and a white side, a divided lower-class population
that works together during the day but rarely mingles at night.

But California was a long way from
Starkdale, so when Jamal asked me to dance, I figured what the
hell? As we angled toward the dance floor, it occurred to me I’d
never danced with a black guy before, despite some interaction with
them in high school and eight years in the Navy. Kinda weird,
considering I’d harbored many secret crushes on black guys. You
just don’t find them in country bars though, which is where I
usually hung out.

At first Jamal and I kept a safe distance as
we danced, about a foot or two apart. He had this two-step,
finger-snap thing going that was so cute, but nothing that
outshined my little side-to-side, on beat, off beat dance—if you
can call it a “dance.” At that time, I didn’t listen to much Rap
music.

Then the DJ played “It’s Gettin’ Hot In
Here” by the rapper Nelly. Couples swallowed floor space, assuming
all kinds of inappropriate postures. I was determined to keep
things innocent, but a few seconds into the song, Jamal turned into
a little devil.

Jamal’s hips pumped harder, arms and legs
moving faster. Then he pushed his hands in the air. I gasped every
time he did that. I think it had something to do with those
rock-hard biceps, not to mention nice, juicy lips. I’d noticed him
swiping his tongue across them as he lip-synced the lyrics.

My friend Jen danced with Jamal’s friend,
Brandon, a hot white guy. She pushed her hands together, egging me
on to close the space between me and Jamal. As I pumped my hips
toward him, Jamal bent his knees and spread his legs. For a few
seconds, he stood the same height as me, his face inches from mine.
I stared into his eyes...just for a moment. Bushy eyebrows, thick
lips, super smile. Very cute.

I tried to pick up the rhythm. He placed his
hands on my waist; I did the same. Our hips kissed for the first
time as dribbles of sweat tickled my inner thighs.

I noticed some stares from a few white guys
at the bar, but tried to ignore them. I was trying to concentrate
on my crash course in Hip Gyration 101, courtesy of Jamal and his
magic pelvis. I thought I was getting the hang of it, but then I
dipped my body and banged my knee against his thigh, bumping into a
guy behind me.

Good going,
Pen.

Jamal leaned toward my ear and said, “Don’t
worry about it.” I tilted my head; his lips grazed my earlobe. “I
love the way you move.”

He sparked my hormones so fast. I’m sure the
margaritas helped, but when his breath brushed my neck and sexy
voice dripped through me, he stirred enough heat to blister my
jugular vein. Scary.

Our bodies became a vanilla and
chocolate swirl. Jamal could shift his hips from
5th to
1st gear in a snap, but I
loved 1st gear, with his slow
circles and swift bumps against my pelvis. I mirrored his moves and
went along for the ride, like two boats rocking against a gentle
wave.

It didn’t take long to realize his boat had
a concrete “anchor” attached. I felt it poking me, sandwiched
between my private spot and his hips. My nature responded. How
could it not?

I wonder if what they say
is true? Are black guys really that big?
He’s soooo hot. If Jamal can move like this on the dance floor, I
wonder what he’s like in bed...

The DJ said a few words, then mixed in a
Techno song. With a thin film of sweat covering me and raw throat,
I needed a break and some water.

I swiped hair off my drenched cheek and
placed my hands on his shoulders. “C’mon,” I said on my toes,
“let’s sit down.”

We stepped off the dance floor while Jen and
her guy stayed. She shot me a look; I stuck out my tongue.

Before I reached the chair, Jamal pulled it
out for me. How sweet. When Jamal sat down across from me in the
light, he looked two times better.

He folded his arms on the table. “Damn,
Penelope, you worked me out, girl!”

The corners of my lips crept up. He
remembered my name. “I was just trying to keep up with you, Mr.
Dance Fever!”

“I heard that,” he said. “Hey, you got
a lil’ twang in your voice. Where you from?”

“Place called Starkdale.” I dabbed a
napkin on my forehead. “Small town in Mississippi. I’m really sorry
I bumped your leg, by the way.”

“It’s cool. You was doin’ your
thing!”

“Yeah, right. Whatever I was doing, I
sure do need the exercise. My butt is getting huge!”

“You say that like it’s a bad
thing.”

“What, it’s not? You don’t think I’m
too big?”

“Big? You are not big at all. You
thick!”

“Thick?”

He licked his lips. “Yeah. Brothas love
females with thickness.” He scooted his chair back and stared under
the table at my legs. He was a cocky little sucker, but I liked
that.

“Love your thighs, too!” he said.
“Matta’ fact, if not for the long blond hair, you could pass for a
light-skinned sista. You got an onion, girl!”

I laughed so hard I almost slipped off the
chair. Never heard a behind called an “onion” before. Our
conversation fascinated me, though, learning more about this thing
black men have with big butts and all. I’d always hated my pear
shape, but Jamal said why hate what my mother gave me? He praised
my shape with words that turned my cheeks red. Called me a classic
figure eight, a brick house. A Caucasian hottie with a bangin’
body.

“All right, all right,” I said,
fanning my face. “That’s enough. I’ve met my quota on
compliments!”

Jamal pushed his chair back. “I just keep it
real. You fine as hell.” He stood up and stretched. “You want a
drink?”

“Some bottled water would be
great.”

He flashed his mega-watt smile. “Be right
back.”

I slumped further into the chair. I swear
ever since I saw a shirtless LL Cool J licking his lips in a music
video, I’ve had a secret fetish for black men. For silly reasons, I
guess, like the way they walked, talked and especially the way they
danced. But even though I’d spent a decent amount of time
daydreaming about a taste of chocolate, I’d never gotten this close
before.

Jamal had me aching to take my curiosity to
the next level. With his bronze skin, fleshy lips and cut physique,
I was barreling down a road to the taboo motherland and didn’t want
to stop. Even though my father would feed me to the hounds for
dirty dancing with him...for speaking to him.

For that itchy tingle burning between my
sweaty thighs.

“Wake up!” Jen cried, slapping my
chair. “Where’d the black Adonis go?”

“He’s at the bar,” I said. “Where’s
his friend?”

Jen sat in Jamal’s chair. “In the restroom.
How’s it goin’ with him?”

Before I could respond, Jamal reappeared
with four bottles of water. He set them down on the table and
extended a hand to Jen. “Hey, I’m Jamal.”

“Nice to meet you. I’m Jen. Brandon
went to the restroom.”

Jamal flashed his hi-beam smile. “I saw you
coming over and thought you might be thirsty, too, so I got water
for all of us. Help yourself.”

“That’s so thoughtful of you, Jamal,”
I said.

Jamal grabbed a chair from a table next to
us and sat beside me. “Well, you know, I gotta take care of the
best lookin’ females up in here.”

And right there, Jamal sucked us into a
hailstorm of charm. Brandon came to the table and the four of us
got better acquainted, talking about everything and laughing up a
storm. We eventually introduced more margaritas.

Brandon and Jamal were in the Air Force,
stationed four hours north of San Diego. That gave us a lot in
common since Jen and I were old Navy buddies. After active duty,
we’d taken jobs as functional analysts at a naval facility called
SpaNet.

Jamal and Brandon had come to San Diego for
the weekend. The following Monday, they were scheduled to fly out
to Sheppard Air Force base under new orders. Jen and I whined upon
hearing the news. As the clock ticked down on my time with Jamal,
my body fever jumped, intensifying my “itch.”

We danced a few more times. Tired and
burning up, I took Jamal’s hand and looked at his watch. It was
1:27 a.m.

“It’s getting late. I think I wanna
go.”

“Yeah, me too. Let’s roll.”

I tapped Jen’s shoulder and we vacated the
floor. As we headed toward the exit I cuffed Jamal’s arm, causing
this scruffy-faced white guy to fix me with the evil eye. He stood
by the entrance, holding a Corona beer and shaking his head. I
recognized him as one of the guys that gave me dirty looks
earlier.

I stopped in front of him. “Why do you keep
staring at me? Do you have a problem?”

The guy took another sip, but didn’t say
anything. Just walked away. Must have been intimidated by our two
personal “bodyguards.”

“Seems like dude don’t like you,
Penelope,” Brandon said. “Or maybe you, Jamal.”

“That’s cool.” Jamal wrapped his arms
under my breasts from behind. “Say, man! Don’t worry! She’s in the
good hands of a black man!”

I threw the back of my head against Jamal’s
chest and laughed. We all did.

Jamal nudged me outside. Early morning air
cooled my hot skin.

“Damn, girl,” Jamal said, “I didn’t
expect that! Thought you was ‘bout to beat ol’ boy
down!”

“Yeah,” Jen said, walking behind us.
“Penny’s a firecracker.”

I locked my arms around Jamal’s arm. “That
guy’s an ignorant ass.”

“All righty, then,” Jamal said. “Calm
down, killer.”

We stepped off the curb and walked through
the parking lot. “Hope my evil side didn’t scare you, Jamal.”

“Scared, no. Surprised, yes.” He
leaned toward my ear and whispered, “I
love a woman with spark, though.”

I forgot all about that guy.

We wandered around several cars. Brandon and
Jen held their own conversation a few steps behind us.

“So, um,” I cleared my throat, “are
we...you heading back to the
motel?”

He nodded. “Yeah, that’s the plan. You wanna
hang for a while? We can pick up sumn’ to eat and chill in the
room.”

“Um...sure. I’m kinda hungry.” I found
my Civic and turned to Jen. “Jen, you wanna get something to eat?
We can bring it back to their rooms.”

“We were just talking about that,” she
said. “How about you guys ride together? I’ll ride with
Brandon.”

I smiled. Music to my ears.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


Brandon and Jen disappeared into a room a
few doors down while Jamal and I set up a picnic on his motel bed.
We lay with shoes off and legs stretched out, backs against the
headboard. The TV offered the only light in the room. We conversed
and laughed about this and that, even touched hands a few
times.

Though Taco Bell hit the spot, I was
aching to tame my real
appetite.

We finished our food and put away the
cartons. We glanced, then stared, edging closer to each other, our
faces only a breath apart. His eyes...those lips! I could taste them without even touching
him.

Gunfire from the TV phased out, my
mind now wasted away from margaritas and a hunger for flesh. I
wanted him bad.

When we kissed, tingles rode the curves in
my spine. We stripped off our clothes and made them room ornaments;
my bra and panties soon followed. Jamal’s lips traveled my cheeks,
my shoulders, naked chest. He slipped two fingers inside me. I
gasped, digging my nails into the mattress. My back arched so, so
high.

He maneuvered toward the end of the bed,
placing his knees on the floor. With his hands locked on my thighs,
he pulled me closer and spread my legs in a wide V angle, my wet
walls like the Florida Everglades.

But then something made my face burn. Waves
of panic rippled inside.

As Jamal toured my inner thighs, I
struggled with the conflict between desire and guilt. What was I
doing in a motel room with a black man? Was my physical famine so
strong that I could commit an interracial felony with someone I’d
just met?

The image of my father popped in my head.
Great timing, huh? I closed my eyes and tried to erase memories
that haunt me to this day...

I was twelve years old, sitting on the floor
watching a movie. Larry sat next to me while my mother washed
dishes in the kitchen. In the movie, a pretty dark-haired white
girl ran into the arms of her high school star athlete boyfriend.
Seeing that black boy’s lips touch hers sparked a rage in my father
I’ll never forget.

Impaired from his usual Jim Beam, my father
threw the empty bottle at the TV. “Damn niggers! Stay with your own
kind!”

Glass shattered inches from my bare feet,
causing me to jump back. Accustomed to my father’s outbursts, Larry
didn’t move.

I tried to step away from the mess, but my
father’s cold hand wrapped around my elbow and yanked me forward. I
stumbled against the living room table and stubbed my big toe on a
piece of glass. Pain shot through my foot, but my cries fell on
deaf ears. The same hate my dad harnessed for black men bored into
me from dark blue eyes.

“If you ever give your body to a
monkey,” he said, pink face twisted, “I’ll kill ya. And if I can’t
do it, I’ll make sher somebody else does, ya hear me?”

His firm tone froze me. I nodded because I
believed him.

He let go of my arm and I limped toward my
mother, staining the hardwood floor with blood. Mom placed a hand
on my shoulder and walked me toward the bathroom. Years of my dad’s
outbursts had worn her down, and my mother was as timid as I
was.

My brother Larry patted my shoulder. “It’ll
be okay, Pen. You know how he gets when he’s drunk.”

Dad was like the devil to me as a little
girl, especially when liquored up. Besides him, I could think of a
million other reasons to stop my coffee-colored pipe dreams. For
one, the last time I shared a dark space with a black
guy...well...let’s just say the outcome wasn’t very pretty.

But that was then. What’s done is done. I’m
not a little girl anymore; I am a twenty-eight- year-old woman with
a strong body and mind, and I no longer felt black men were taboo.
I owned this night and damn it, I could indulge in whatever I
wanted.

And I wanted Jamal.

Jamal’s strong hands split my legs. I
smothered my fear and gave in to lust. He buried his head between
my thighs and circled his tongue in and out of me, tasting natural
honeydew that had seeped hours ago.

“Damn, you sexy as hell, girl.” He ran
his tongue along my sticky thighs. “Taste good, too.”

So many pleasant surprises in one night. I
didn’t think black men took trips down south.

After a few laps around my center, Jamal
slithered between my legs...pecking my belly, licking my nipples,
nibbling my neck...tasting my tongue. Before I could catch my
breath, he stole it away when he entered me. My God. He filled me
up, made me howl to a fake moon. Nothing mattered anymore except
that piece of him inside of me.

My warped mind blurred guilt. He wore
no condom, but I didn’t care. I know, I know. Dumb move Pen. What can I say? I just
didn’t friggin’ care.

His deep, hard strokes tapped a primal core.
Cries erupted from the pit of my stomach, my nails raking skin off
his thick back. I screamed so loud; came so hard. The harder he
pumped, the deeper he plunged, the more I transformed into
something...animal. Like a creature of the night.

Within minutes, my body rode an endless
tremor and I thought I would puke all the margaritas out of me.

I had done it. Crossed over with Jamal
and tasted the forbidden fruit. And it was sooooooo good. Why did the Air Force transfer
Jamal away? It just didn’t seem fair that I wouldn’t get a chance
for seconds.

But it wasn’t long before another black man
took his place.

With the chains of fear shattered, I felt
bold enough to act on the crush I had on my co-worker Dedrick. I’d
liked him for awhile, but his dark brown skin kept me at a
distance. That stupid stuff was over, though. Once Jamal popped my
black cherry, I was ready to get to know Dedrick a whole lot
better.

What my dad didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him.
Or me.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 



Chapter 4

Tammy

Nine Months Later

 


“Hey, Hot Chocolate, just wanted to
let you know I’m coming in tonight.”

“Dale, you only told me forty-five
times via email.”

“Did I? Then you know this white boy
wants a date, right?”

“A date? I don’t know about all
that!”

“C’mon! We can go to a club or
something. Don’t you want to see me pop my thizang?”

I exploded in laughter. This Ivy
League white boy was always trying to show how “down” he was.
“Thizang?” I cried. “What the
hell is a thizang? You’ve
been watching too much BET.”

“Don’t hate. I’m just spittin’ game,
shorty.”

“Whatever. I may have to rain check
that date.”

“Oh, brushing me off, huh? Why you
gots to be playa hatin’? You needs to be concentratin’ and fixatin’
on Dale datin’!”

Again, I rolled. “Dale!” I cried, struggling
to speak. “Boy, shut up! You’re gonna make me pee myself.”

“Okay, okay.” He chuckled. “I’ll leave
you alone. Bye, Hot Chocolate. See you soon.”

“Okay, sweetie. Bye.”

I hung up the phone, shaking my head. Though
he had more cheese than an extra-large pizza, Dale sure did know
how to inject a ton of smiles. He cracked me up every time. I even
liked his corny pet names, especially “Hot Chocolate.”

Dale was also a loan officer, but based in
Jacksonville, Florida. He flew to the West Coast on business quite
a bit, and during my six months working here at a too-big-to-fail
bank in downtown San Diego, we had run into each other three or
four times at various work functions. The first time I caught him
staring at me, I could tell he wouldn’t mind a sample. He was cute,
too, with dirty blond hair and a big-toothed smile.

After a few hours of work, I decided to
break for lunch. I dialed Sheryl to see if she wanted to join me
for a quick bite. She was free, so we chose Horton Plaza, an
outdoor mall.

Sheryl and I met at the
4th and B club, a venue for
comedy shows and live music. We strolled down
4th avenue, the San Diego
weather a comfortable seventy degrees, even in the middle of
winter. We crossed the trolley tracks and in less than two minutes,
stepped onto an escalator toward the plaza.

I felt like Italian food; so did Sheryl. We
bought calzones from a pizza place, then found seats in the
shade.

Sheryl set her tray on the table. “Hey, what
happened to your pendant? I’ve known you all these years and never
seen you go anywhere without it on. Did you lose it?”

“Nope. Just decided not to wear it for
awhile.”

“Why not?”

I shrugged. “I really don't want to talk
about it.”

“Not even with me?”

“No, not even with you.
Sorry.”

Sheryl stared at me for a moment, trying to
gain top-secret access to my thoughts. Some things I didn't want to
reveal, though, even to a best friend.

“Fair enough. I’ll leave it at that.”
She grabbed her fork. “So...now that you’re all settled into your
new place and job, how do you like San Diego? It’s been, what, damn
near a year since you moved here?”

“Yeah, time sure does fly, doesn’t it?
I like San Diego a lot, though. Nice, laid back city.”

“That’s one of the...aw hell.” Sheryl
shook her head. “There goes another one.”

I took a sip of Pepsi. “Another what?”

Sheryl nodded toward the litter of winter
shoppers behind me. “See him?”

I scanned the area. Didn’t see anything
unusual, just people dipping in and out of the plaza stores.

I turned back to her. “Girl, who?”

“That dread-locked boy with the snow
bunny. Another brotha fiendin’ for vanilla.” She frowned. “That’s
one thing I don’t like about
this city.”

As soon as she said vanilla, a tall, Rasta
brotha with locks walked by us. He had a golden haired Britney
Spears clone under his arm, her pink-colored lips stretched from
ear to ear.

Sheryl’s gaze followed them. The couple
obviously didn’t sense the heat she generated because they went
about their business, laughing and carrying on.

I tore off a crust. “Why do you look all
mad?”

She gave me the
thousand-wrinkles-on-her-forehead look. “Why? You should be mad, too.”

“For what? That’s his
business.”

“Well, I’m tired of it.” Sheryl
stuffed her mouth. “Dedrick keeps screwin’ these white bitches,
too.”

Damn sure the truth. I hadn’t once
seen Dedrick with a sista since I moved to rainbow California. When
we lived in Dallas, Dedrick used to wear holes in his sneakers
chasing after me, but I’d always viewed him as a kid brother, so I
never gave him the time of day. Then baby boy grew up, became some
kind of computer network guy and went from awkward teen to
da-yum! He could have his pick of
women now, and was clearly expanding his horizons.

While part of me understood why Sheryl was
upset, how could I be mad about Dedrick only dating white girls
when I had built my own brick wall that barred brothas? Since the
break-up with Craig, the only man I’d allowed to “chip my bricks”
was Dale, a white man who lived a thousand miles away. Black men
could do their own thing for all I cared. The word “statistic” and
Tammy would never ride in the same sentence. After my past
experiences, I felt if I kept messing with black men, somehow,
someway, I’d end up a statistic, too.

Sheryl sipped her soda. “I can’t
believe that boy. Always sellin’ out. And, oh, he’s been hanging
around this nice-looking
brotha, too. An optometrist.”

I crossed my legs, pulling my skirt to my
knee. “For real?”

“Yeah. But whenever you meet him don’t
bother trying to push up. From what I can see, he collects white
women like baseball cards.”

I chuckled, then we sat quiet for a second.
As I ate, I watched people out and about.

Out of nowhere, Sheryl said, “This is crazy.
White women are stealing our men!”

“Damn, girl, quiet down!” I glanced
around, looking for eyes our way. “Don’t you think you’re being a
bit melodramatic? You make it sound like some kind of conspiracy or
something.”

“It’s worse than a conspiracy, Tammy.
It’s an epidemic.” Sheryl picked up a napkin. “If your skin tone is
any darker than this napkin, a brotha’s not trying to talk to
you.”

I shook my head. “Girl, shut up! What about
the men you’ve hooked up with since you got here?”

“You mean boys? I haven’t had one relationship that lasted
three months. I actually saw one of my exes with a white woman the
other day. I’m telling you it’s an epidemic.”

“Come on, it can’t be that
bad.”

“Oh, no? I bet before Tomi gets here
we’ll see at least two more Oreo couples.”

As soon as she said that, I spotted a brotha
with a short brunette who looked like she just woke up. Girl had
the nerve to roll up in the same pizza place, knowing damn well she
stood a slice away from crushing a weight scale.

I nodded toward them. “There’s one.”

Sheryl turned. “Ugh! Damn shame.” She leaned
toward me, cuffing her hands over her lips. “Brothaman hooked up
with a whale, didn’t he?”

I laughed. “Girl, you wrong!”

I scanned the food court. Picking out
white-black couples had become a game.

“So,” Sheryl said, “don’t you think
it’s time to get out of that funk? You’ve been sulking since you
got to California.”

“Oh, stop it. Always exaggerating. I
haven’t been sulking.”

“Yes, you have. Damn, do you even like
men anymore? Seems like all you do is work, go to the gym and
study.”

“Listen to you. What is the point of
me dating if, as you say, all the brothas are busy chasing white
girls?”

Sheryl changed her tune.
“True...but...well, there are some
good brothas out there. I’m sure a few have tried to get with
you, especially once they see your cutey-booty dimples.”

“Oh, hush. I don’t have time for
men.”

“What? You
could at least get some hump action!” Sheryl gave me an odd look.
“Girl, you’re not over Craig, yet? Forget that fool! He’s...damn,
there’s another one!” She
switched gears, pointing over my shoulder. Back to the “snow bunny”
rant.

A light-skinned boy about nineteen walked
alongside a bony, curly-haired girl, her skin a pale beige
color.

“She doesn’t look white,” I said.
“Probably Mexican.”

“She counts, too! See, not only do
sistas have to compete with white girls, but Mex’cans, Indians,
uh...uh...Asians!”

“Well, maybe we should give ‘em a
taste of their own medicine and start stepping out with
their men.”

Sheryl sucked her teeth. “You know what? I
thought about it, but...I really don’t want their men. A white guy?
I just couldn’t do it.”

Dale’s name edged to the tip of my
tongue, but I held back. I hadn’t convinced myself
I could cross over,
either.

While searching for another subject change,
I noticed a guy runway-walking toward us, his booty popping.
Jet-black hair so wavy it could make you seasick. Definitely a
black guy with a queer eye.

I tilted my head toward him, still
looking at Sheryl. “Look at this boy
sashaying like a fashion model,” I
whispered.

Sheryl smiled. Without turning, she said,
“That’s Tomi.”

My bottom lip hung.
“That’s Tomi? Your new
girlfriend you’ve been dying for me to meet?”

“Yup. Pretty, huh? That boy’s so hot
we’ll need an AC when he sits down.”

“I thought he was a
she?” I said in a low voice. “Why
did you call her your girlfriend?” I peeked at Tomi’s booty-sway
stroll. “Never mind. Dumb question.”

Sheryl waved Tomi over. “Hey, Tomi. About
time your ass got here.”

Tomi swatted his hand near his face. “Shhh!
Please. I was on the phone with Deshawn’s ig’nant ass.”

“Oh, yeah? Tomi, this is my girl
Tammy.”

I was about to extend my hand but Tomi bent
down, stretched his arms and hugged me.

Tomi said, “Been wanting to meet you. This
girl talks ‘bout you all the damn time.”

“Nice to meet you, too.” I tried to
hug up from a seated position. A little awkward. Tomi sat
down.

Sheryl pointed at a leftover piece of
calzone, but Tomi waved it off. “I ate in the back of the store
while I was talkin’ to Deshawn.”

“What’s going on with him?” Sheryl
asked.

“Tsssk!” Tomi rolled his eyes. “He
wanna get back wit me, talkin’ ‘bout he miss me. Damn, he confused.
I’m like, ‘boy, get yo’ ass out the closet and stop experimentin’
with me!’ ”

I dropped my jaw. That boy put it out there
without a care in the world. I liked him already.

Curious, I asked, “So he’s creepin’ on the
down-low?”

Tomi crossed his legs. “Yeah, girl.
You’d be surprised how many black men out there just
actin’ straight. I been wit a few of
‘em, talkin’ ‘bout they ain’t gay. This guy Paul called himself
‘try-sexual.’ ”

“Trisexual?” I asked.

“Yeah, as in t-r-y. Said he likes
to try anything freaky with a
man or woman, but he don’t call himself gay. Can you believe that?
I’m like ‘whatever.’ Keep thinking that lie while rammin’ that
thing in my booty hole, o-kay?”

No, he did not just say that!

Sheryl and I blew up. I laughed so hard I
thought my vocal cord would collapse. People turned our way, but I
don’t think they heard our A-B-C conversation. Security probably
would have kicked us out if they had.

Tears watered my eyes. I dabbed my moist
cheeks with a napkin.

Sheryl tapped my hand. “And after Paul
realized he wasn’t gay, who did he leave you for?”

“Some white bitch.”

My head shook. “What? No, he didn’t!”

Tomi nodded. “I ain’t lyin’, girl. Saw ‘em
kissin’ in a club. Soon as he saw me, that fool ‘bout ta knock
people over tryna get out.”

I folded my arms against my chest.
“Damn.”

“Told you, girl,” Sheryl said. “White
women are like flies at a picnic. Just everywhere.”

We laughed. Damn, it felt good to smear
happy tears against my cheeks for a change. But the laughs didn’t
stop there.

Tomi looked up and whispered,
“No, she didn’t walk out here in dem
flip-flops.”

Sheryl and I turned to see a bowling
ball-shaped woman in a T-shirt and sweatpants wobble by with two
rug rats. Poor woman needed half-a-day of pedicure work and
half-a-year at Jenny Craig.

Tomi slapped Sheryl’s knee. “You see dem
toes, girl? How you gon’ have toenails lookin’ like pitch
forks?”

I covered my mouth. It took all my cheek
muscles to restrain the piece of calzone I had just chewed. I
thought my skull would crack trying to hold back a rumble of
laughs. Tears bubbled in Sheryl’s eyes.

I pushed my plate away. Smart idea because
Tomi didn’t stop.

“Yeah, girl,” he said. “These fools
out here be—would you look at this parakeet lookin’ heifa right
‘chea?”

Damn, that boy took people-watching to
another level. Had me covering my stomach, pretty much having a
fit.

I finally saw the young girl he joked about.
Typical teenager except she had green and red spiked hair.

Tomi shook his head. “That child look like
she should be on somebody’s shoulder, talkin’ ‘bout ‘Polly wanna
cracker?’ ”

And that’s how the rest of lunch went. I
can’t remember the last time I laughed out loud and acted the fool
in a public place. I thought Dale pushed my funny bone hard, but
Tomi played on it like a joystick. Tomi became my new best friend
within fifteen minutes of meeting him.

Felt good to break out of my shell for a
while.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


I opened my apartment door and ran a hand
over sore belly ripples. I didn’t need to do my nightly stomach
crunches; Tomi had worked my abdominal muscles enough. And that was
over four hours ago.

I kicked off my heels. The bright red “2”
flashing on my answering machine drew me toward the small glass
table next to the sofa. I pressed the Play button and sat down.
Sheryl’s silly butt came first:

What’s up, girl? Didn’t I tell you about
that fool? Crazy, huh? Ha! Hey, me and Tomi was talkin’ ‘bout going
to the club on Friday. You need to bring your butt, too! Call me
back.

I hadn’t been to a club in months, but
Sheryl never gave up trying to get me out. I wasn’t lying about
being busy, though. Homework took up most of my free time during
the week and I had a writing class on Saturday mornings. I reserved
Sundays for “me” time. I’d discovered it was easier to maintain a
brick wall with a packed schedule.

The machine beeped. Miki’s voice came
next:

Hey, girl. Call me back.
Got some dirt.

I picked up the phone and dialed Miki’s
line. A tender sting throbbed around my kneecap, so I gave it a
deep massage.

Miki picked up after the second ring. “Hey.
Just get home from work?”

“Yeah. You should’ve seen me and
Sheryl today. Acting a straight fool at lunch. This new gay friend
of hers had us rollin’.”

“For real?” Miki paused. “I miss you
heifas.”

“Well, you can always come out here
and live with me for a while like I did with Sheryl.”

She sighed. “Maybe one day. Since all ya’ll
just got up and left me. I don’t have anyone here except
Kevin.”

“Girl, we didn’t leave you. Stop the
guilt trip.”

“Whatever. So, you want to hear the
dirt or what?”

“Spill it.”

“Grip is dead.”

“What?” Blood rushed my cheeks. I rose
from the sofa. “What happened?”

“Shot five times. Some kids found his
body next to a dumpster in an alley. Looks like a dope deal gone
bad.”

The phone almost slipped through my hand. Of
course. That’s one of the reasons I never cared for Craig’s
childhood friend—the drug mess. Craig once swore he wanted no part
of it. Since I left him, I could only wonder if he had sold his
soul to the dope devil—or if he sold all along while with me. I
suspect the latter.

“What about Craig?”

“Don’t know. Haven’t seen or heard
about him. I wouldn’t be surprised if he was involved,
though.”

“I...um...let me call you back. Trying
to digest this.”

“Okay. Talk to you soon.”

We hung up. A short wind breezed through my
lips as I rested my head against the sofa, eyelids at half-mast. I
was stunned to hear the news, but the iron shield around my heart
barred any sympathy for Grip. Why have any? Grip chose that path,
so the nigga got what he deserved. And I bet Craig followed that
grimy road, too.

On impulse, I reached for my pendant, but
forgot it wasn’t there. My father hadn’t touched my heart since I
left Dallas. I thought the pendant would be better off zipped up in
my purse. Too much hate still in me, I guess.

I thought again about my conversation with
Sheryl. Maybe black men really were an endangered species. If most
black men were either dead, in jail, gay, or jumping ship with
white women, why shouldn’t sistas jump ship, too?

Dale’s blue eyes and dirty blond hair popped
in my head again.
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Chapter 5

Terrell

 


“Check you out,” Dedrick said, holding
my retinoscope a few inches from his face. He handed it back to me.
“This place is nice. You da man.”

I shifted my gaze around my cozy 20-by-12
exam room, the perfect size for a doctor and patient. The door to
the left led to my office, while the door to my right opened into
the short hallway that led to the waiting room. Near the front desk
was an inventory room, not much bigger than a closet, but big
enough to store a variety of supplies. Two above-average female
assistants were the cherries on top.

Yeah, I’d done pretty well the last
few months. Up and running in my own practice. I guess I
am “da man.”

“Thanks,” I said, strapped with a
proud grin. “Rent is a bitch, but I’m doing ok.”

Dedrick ran a finger along the oak frame of
my Doctor of Optometry degree on the wall. “You think you a Dr.
Huxtable?”

“Yeah, you can say that,” I replied,
chuckling. “The Dr. Huxtable of eyeballs.”

Like a nosy kid with the need to get his
fingers on every gadget in sight, Dedrick turned to my patient
chair and tweaked the trial frames mounted over the seat.

“Don’t mess up my equipment, now,” I
said. “That stuff isn’t cheap.”

Despite my feigned annoyance, I was happy to
have my partner-in-crime back. Dedrick had been in Japan on
government business the last few months and things hadn’t been the
same without my wingman.

“So, how’s business so far?” Dedrick
asked, sliding his six-foot frame into the patient’s chair. He set
his Nikes on the footrest, got comfortable.

“Not bad. Got my name in the phone
book and word-of-mouth has picked up. Definitely getting a lot of
black folks. Nobody’s ever seen a black optometrist
before.”

“A lot of females?”

“Oh, yeah.” I pressed Play on the iPod
mounted between two small speakers. “A few sistas definitely tried
to get their flirt on.”

“Nice.” Dedrick bobbed his head.
“Tight mix, man. With all the CDs you sent me in Japan, I can tell
you gettin’ good at this DJ thing. Damn, you ‘bout to quit your day
job to be the next Funkmaster Flex, Dr. Eyeball?”

I took off my lab coat and laid it on the
back of my chair. “Naw, bro. Optometry pays the bills. I made this
mix for Lisa.”

Dedrick’s eyelids drooped, dark-brown pupils
targeting me. Gum pops cracked inside his mouth.

“You staring at me?” I
asked.

He tapped his fingers on the armrest. “Lisa,
huh? The short-haired brunette?”

“Yeah. Her friend is dropping her off
in about twenty minutes. While you and I lift weights, she’ll
be...man, what’s up with that goofy look?”

“Nothin’,” he said, stroking the peach
fuzz on his chin. “Just can’t believe how far you’ve jumped
over.”

“Dee, what are you talking
about?”

“You know what. You drownin’ in a sea
of vanilla wafers, big dawg.”

I erupted in laughs. Dedrick never
called them white women, just names like “vanilla wafers” or
“Barbies.” He told me his sister Sheryl called them “snow bunnies.”
Shoot, I even had pet names.
Whatever the label, I’d been OD-ing on them for months.

“You hit the skins, yet?”

I turned the music down. “Of course. Last
night.”

“Damn, you done jumped
waaaaaay over!”

“Man, I’m just experimenting. Booty is
booty, though. It’s all the same. Well...I take that back. I think
white girls are freakier than sistas.”

“Told ya, man,” Dedrick said, reaching
out to give me a pound. “Some Barbies have Mandingo fantasies and
wanna test the stereotypes, so they take freaky-nasty to the next
level. No wonder I haven’t been back to black in a
while.”

“You’re crazy, fool. But to be honest,
dating marshmallows has definitely been...interesting.”

“Marshmallows? Yo’ ass sounding like
me now.”

“What can I say? You’ve rubbed off on
me in more ways than one.”

“Well, tell me about it, black man.
I’ve been gone for a minute, so I don’t know the extent of your
crossover.”

I exhaled. Time for a heart-to-heart between
men. I stopped the iPod and leaned my chair back.

“Well, it’s definitely different. I’ve
dated what...five of them since I dumped Tasha? Whole new
world.”

“No attitudes, either,
huh?”

“I haven’t stuck around long enough to
find out. Still in date mode.”

Dedrick nodded. “Well, I haven’t seen nearly
as much attitude in Barbies as in sistas. What I like most about
them is you don’t have to feel like you’re on guard all the
time.”

“Yeah, I had to be on my P’s and Q’s
with Tasha.”

“It’s called baggage. Black women
carry around too much of it.
A lot of them don’t even know what to do with a good brotha.”

“True, true,” I replied.

Dedrick twisted his lips. “When I lived with
Nicki, I can’t remember a day when I didn’t come home to a
battlefield! Just arguing over nothin’, you know what I’m
sayin’?”

We slapped hands. “Tasha was the same way. A
few sistas before her had similar issues.”

“Yeah, but Barbies? They’re more
bubbly: ‘How was your day?’ or ‘would you like a back rub, babe?’
”

“The way it should be!” I cried,
cosigning with him.

“Sistas be claimin’ they fed up with
us, but brothas can’t be fed up? Sistas need to get a clue. Get an
attitude adjustment, cater to your man, stop looking for basketball
player height, go to the gym, stop—”

“Damn, bro, slow down!” I laughed.
“What ‘cha mean by ‘go to the gym,’ anyway?”

“You know what I mean. Besides Nicki
bitchin’ about money or whatever else, she was gettin’
fat!”

That must have been the last straw for
Dedrick. I’d known him for about a year and the man hit the gym for
two hours every day. A female
wouldn’t stand a chance with him if she couldn’t meet his minimum
four-days-a-week fitness requirement.

“I’ve seen sistas up in the gym,” I
said, feeling a sudden need to defend them.

“But not as much as Barbies. They all
up in the gym. Step classes, Yoga, Pilates.”

I nodded. “I hear you.”

An old JET magazine on my desk swayed my thoughts a
little. Gabrielle Union blessed the cover. “I won’t lie,” I said,
staring at her perfect white teeth and coke bottle frame, “I still
love a nice ass and pretty brown face. Most marshmallows can’t
touch that.”

You would’ve thought I said something dumber
than your typical politician the way Dedrick warped his face.

“Fool, you crazy!” he cried. “I’ll
take legs over ass any day. I’ve never been into the thick thing. I
like that long, sleek, leggy shape.”

“Riiiight. What about
Penelope?”

Dedrick’s lips parted, but only a cluck
sound came out. Round cheeks softened into a smile.

“Aw’ight,” he said, nodding. “You have
a point. She does have back.”

“Not just back—she’s
thick. I was like
daaayum when I first met her.
Reminds me of Ice T’s wife a little.”

“Yeah,” he said. “Long blond hair,
pretty pink lips, ass...damn. I noticed her right away when she
starting working at SpaNet. You know I had to push up on it. On the
low-low, of course.”

I nodded. Can’t have fraternization on a
government job.

“At first she was playing hard to get,
but after a while we started talking more and hit it off.” He blew
out a breath. Something on the tile floor caught his gaze and his
voice withered away. “Half the dudes in the company tried to holla,
but she eventually chose me.”

“So, what’s up with you two? You guys
have been official about three months, right?”

“Yeah. But because of my time in
Japan, I haven’t seen her in damn near two months. Our schedules
are crazy. I pick her up from the airport tomorrow. She’s in
Norfolk now.”

“Don’t you guys travel together
sometimes?”

Dedrick shook his head. “Different travel
times for each team. I’m leaving again next week for Meridian,
Mississippi to upgrade the computer networks for the tech schools
on the naval base. I wish she could join me ‘cause her family lives
near there. I think her dad is sick.”

“Damn, you already at the ‘meet the
family’ stage?”

“Naw. She doesn’t talk about her
family much, but I get the feeling they’re a little on the redneck
side. Who knows what they’d do if she brought my black ass
home.”

“It’s like that? Damn.”

Dedrick scratched the back of his fade. “She
told me she’d been with a brotha before, but I’m the first she’s
been serious about.”

“And what about you?”

Dedrick shrugged, but didn’t answer. I could
see it in his eyes, though. He’d fallen for her. Don’t know how
far, but Penelope had worked his heart.

A tap on the door interrupted us. “Come
in.”

Luna, my curly-haired Latina assistant,
popped her head in. “Hi,” she said to Dedrick, puffy lips curved.
She turned to me. “I put away all the patient files, Dr. Jackson.
Shaundra is still working on inventory. You have anything else for
me?”

“No, Luna. I’ll see you tomorrow.” I
smiled. “Thanks for all your hard work.”

“You’re welcome.” She waved, smiling.
Dedrick threw up two fingers. The door closed.

Dedrick said, “She’s not bad looking. I like
Latinas, but they got attitude, too.”

“It’s white or nothing for you, huh,
OJ?”

“Naw, man. I’m not saying I’ll never
go back to black. I just prefer snow bunnies right now.” Dedrick
stood, then stretched. “What about your Jungle Fever, playa? You ready to go back to black? I can hook you up
with Sheryl’s friend Tammy. Man, I had a huge crush on her back in
the day.”

“She fine?”

“Oh, yeah. Want me to set something
up?”

“Naw, that’s all right.”

“You sure?”

“I don’t need a hook-up. Dr. Huxtable
of Eyeballs is doing okay with the ladies.”

“All right, Doctor Pimp. Well, I’m
outta here. I’ll meet you and ol’ girl at the spot.”

“Cool. Lisa should be here, soon.” I
unbuttoned my shirt to change into my gym clothes. “Saw this nice
dark-haired Demi Moore lookin’ female on the biceps machine the
other day.”

“Yeah?”

“Yup. I might need to stock up on more
peaches.”

We laughed. No doubt—I
had jumped way over.
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As I closed my office door, Shaundra stepped
out of the inventory room. She locked the door and flashed a wide
smile. I spread my lips an inch or two, then pretended to zip up
the gym bag strapped around my shoulder.

Patients weren’t the only ones trying to
“holla” at me; sometimes, subordinates want a slice of the boss,
too.

I leaned against the front desk. “Hey,
Shaundra. You all done?”

“Yes.” She removed her lab coat. Wavy
reddish-brown tresses framed her face and brushed her shoulders.
Her hair complimented Noxzema-smooth skin the color of nutmeg.
Slick shifts in her gaze hiked up my arms to my face.

I broke her look of lust by saying, “If
you’re ready to go, I can walk you down.”

She reached for her purse. “What a
gentleman. Thank you.”

As I held the door for her, her hooded
eyes beamed one-way lasers with a message any hot-blooded male
could read. Lovely young sista. Definitely knew how to stroke the
ego of the head Negro. If I wanted, I could seize that opportunity.
But since I wrote her checks, she was way off limits.

After locking up, we strolled toward the
stairs. As we descended, Shaundra rained hints on me, talking about
how good she looked in the black mini she wore to some nightclub a
week before. She definitely didn’t mind toying with the
supervisor-employee red zone. I knew I needed to remind her I’m
Bossman and not a potential hook-up.

When we exited the building, I realized I
didn’t need to halt Shaundra’s flirts. Lisa took care of that for
me.

“Hey, Terrell!” Lisa said, bouncing
toward me in a sports bra and red biker shorts. “Are you
ready?”

I gave her a peck and a hug. “Yup. Watch me
bench-press seven-hundred today.”

Lisa rolled her doe eyes. “Whatever.”

I turned to Shaundra. Two minutes ago,
Saturday morning sunrays sparkled from her face. The moment Lisa’s
pale skin and green eyes came into view—dark clouds and
thunderstorms.

I pulled Lisa close. “Shaundra, this is
Lisa. Lisa, this is one of my assistants, Shaundra.”

Lisa extended her hand. “Nice to meet
you.”

Shaundra’s eyes shifted to me and I felt the
blaze from her three-second glare. Typical black woman
reaction.

Shaundra shook Lisa’s hand. “Nice to meet
you, too,” she replied, her tone dry. She walked away. “See you
tomorrow.”

Lisa frowned, eyes searching for
answers. “Is she okay?” she
whispered.

“I’m sure it’s nothing,” I
lied.

We walked toward my ride. Shaundra drove
off—no wave goodbye, nothing. And I guess, no more sucking up to
the boss.

I held the passenger door for Lisa. “Thank
you,” she said, pink lips raised. She didn’t stop smiling even
after I closed the door.

My pearly whites shined, too. Something
about Barbies made me want to step up the chivalry. Maybe their
perky reception to my gentlemanly ways got me. Don’t know. Whatever
the case, I always felt appreciated.

As I made my way around to the
driver’s side, a black Nissan Sentra with two females inside
murdered my smile. Aw
hell.

The Sentra parked next to my ride, facing
the opposite direction. The dark-skinned sista behind the wheel
turned down the radio. I didn’t know her, but I knew the passenger
well.

“Told ya, girl,” the driver said,
wrinkles mangling her forehead. “Look at her.”

Tasha stepped out of the passenger side,
shaking her head. “I knew it. You are so sorry.”

Despite the put-down, my initial
thought was damn, she looking good.
Attitude smears a pretty face, though.

“Tasha,” I said, hand on the door
handle, “what are you doing here?”

“No, the question should be what
is she doing
there?”

I turned to Lisa. Her bottom lip lay open,
eyes wide.

“Don’t worry about it,” I said, trying
to ease Lisa’s shell shock. “That’s the ex I told you
about.”

Tasha and her nameless cohort blabbed behind
my back. “White bitch” and “fake ass nigga” were the last
straw.

“Look, Tasha, you have no business
here. I don’t appreciate you barging in on me and my—”

“Your what? Your girl?” She shook her head. “You’re nothing but a
damn sellout!”

“Oh, so you drove all the way down
here just to tell me...never mind. Bye, Tasha.”

I got into the car and slammed the door.
Once I started the engine, my subwoofer drowned out Tasha’s
insults.

Driving off, I didn’t speak. Neither did
Lisa.

Despite the boom in my ride, Tasha’s
last word mushroomed in my head: Sellout. A name I used to call other black
men.

Well, if I had become a sellout, I blame
black women for placing my stock up for sale on the white women
market.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 



Chapter 6

Penelope

 


“We’re leaving in about ten minutes,”
my co-worker Bill said, poking his head over the cubicle partition.
“You almost ready?”

“Yeah, just going through some email.
I’ll meet you guys in the lobby in ten.”

“Okay.” Bill ducked back into his
foxhole. I heard him gather his things and shut down the
computer.

I clicked on my email inbox. My heart
skipped when I noticed Dedrick’s email address in bold black
letters.

“What in the world?” Pressing a hand
over my mouth, I smothered away laughter. The subject line
asked, Ready to ride this train
2morrow? Such a goofball.

I read his message. He planned to take off
work early so he could pick me up at the airport. Then we’d go back
to his “crib” for a weekend of home-cooked meals, DVDs and
“waterbed romp shakes” as he called it. It had been so long; I
couldn’t wait.

Before closing the email, I noticed an
attachment he had titled The
Train. I tilted my head. “Hmmmm.”

I had no idea whether or not the attachment
was safe for work, so I turned the monitor toward me. Opening the
picture, my jaw fell, inner furnace firing up. I would need to wipe
sticky juices off my seat when I stood.

My honey had sent me a shirtless pic,
his gap-toothed smile high and wide, hands on his waist. Mr. Muscle
Fitness looked yummy and he knew it. I caressed my thighs, easing a
soft sigh through my lips. Fading into a fantasy, I saw myself
taking a long ride on the Dedrick Express, my nails digging into
his dark-brown pecs. Yes, a long, bumpy ride. I could feel it.
Damn, I could feel
it.

Before falling victim to my own combustion,
I shook away my X-rated thoughts and blew Dedrick a kiss. I shut
the computer down, but Dedrick had booted me up.

Because of our criss-cross travel schedules,
I hadn’t seen him in almost two months—unless you count webcams. It
seemed the deeper we stepped into each other’s lives, the more our
teams deployed to opposite ends of the earth. Like some conspiracy
to keep us apart or something. It really sucked.

Yes, absence made my heart grow fonder, but
I also starved for his nourishment. Instant messenger chats, emails
and phone calls helped bridge the divide, but it wasn’t the same.
Nothing could replace a lover’s touch.

Thankfully I could retire all that
technology for a little while because I’d see Dedrick in less than
twenty-four hours. The thought triggered shivers in all regions of
my body.

Again, I shook away my fantasies. Grabbing
my purse, I said goodbye to my East Coast SpaNet counterparts and
made my way toward the elevator. I hurried past Mark’s desk, the
database programmer. The Joe Smooth wannabe had been hitting on me
for weeks.

I pressed the elevator call button, hoping
to escape before Mark noticed me. No such luck. He grabbed the
elevator door before it closed and stepped inside. “Now, how you
gonna leave without saying goodbye to Marky Mark?”

The door closed. Just me and him.
Cologne dusted the air around me. Great.

“Guess I’m just anxious to get home,”
I said with a shrug.

“Yeah, but damn, not even a goodbye?
My feelings are hurt.”

“Sorry.” Third floor...second floor. C’mon!

A deep twinge throbbed in my neck. I stroked
the small patch of skin between the bones in my spine. Mark picked
up on my obvious sign of pain.

“Neck sore?”

“Yes,” I said, circling my neck, “from
staring at that monitor all day. But it’s not too bad. I’m
okay.”

“I can massage it for—”

“No, no. I’m fine. Thanks.”

The “ding” sound saved me, but Mark decided
to take one last chance at seizing the moment. “So, what are you
doing tonight?”

“Not a whole lot.” The elevator doors
slid open and I stepped out, Mark chained to my side. “I’m leaving
tomorrow, so I’ll probably wash clothes and pack.”

“Oh, yeah? Damn, that’s too
bad.”

I removed the visitor badge from my jacket
and handed it to the receptionist behind the front counter. Mark
faced me and I caught the I-want-you twinkle in his eye.

“You know,” he said, “you should let
me take you out before you leave.”

Swiping strands of hair behind my ear, I
said, “I don’t think my boyfriend would like that very much.” I
bee-lined toward the exit, heels clicking against the marble
tile.

Mark put pep in his step. “Oh, your
‘boyfriend’, huh? Oh, okay. Well...it’s your last night. Let me
show you a good time. I promise I’ll be a gentleman.”

Yeah, right.
“Can’t. My flight’s at eight tomorrow morning. I need to get there
early so I can drop off the rental car.”

Thin lines formed in his forehead, wrinkling
the smoothest baby-bottom skin I’d ever seen. Teeth as white as a
blank sheet of paper. Although a cutie, his pick-up lines had grown
tiresome the last few weeks.

I heard another “ding.” Bill and Randall
stepped out of the elevator. Finally.

“Well, it’s been nice working with
you, Mark,” I said, as they walked up. “Take care.”

Mark stepped back. He looked like he wanted
to kick them for blocking his last attempt at me.

After dropping the guys off, I stopped
at Roses department store to buy laundry detergent, a
Cosmo mag and a few packs of gum.
After that, I picked up dinner from Shoney’s. Although it was my
last night in Norfolk, I intended to keep it low key. Besides, I
needed to call home to check on Dad.

My dad had been diagnosed with cirrhosis two
months ago, and to tell you the truth, the results didn’t surprise
me. I watched my father consume tons of whiskey my whole life,
changing from ok-dad to psychopath at the drop of a hat. I hated
him for that. When I was growing up, my mother hardly said anything
about his drinking or the verbal abuse. She never spoke up for
herself or us. I was so desperate to escape that I joined the Navy,
just to get away from them and Starkdale’s small town
mentality.

But now Dad was too sick to hurt anyone
anymore. Unfortunately my brother Larry had become a clone of my
father—an alcohol-inhaling, white trash racist. I don’t know why
they insisted on clinging to their Segregation-era way of thinking.
That’s one of the reasons I avoided going home the past few
years.

But I couldn’t avoid the family any longer,
not with Dad getting worse. I didn’t really have money for a flight
out there, but as fate would have it, Dedrick’s team was scheduled
to travel to Mississippi next week. If I could trade places with
someone on his team, I’d be able to fly home for free, not to
mention spend more quality time with my guy.

I wrapped my hair in a bun, changed
into sweats and flipped on the television. I tried to get lost in
some reality TV, but not even the train wrecks on
Rock of Love could distract me from
the battleground in my head—going home, my sick father, Larry,
Mom.

Dedrick.

I admit, after my one night with Jamal, I
targeted Dedrick. A little undercover flirting on the job led to a
movie, a few dinner dates, then apartment stay-overs. Days, then
weeks crept by. Before Dedrick, I didn’t know I could smile or
laugh so much, and it wasn’t long before he gripped the reins of my
heart. My whole time here in Virginia, Dedrick had been a
twenty-four hour matinee in my head. Whatever hold he had on me, I
didn’t want him to release those precious strings strapped to my
soul.

A smile blossomed while I recycled images of
Dedrick. I slid down the bed until my head rested on the pillow.
Yup, I’d fallen pretty hard. Too bad my father and Larry threatened
to kill my joy.

Before I left Starkdale, I remember telling
Larry about a woman we knew who was dating a black guy. Larry took
a long swig of Jack Daniels and said, “Nigger lover. You’d better
not even think about it.”

Stunned, I replied, “Why, what would you
do?”

“You wanna know?” His eyes reminded me
so much of Dad’s. “I’d kill you and your nigger boyfriend. Couldn’t
take it, sis.”

Like I believed my father, I believed him,
too. With that cold threat haunting me, I felt I had no choice.
Before I left for Norfolk, I started distancing myself from
Dedrick. But it didn’t work. I missed him too much. I was sprung.
And totally screwed.

Sitting up, I grabbed the phone to dial
home, something I should’ve done before my mind detained me. Larry
picked up after the third ring.

“Hey, Larry.”

“Sis, how are ya?”

“Fine. What ‘cha doin’?”

“Nothin’ much. Came by the house to
pick up some things from ma old bedroom.”

I smiled. That deep home-grown southern
drawl flavored his scruffy voice. I could feel mine making a
reappearance.

“Oh, okay. Where’s Mom?”

“At the hospital with Dad, doin’ a
follow-up. I just left there. Ain’t lookin’ too good,
Nel.”

“How’s Mom holding up?”

“Hard to say. She’s been walking
around like a zombie.” He paused. “So, uh, you’re in Norfolk, are
ya?”

“Yes. Leavin’ tomorrow.”

“When ya comin’ back to your
real home, sis?”

“Well, if everything works out, very
soon. Another group from my company is flying to Meridian. I’m
gonna try and switch to that team so I can come home for a quick
visit.”

“Good idea. Get away from them niggers
and wetbacks for a minute. You ain’t messin’ with any
of ‘em, are ya?”

I just knew the N-word would rear its ugly
head sooner or later. “Shut up.”

“Jokin’, lil’ sis. I know I taught ya
better than that.”

I nibbled my bottom lip. Larry and Dad had
tried to instill their lethal brand of hatred in me, especially
since I’m a “deadly scoop of southern, blue-eyed kryptonite for
black men,” as Larry had once said. But obviously brainwashing me
hadn’t worked.

“Well, um,” I said, my heart beating
faster, “I’ll call back later to talk to Mom. I hope to be home
soon.”

“All right. Talk to you
later.”

“K. Tell Mom and Dad I love
‘em.”

“Will do. Bye, baby sis. Love
ya.”

I smiled. “Love you, too, big bro. Bye.”

When I hung up, I realized I missed my older
brother, despite the KKK in him. When we were growing up, Larry had
been my fiercest protector, especially during our teenage years
when certain parts of my body ballooned. With his fists and Dad’s
rifle, Larry scared away a beehive of horny toads, mostly dirty old
white men in their 30’s and 40’s who were always chasing after me.
He even shot at one fella he caught peeping outside my bedroom
window.

Luckily, Larry missed. But he would’ve
gotten him if he could. That’s how my brother is when provoked, a
time bomb seconds away from wiping out anyone in his path.
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It felt good to finally touch down in San
Diego. I’d been on the East Coast for about six weeks and was
aching for home. My own bed. Dedrick.

I checked my watch. The rest of my team
would arrive in two hours. To prevent exposing my
whatever-you-call-it with Dedrick, I had booked an earlier flight
behind their backs.

As I made my way through the airport
terminal, I speed-dialed Dedrick. He picked up after the third
ring.

I smiled. “Hey, stranger.”

“Hey, girl, where are you?"

I stepped on the escalator, a familiar itch
sprinkling between my inner thighs. Knowing Dedrick was in the
vicinity had awakened my hormones. “I’m heading toward baggage
claim. Are you here?”

“I just got on Harbor Drive. Be there
in ‘bout 5-10 minutes.”

“All right.” I stepped off the
escalator. “I’ll see you soon. Can’t wait.”

“Me neither, babe. See you soon.” We
hung up.

I bet I wore a smile that stretched the
length of the Coronado Bridge. He’d never called me “babe”
before.

As I waited for my bags, I scanned the area
around me, half-hoping Dedrick would appear from the crowd with
open arms, the way I’d fantasized on the plane. But other than the
usual airport hustle-and-bustle, no Dedrick.

Then I heard, “Nel!”

I turned to see Dedrick step from behind a
Starbucks stand. My lips curled up. Sneaky little liar.

Belly gnats swirled into a large lump, then
spread warmth throughout my body. The itch between my thighs
erupted into a thousand tingles that raked down to my toes.

“What’s up, gorgeous?” he said. “Long
time no see.”

I walked to him, my gaze stuck in a tunnel
with Dedrick as my salvation. I paid no attention to the older
white couple shaking their heads out the corner of my eye.

Once Dedrick wrapped me up, I knew I would
do whatever it took to switch to his team. And when his lips found
mine, for a second my plot wasn’t motivated by my need to secure a
free flight home. I just didn’t want to be away from him again.

Damn the fraternization policy.
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Chapter 7

Terrell

 


“Man, San Diego’s not going to the
playoffs this year!” Dedrick cried. He steered his Range Rover down
a short hill, then made a left. “They messed that up
last year!”

“Don’t knock the Super Chargers, now,”
I said. “We will win the
Super Bowl.”

“Ain’t gonna happen. Dallas will do
the damn thing this year. Watch.”

“We’ll see.”

We sped past Balboa Naval Medical
Center en route to Dedrick’s sister Sheryl’s house. She’d been
holding his The Hangover DVD
hostage for about a month and we’d come to rescue it. I knew Sheryl
had major issues with brothas dating Barbies, so to avoid a
confrontation, I decided to wait in the Rover while Dedrick
retrieved his property. Besides, we had to be at Dedrick’s crib in
less than an hour. Penelope was coming over with one of her Barbie
friends to watch the movie on Dedrick’s new 53-inch Sony flat
screen.

I studied the dark-gray clouds muddled in
the California sky like a field of dirty cotton balls, a
thunderstorm threatening to rain havoc on us. “So everything’s cool
with you and Penelope, huh?”

“Oh, heyell yeah!” Dedrick said, punching the
accelerator to push the Rover up a steep embankment. “After I
picked her up on Friday and got back to the Pimp Shack? Bruh! We
stayed in the house the whole weekend! Man, I smacked so much booty
I—”

“Hold up, fool!” I cried, hands up. “I
don’t need to know all that! I just wanted to know if things were
cool, not how hard you hit it!”

We laughed. “My bad,” he said.

I took a sip of Powerade. “Naw, that’s good,
man. You didn’t even mess around while you two were apart,
huh?”

“Naw, I sure didn’t. Two months, too,
and I was in Japan, a black man’s paradise. That’s the longest I’ve
been away from booty since what...97? We’re all right, though. Nel is my
girl.”

His long fingers tapped the wheel. While
sitting quiet for a few seconds, I noticed a faraway shadow masking
his face. I knew that look—the crooked grin, the eye twinkle.
Clearly Penelope’s mental image had road-blocked his mind.

“Thinking about taking her to the club
this Friday before I leave for Mississippi,” Dedrick said, coming
back to life. “Wanna roll?”

“Can’t. Me and Christy going
out.”

“Christy? Another Barbie?”

I smiled. “Oh, yeah. Had to replace Lisa
since Tasha scared the piss out of that girl.”

“Yeah, good thing you dropped that
psyche-ho. I bet you won’t have to worry about Christy goin’ off on
you for no damn reason.”

I nodded. “No worries over here.”

Dedrick turned onto Pershing Ave, where
Sheryl rented a small house. Rows of single-family homes built in
the twenties lined the street. Two youngsters swerved their BMX
bikes to the side of the road to avoid the Rover.

Dedrick pulled into Sheryl’s driveway. A
black Acura was parked in front.

“Hmmm,” Dedrick said, “Tammy’s
here.”

I stroked my chin. Dedrick talked about
Tammy’s looks a lot, and I finally had a chance to see for myself.
I’d never told him, but I’d wanted to peep her out for a while. I’m
still a hot-blooded man, despite my black-woman hiatus.

“So, Playboy,” Dedrick asked, reading
my mind. “You wanna meet her?”

I exhaled a breath as if I had no choice. An
act, of course. “Yeah, damn.”
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