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“Check ball, fool,” I said to my homeboy Dominic Harper right before I slammed on him.
“Nigga, you lucky I twisted my ankle earlier or I would’ve swatted that weak ass dunk,” he shot back, as he glared at me.
“You know damn well you didn’t twist ya ankle. Besides, you couldn’t stop me if you were on a ladder,” I laughed, as I tried to catch my breath.
“Whatever. I’m through givin’ you basketball lessons for the day,” Dee said as he bent his lean, brown, six-foot frame over and gripped the bottom of his shorts. I called him Dee for short. He hated being called Dominic. Sweat dripped from the ends of his neck-length cornrows as he gasped for breath.
I surveyed the fans around the basketball court to see if any honeys worth gettin’ at were in attendance. Mosswood Park, Oakland’s version of Rucker Park in New York, was a tree-lined park located a couple miles north of downtown. Three full-length basketball courts, swings, monkey bars, a sandbox, stood off to the side of a large grassy area where outdoor concerts and other events were held.
Streetball had become so popular that people would circle the courts and watch us play. Players from all over the area—including Dee and me—came to show our skills on the weekends. There were many Streetball groupies there, eager to get with the best players on the court.
“You see any hotties?” Dee asked. He could tell by the way my hazel eyes swept the crowd that I was on the prowl.
“Nah, just a bunch of the regulars,” I answered.
Dee walked over, tapped me on the shoulder and pointed. “Ain’t that ya girl, Yo-Yo, over there by the hotdog cart?”
“Oh shit!” I picked up my t-shirt and pulled it over my head. “If she sees me, she’s gonna fuck up all my action. Let’s bounce before she brings her ass over here.”
Nearly all the fellas were shirtless on that hot August Sunday. Appreciative glances trailed my tall, athletically built frame. Nearing thirty-years-old, bald headed, sporting a neatly trimmed goatee, most women considered me a black Adonis. In my mind, they were exactly right.
As we strolled past the sandbox, toward the parking lot, the hairs stood up on the back of my neck. Just when I thought I’d shaken Yo-Yo, I found out I was wrong.
“Rio… Rio! Wait a minute,” she yelled, her raspy voice echoed across the basketball court.
Dee laughed. “Well, you almost made it to your car.”
“What up, Yo-Yo?” I turned, dropped my gym bag and basketball and held my arms out to her for a hug. I played it off as if I was glad to see her.
“You.” She placed a blatant, territorial kiss on my lips. “Where you been, Sexy?”
I placed a foot on my basketball and thought quickly of a good excuse for dodging her.
“I’ve been workin’ crazy overtime at the phone company. Everybody and their Momma is tryin’ to get High-Def DSL installed.”
“So, do I have to order DSL to get you to come see me?” she asked, horniness in her eyes.
Yo-Yo’s real name was Yolinda Fortenberry. She was a twenty-six-year-old, black, sexy bombshell of a woman. She reminded me of the singer Brandy—but she wasn’t in the upper echelon of my stable. Yo-Yo worked as a cashier for a Safeway store on MacArthur Boulevard in East Oakland. She had almost freakishly large breast on her petite frame. Her ass was shaped like the basketball under my foot.
“I can’t help you there, chick. I work in the office, not in the field. I’m the one that throws the switch and turns on your DSL service.”
“You need to throw my switch and turn me on,” she said with nasty intent while shielding her eyes from the late afternoon sunlight.
Dee shook his head and chuckled as he watched us. “Damn, homeboy, it sounds like you got work to do. I’m gone. I’ll holla at you later. Bye, Yo-Yo.”
“Bye, Dee. See you later,” Yo-Yo replied as she held me. Dee then left me standing alone with one of the biggest freaks in Oakland.
She and I had been screwing each other for over a year. We met in a club in downtown Oakland called The Spot. Our classic one-night-stand grew into a yearlong “fuck-o-rama.”
Her boyfriend was in Folsom Prison doing the last few months of an eighteen-month stint for a parole violation. We agreed to have a purely sexual relationship: no kissing, no feelings, no personal information shared; just straight, hot, monkey sex.
“I wish I had time to service you, but I have a dinner date tonight,” I said as I broke out of her arms.
“With who?”
“Somebody.”
“Do I know her?”
“Who said it’s a female?”
“Nigga, I know you.” She adjusted her black and white striped half shirt. I loved her tits.
“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Well, I gotta go. I’ll call you tonight.”
“What time?”
“I dunno. Just be there.”
“You are so full of shit, Rio.”
“Yeah, but if you didn’t like it, you wouldn’t be standin’ there smilin’.” I picked up my red and black Nike gym bag, basketball, and left.
I was a human dildo in her eyes. A dildo she didn’t get that night. I had a rendezvous with my Puerto Rican girl, Angelina, in Pinole. She definitely outranked Yo-Yo. I went home to get dressed for my meeting with the freakin’ Puerto Rican.
“What took you so long, Papi?” Angelina asked as we stood in the doorway of the two-bedroom townhouse she shared with her pregnant cousin, Carlita.
Angelina’s thick, pink lips met mine for a kiss. “You know how traffic is on I-80 this time of day, baby.”
“Hey, Rio!” Carlita said from the kitchen.
“Wassup, girl? When you gonna have that baby?”
“Any day now. I’m a week overdue.”
“No shit! You need to be sittin’ down somewhere.” I handed Angelina my coat and took a seat on the tan and brown-striped couch. Their place was furnished from the high-priced, low-quality ghetto furniture store called “Frankie’s Furniture.” According to Frankie’s cheesy commercials, “all credit is good credit.”
The fake “brass and glass” décor was commonplace in the homes of welfare recipients throughout the ghetto. Even though Pinole wasn’t exactly “the ghetto,” some of the people—like Carlita—were ghetto as hell. Carlita asked Angelina to move in with her four months ago after her baby’s Daddy, Renaldo, left her claiming the baby wasn’t his. He took all the furniture except for a mattress and box spring. Since Angelina’s bank teller job didn’t pay enough for her to afford a nice place like Carlita’s, she gladly accepted her offer.
* * *
“What are we havin’ for dinner?” I asked as unfamiliar but appetizing smells filled my nostrils.
“We’re having un pollo completo, arroz con gandules, ensalada y tostones,” Angelina replied as she massaged my shoulders.
“Now, baby, you know I don’t speak a word of Spanish. Can you break that down for me?”
“You don’t need to know what it is. Just try it.”
“You know I don’t eat just anything.”
“That’s not what she told me,” Carlita said as she walked past us on her way upstairs. “She told me you eat one thing really well.”
“You should’ve had Renaldo eat your meal instead of him spilling in it,” Angelina replied as she took a playful swipe at her cousin with my jacket.
“That’s a three hundred dollar leather coat your swingin’, woman,” I said.
“I know that, smart ass. I’m the one who got it for you, remember?”
“Oh yeah, I guess you did, huh?” I pulled her down into my lap. Angelina was a lovely Puerto Rican hottie. She made J-Lo look like Biz Markie.
“When you gonna stop playin’ and marry me, Rio?” She lifted her eyebrows in anticipation of my answer.
“You know damn well Marty ain’t ever gonna sign your divorce papers.”
“He might.”
I stroked her short, bobbed haircut. “No way in hell, especially not after he found out you’re datin’ a brotha.”
“I don’t know why he’s trippin’. He can have that fat white bitch I busted him with last year.”
“I guarantee you, every time he looks at a picture of you and then looks at her, he knows he messed up.” I played with the small gold crucifix that hung around her neck.
“Oh well, the hell with him anyway. Are you ready to eat?”
“Yeah, I’m starvin’. Now tell me in English what we’re havin’.”
“Okay, it’s Puerto Rican style rice and chicken casserole, peas, and fried plantains.”
“That’ll work. Go hook me up a plate.” I lifted her short and shapely body out of my lap.
After dinner, Angelina and I sat on the couch and watched her favorite show, “Dancing with the Stars.”
“Would you go on this show and dance with me, baby?”
“Hell naw!” I turned towards her and unbuttoned her Tampa Bay Devil Rays baseball jersey. Her small, pretty tits beckoned me.
“What you think you doin’?”
I unhooked the front of her baby blue bra. “First, I’m gonna suck your nipples till you get wet, then I’m gonna put this hardness in you.”
“Oh, you gonna do all that even though Carlita’s right upstairs?”
“You scared?” I pulled off my white Polo shirt.
“No… but… mmmmmmm…,”she moaned.
I rubbed and kissed her nipples. Her breasts were her hot spot. All I had to do was touch them and she’d get heated. I continued sucking them as I simultaneously unsnapped and unzipped her denim shorts.
“Baby… not here… mmmmmmm… stop… Rio…,” she whispered as she lifted her hips to aid me in removing her shorts. Her actions betrayed her words.
I listened and heard Carlita in the midst of a loud phone conversation behind her closed bedroom door. The danger of her catching us excited me. I reached into the pocket of my cargo shorts and retrieved the condom I’d brought with me. Angelina went into a frenzy of passion and clawed at my zipper. Two minutes later, I slid her baby blue thong to the side and my latex covered penis collided with her Puerto Rican muff.
I pounded her so hard, I had to repeatedly put my hand over her mouth to keep her quiet. The couch squeaked in rhythm with my strokes. One of her legs was on the floor, the other draped over the back of the couch.
“Ouch! Stop that shit! I told you about tryin’ to give me monkey bites,” I hissed as she released her mouth from my neck.
“You scared… one of your… other bitches… gonna… see it?” she uttered between my thrust.
“Be quiet and gimme my pussy.” I gave her a hard “punishment fuckin’” after that. I tried to ram my dick into her uterus.
We screwed for almost half an hour before my goo-filled the rubber reservoir. Soon after, we both heard Carlita tell whoever she was talking to she was gonna go eat and that she would call them back in a few.
“Dammit, Rio! Carlita’s on her way down here!” Angelina reached for her shorts that hung from the coffee table.
I pulled up my shorts, grabbed my shirt, and ran to the bathroom downstairs. Once inside, I disposed of the jizz-filled condom in the wastebasket and washed up.
Meanwhile, Angelina had opened her living room windows and lit a stick of rose-scented incense. She then joined me in the bathroom.
“You could have at least taken me to your room if you wanted some dick that bad,” I said as I put on my shirt.
“That ain’t funny. We almost got caught.” Angelina lowered her shorts and sat down on the toilet.
“Damn, I’ve barely known you five months and you’re already comfortable enough to pee in front of me?”
“Negro, please. I’ve watched you nut all over me. You can stand to watch me pee.” She wiped, flushed, and washed her hands.
“You’re off the damn chain, girl.” We left the bathroom and found Carlita busy fixing a plate of food in the kitchen.
“What you guys doin’ in the bathroom together? Y’all been in there gettin’ freaky?” Carlita waddled out of the kitchen with her overloaded plate of food. The incense did a good job of masking the residual aroma of sex.
“You know Angelina ain’t gonna gimme none unless I marry her.” I lifted my coat off the loveseat.
“Save that drama for ya Momma. I heard y’all breakin’ her bed down last week.” Carlita smiled as she shoveled food into her mouth.
“What she talkin’ about, Angelina? Who were you with?”
“She must’ve been high. She knows I’m celibate.”
Carlita pointed her fork at us and said, “Both of you are full of shit. Keep it up and you gonna have a belly full of baby like this, Angelina.” She patted her swollen tummy.
“At least we’d have some fine kids,” Angelina replied as she looked lovingly into my eyes. Those words were my cue to leave. Lately, she’d been hinting she wanted kids soon.
“Well, I hate to cut this short, baby, but I gotta go. I have to stop by my mother’s house before I go home.”
Her smile morphed into a frown as we walked to the door. “You always cut me short.”
I hugged her tight. “You know I have a busy schedule, boo.”
Angelina really was a sweetheart and would be a good wife for the right man. Even though I’d found myself tiring of the player life—and pondered giving it up—she had too much baggage, like her psycho-estranged husband and lack of ambition, for me to consider settling down with her. I loved the way she pampered me, but she had no chance of becoming “Mrs. Rio Clark.”
The fatigue, time, expense, and lies associated with juggling several women at one time began taking its toll on me. I’d proven to myself I could handle multiple lovers, but I secretly desired to have a serious relationship. First, I’d have to find the right woman, but that seemed harder than finding ice on the sun.
* * *
Angelina blocked my exit. “When am I gonna see you again?”
“Soon, I promise.”
“That’s what you always say.”
“Have a little faith, Mrs. Espinoza.” I kissed her between her mocha brown eyes.
“I told you my last name is Morales. I dropped Marty’s last name when I dropped him.”
“The laws don’t give a damn about what you say. All that counts is what’s on your marriage certificate.”
“Rio, I’m not playin’. I’m not gonna wait for you much longer. Remember what I told you when we first met that morning at the car wash?”
“Yeah, I asked if you were lookin’ for a new friend, and you said, ‘No, I’m lookin’ for a new man.’”
Angelina folded her arms across her chest. “I meant that. I don’t wanna be just another piece of pussy to you.”
“We haven’t even been together a year. How serious you think we ought to be?”
She sucked her teeth as dejection replaced her passion. “Just forget it.”
I bent my knees so I could look her straight in the eyes. “Hey, you know you my girl, right?”
“I guess.” She gave me a mini smile.
“You love me?”
“You know I do, even thou—” I interrupted her answer with a soft, warm kiss. “Get outta here before I forget I’m mad at you,” she said as she opened the door.
“I’ll take you to dinner next weekend, a’ight?”
“Okay, you better call me, too.”
“I will. I’ll holla at you later.” I turned and left. Angelina was becoming a little too clingy. I was gonna have to cut her loose soon.
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“Mmmmm, there she is again, and looking good as hell, too,” I said to myself while sitting on my balcony, entering notes into my journal.
I first started keeping a journal at the age of ten, after learning my Uncle Lee kept one. No one, except Uncle Lee, knew I kept it. I had about sixteen of them in my safe, all chronicling the events of my life for the past nineteen years. I grew up a very shy and quiet kid, with writing being my only outlet for verbal expression. After losing my virginity at thirteen, things changed. I became one of the most extroverted kids in my neighborhood. Even after “getting some”, I found I enjoyed writing, so I kept on doing it.
Anyway, back to my gorgeous neighbor. Each time I watched her walk past my building, my dick moved. She was the kind of sister that made the average fella say to himself, “Damn! She’s fine as hell!”
She was between petite and thick, had quality ass, not just quantity, and hair to her shoulder blades. You could tell she always kept her hair and nail appointments. From the heels she wore, I noticed she had a high, sexy arch. She had the calves of a dancer, well-toned thighs, and skin the color of a gold nugget.
Her eyes were dark brown, almost black, so dark you couldn’t see the pupil unless you were lucky enough to be given the time to look into them. They were slightly almond shaped and conveyed a look of high intelligence. Her severely-arched eyebrows gave her the appearance of a mean ass bitch. But the smile I once saw told me she could love you ‘til you cried if you were the chosen one.
She had a well-sculpted nose, like that of an Indian Princess. She had a heart-shaped face that framed all those beautiful components. Her sexy, slightly pointed chin was just the right shape to caress as you kissed her.
I’d lived on the top floor of my three-story apartment for the past six years. Last Tuesday and Thursday evenings, I saw her walk down my street from the corner bus stop at about 6:00 p.m. She usually carried a large purse or one of those backpacks on wheels.
I thought she might be a student at the community college downtown since I saw her wearing a Laney College sweat suit one Saturday morning while she was out jogging.
I remembered wishing I could have been one of the beads of sweat that ran down her neck, between her breasts, picking up more moisture on the way to her navel, and finally ending its sensual journey in her pubic hairs, which I presumed were soft, straight, and well-groomed.
She lived about four buildings down from me in another apartment on the same side of the street.
I first noticed her about three months ago. I’ll never forget that day. It was a Sunday morning and I was on my way to the Laundromat to wash my clothes.
I hated going to the damned washhouse. Since I was down to my last pairs of drawers and socks, I had no choice. Therefore, I stopped bitchin’ and went.
When I got to the washhouse with my load of clothes, there she was standing at the Big Boy washer adding soap to her load. She wore headphones and an iPod on her hip. I assumed she was listening to a song she liked a lot because her lips moved slightly as she lip-synched the words to herself.
I stood there next to the change machine staring at her like a muthafucka. I would’ve stayed there gawking at her if this kid hadn’t run by me—breaking the spell—threatening to beat her brother up over some kid shit.
She wore some comfortable looking old jeans that molded to her well-shaped hips and ass, an Oakland Raiders t-shirt, and a black bandana with her silky hair cascading out the back. Her black, open-toe sandals revealed her brick red painted toenails. She couldn’t look bad if she wanted to. I bet she even looked good throwing up.
I would’ve got my Mack on then, but I was wearing my “washhouse gear”, which consisted of a pair of old ass sweat pants, an old ass t-shirt that had been washed so many times it was damn near transparent, and equally old Nikes that were down to their last few miles.
After taking a self-assessment, I decided it wasn’t the best time to try to get with baby girl. Instead, I went to the opposite corner, hoping she didn’t see me. That way I could watch her undetected.
It was hard to believe a woman that fine was there doing laundry. I imagined her on some African compound with servants at her feet begging for the opportunity to wash her clothes.
As it turned out, she was almost finished with her wash. I watched as discreetly as I could while she folded her towels. I wondered how many times the large black one she held had the good fortune of surrounding her dripping wet, sexy body.
I walked to the change machine again and noticed she had already washed and folded her undies. Not that I’m an underwear pervert or anything of that nature. It’s like when you see a car you like and you want to see how the interior looks, even though you may never get it.
By the time I finished with my first load, she was gone.
Don’t get me wrong, I did date and always had women that were 7up—on a scale of one to ten, they were all sevens or better—but “Ms. Mean Eyes” was definitely a nine, and that’s only because no one is perfect.
* * *
I toyed with the idea of putting away my journal and going outside to get at her, but after a quick look over my balcony, I saw she was nearly home. It looked as though I’d have to wait until at least Thursday evening to try and get with her.
Fortunately, good luck was with me the next day. After finally finding a parking spot damn near half a block from home, I spotted her about a hundred feet away striding toward me. I stood in the doorway of my car and watched her approach. She had a “please-don’t-bother-me-I-don’t-have-time-for-your-bullshit” walk.
I didn’t give a damn. No way would the opportunity to speak pass me by. I bent into the car—acting as if I was looking for a CD—and stalled for time. I heard her steps nearing and stood, CD in hand.
Our eyes connected and I got at her. “Hello, lady, how you doin’?” I said over the roof of my black, classic, 1996 Impala SS. I walked around the back of the car to face her.
“I’d be better if the cleaners wasn’t about to close on me. Besides that I’m fine.”
“Which cleaners are you on your way to? Do you need a ride?”
“No thanks. It’s the one right around the corner. They close at 4:30 p.m., leaving me only ten minutes to get there. Hopefully I’ll make it.”
I lost myself inside her nearly black eyes and snow white smile.
“Yeah, maybe.”
“Huh?” I asked. She was talking to me and I hadn’t even realized I asked her a question.
“You asked me if I come back this way, and you just so happen to be going to your car again, if we could finish this conversation,” she said with a slight grin as she checked the time.
I noticed she wore no wedding ring when I followed her eyes to the watch on her left wrist.
“Oh yeah, right. Okay, I’ll let you go, but I’m gonna hold you to that.”
She half-smiled and said, “I’m not promising anything,” then continued her quick pace to the cleaners.
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Should I wait for her to come back or not? My instincts told me to let her wait, while my dick said, “Nigga, you’d better try to get with that fine bitch!”
The last time I listened to my “little head,” I ended up hooked up with a fine broad named Naomi who was as dumb as wearing two left shoes. I decided to listen to my “big head” for once and just chilled.
I knew if I stayed in the house, I would end up waiting for her like some sprung bastard. So instead, I went downtown, picked up some Chinese food, and brought it home.
I picked at the shrimp fried rice and broccoli beef on my plate, unable to stop thinking about her. Then it dawned on me—I didn’t even get her name. I was slippin’. My Mackin’ techniques were a little rusty. No longer hungry, I put the food away and swore the next time I saw her I’d be ready.
* * *
It didn’t take long for our next meeting. A week later, I was having lunch at Saul’s Hofbrau down the street from my job when a herd of females strolled in.
Amongst the crowd was my sexy neighbor. She was dressed in a beige business suit that couldn’t hide her femininity.
Her hair was full of Shirley Temple-like curls that hung well past her shoulders. A couple of women from her crowd noticed my gape and assumed my attention was meant for them.
Evidently, the word spread through the herd as they all peeked at me. “Ms. Mean Eyes” glanced in my direction and did a double take when she saw who I was.
I put down my pastrami sandwich, wiped my mouth, and walked over to her.
“You just keep popping up like a bad penny,” she said as she turned to study the menu on the wall.
“I was expecting you to say you missed me.”
“Oh really? Is that the affect you have on your women?”
“You can answer that question yourself when you become my woman.” She picked up a tray and silverware. Seeing that my attention wasn’t meant for them, her friends moved right along.
“I don’t think you’d want me to be your woman. I’m allergic to bullshit.” She ordered a turkey sandwich on rye. I detected a slight country accent in her voice.
“Are you this mean to all your friends?”
“You can answer that yourself when you become my friend.”
“Touché. Where can I pick up one of those ‘new friend’ applications?”
“I’m not accepting applications at the moment. I’ll let you know when I am.”
“Well, just for the record, my name is Rio Clark. What’s yours?”
“Carmen,” she replied as she paid for her food.
“Carmen what?”
“Just Carmen.”
“Fair enough, ‘Just Carmen.’ But if I was your friend, I would’ve warned you to never eat the turkey here. It’s nasty as hell.” I left her there to ponder her lunch choice.
Leaving my half-eaten sandwich still sitting on the table, I went back to work. Carmen was gonna be a tough tit to lick, but I loved a challenge. Her demeanor was that of a woman equipped with what I called “Playdar,” the ability to detect a player a mile away.
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After work, I went to The Spot for a drink. It was a former small business complex, converted into a split-level club. Downstairs, there was a large dance floor encircled by several tables. Upstairs was a smaller dance floor and bar.
The Plexiglas and wood encased DJ booth downstairs the .s itsor was located next to the twenty-foot long bar. Massive black woofers and other speakers mounted high on the walls could shake and rattle the club at the DJ’s whim. Mirrored walls surrounded both dance floors. Huge mirrored disco balls hung from the ceilings. Both upstairs and downstairs, several colored spotlights surrounded the dance floors.
Lola, the bartender, smiled when she saw me. She’d been trying to get me in her bed since she started working there three years ago.
“Hey, baby, what you drinking tonight?” she asked.
“Wassup, Lola? Hook me up with a Long Island Iced Tea.”
Lola was sexy for her age. She had long black hair with a gray streak that lay on the left side of her head when she parted it. Large, firm breasts, a matching firm butt, and brown gravy colored eyes added to her attractiveness. She was in her late forties, with the body of a thirty-year-old.
“Rough day, Rio?” She placed my drink in front of me.
“Yeah, you could say that.”
“Anything you wanna talk about?”
“Nah, just work stress.” I took a swig of my drink and winced; it was as strong as horseradish, that’s how she always made them for me.
“I have a cure-all for that,” Lola replied with a wink as she rinsed a wine glass.
“Is that right? Well, hook me up.”
“You’ll have to wait until I get off work.”
“Why is that?”
“If I gave it to you now, all the men in here would want a dose.” My eyes locked on her wide, sexy hips as she mixed an apple martini for a waitress to deliver.
“You must have that bomb shit.”
“Nuclear, baby.” She smiled, and then sauntered to the other end of the bar.
Happy Hour at The Spot was the place to be. The crowd consisted of mainly workin’ folk from downtown Oakland. Many of my co-workers were there, drinking their way into oblivion.
“I knew I’d find you here,” Dee said as he sat on the stool next to me. He was still wearing his AC Transit bus driver’s uniform.
“What you doin’ here this early?” I asked.
“I switched to an earlier route.” Dee grabbed a handful of snack mix from the bowl between us. “Man, I hooked up with this bad bitch on the bus today. She lives out in San Pablo.”
“Is she a big Momma?”
“Why you think all I mess wit’ are fat ho’s?”
I chuckled. “Because most of ’em are.”
“Don’t hate. I know you fuck with big girls on the sly.”
“Bullshit! You know me better than that, homeboy. They have to be less than 150 pounds to make my team,” I said to my long-time friend.
We met about eight years ago through a mutual friend of ours named Qualen. Sometimes I felt like kicking Qualen’s butt for introducing me to Dee’s crazy ass. Dee was a damned good friend, though. He’d been there for me when I was in a pinch more than once.
Dee was married to a woman named Brenda. She had a good job at County Hospital as a medical clerk, and they had a five-year-old son named Rakim. Dee seemed to be a good father most of the time. He always took Rakim with him to sporting events and shit like that, but I’d seen Dee get at women with the boy right there. That bothered me. Sometimes it seemed he only messed around as much as he did to compete with me. After witnessing all the drama he had to endure in his marriage—even though most of it was his own doing—I wanted no parts of nuptials.
* * *
“Let me get a shot of cognac,” Dee said to Lola. His eyes went to her breast like iron shavings to a magnet.
“Why you play around on Brenda so much?”
“I don’t trust her no more. Last year, she went out with some of her friends and didn’t come back home until eight in the morning.” He wiped snack mix crumbs off the front of his shirt.
“What’d she say happened?”
“She said they went to San Jose and got too drunk to drive all the way back home. According to her, they got a room at a Motel Six and crashed there.”
“Sounds legit to me.” I removed the red drink stir stick from my glass and laid it on my napkin.
“Not to me. The dude she was datin’ before she met me lives in San Jose.” He swirled the cognac in his glass before downing it.
Damn, was trust in a relationship that fragile? That subject was a little too touchy and depressing to keep pressing him about, so I stopped. Besides that, I was distracted by thoughts of Carmen. It was funny how we lived so close but I rarely saw her. Part of the reason was because I was hardly ever home. I was a nomadic player. There was no telling which one of my girls’ houses I’d end up at on any given night. Sometimes I’d have dinner at one chick’s house, have sex at another one’s place, then sleep it all off at a third.
* * *
“What you gettin’ into this weekend, Rio?”
“I’m supposed to go to Reno with my uncle. What you gonna do?”
“Brenda and Rakim are spendin’ the weekend at her aunt’s house in Sunnyvale. I’ll be all alone,” he said with a devious grin. The sound of a wine glass crashing to the floor drew our attention. Lola scowled at the rookie waitress who had loaded too many drinks on her delivery tray, thus losing the glass of Chardonnay.
“Why don’t you come to Reno with us?”
“No thanks. I got pussy lined up from here to Santa Rosa.”
“Boy, you a fool. Brenda’s gonna cut ya balls off one day.”
“As long as I get to bust a nut first, I don’t give a damn.”
“A’ight, I’m outta here. Call me if you change your mind. We’re leavin’ early Saturday mornin’.”
“I’ll be knee-deep in some kitty at that time, homeboy. I’ll holla at you later.”
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On Friday, Carmen and I bumped heads again. I’d just left work and was driving down Telegraph Avenue when I spotted her at the bus stop on Telegraph and Twentieth Street.
“Hello, Ms-not-my-friend,” I said out the window of my car, after I pulled up to the curb, in front of the bus stop.
“Hello to you, bad penny,” Carmen replied with a half grin.
She was stunning in her peach, knee-length dress and copper lipstick. Sunlight bounced off my twenty-two inch chrome rims onto her dark sunglasses. A slight breeze pushed her long hair into her face.
“I’ll give you a better ride than the bus for the same price.”
“What makes you think I want a ride?”
“It looks to me like you could use a good ride.”
“You assume too much.” Her half grin expanded to a three-quarter grin. However, she still seemed to struggle with trusting me.
“Look, if you don’t agree that the ride I’ll give you is better than the bus, I’ll give you your money back.”
“I could lie and say I didn’t like it, even if I did.”
“You could, but I bet you won’t.”
“You don’t even know where I’m going.”
“It don’t matter. Do you tell the bus driver where you’re goin’?”
Damn, she was fine.
I looked in my rearview mirror and saw the bus about two blocks away and closing in. From behind her shades, she considered my proposition.
“Okay, I’ll take the ride, but I intend to get all my money’s worth,” she said with a full grin.
Carmen picked up her black briefcase and entered my car.
“Ahem.” I put my hand out, palm side up.
“What’s your problem?”
“Where’s my fare?”
She reached into the Coach bag that hung from her shoulder and deposited $1.50 into my hand.
“Where are we off to, Princess?”
“Carmen will do just fine, Driver.”
“Okay, Carmen, where are we goin’?”
“Fisherman’s Wharf.”
“Uhhh, that’s in San Francisco,” I responded hesitantly.
“I know. Is that a problem? You’re the one who said it didn’t matter where I was going.” She fastened her seat belt.
“But you live no more than ten minutes from here.”
“Did I say I was going home?”
“I guess you didn’t.” I put the money in my ashtray and pulled away from the curb.
We sat in Friday bumper-to-bumper, rush hour traffic en route to the toll plaza. She seemed to enjoy our peril.
“What’s so funny?”
“Men.”
“What about men?”
“The lengths you’ll go through when you think you’re going to get what you want.” She gazed out the window at the sailboats on the bay.
“Are you referrin’ to me?”
“Are you a man?”
“Hell yeah!”
“Case closed.”
“What you think I want from you?”
“You tell me.”
“Maybe later.”
“Suit yourself.”
Carmen was as complex as she was beautiful. One minute, she smiled, and the next, she looked as though she wanted to fight somebody.
We arrived at Fisherman’s Wharf over an hour later.
“Here we are. Where you want me to drop you off?”
She looked at me wide eyed with shock. “Drop me off?”
“Yeah, you paid for a one way trip.” That was the first time she didn’t have a quick comeback.
“In that case, you can drop me off right here.”
“You need to do like Michael Jackson and lighten up.”
She stifled a laugh. “And what you need to do is get a new joke writer.”
Her smile was magnetic. I wanted to kiss her full lips for hours on end.
“On the real, where you goin’?”
“I was going home, but since I’m here, I’d like to get some fresh crab so I can make some gumbo this weekend.”
“What you know about gumbo? You look too good to know how to cook.”
“You can’t be that shallow.” She wrinkled her eyebrows and smoothed out her dress.
I fanned her with my hand. “Take it easy! I was just messin’ wit’ you, girl.”
We pulled into a parking garage across the street from Pier Thirty-nine.
“Let me put your briefcase in the trunk.” I popped the trunk’s release before exiting the car. After walking to the rear of the vehicle, we both laid our eyes on a pair of black, size eight pumps.
“Nice shoes, Rio. You have good taste.”
I’d forgotten Angelina had left them there last weekend after we went to Alameda Beach for some late night fornicating. When she found she couldn’t walk in the sand in them, she asked if I would put them in the trunk for her. Once we had returned to her place, in preparation for round two, we didn’t bother to get her shoes. I simply carried her inside her place as we kissed and groped each other.
* * *
“Those are my sister’s.”
“Yeah. Sure, playboy.”
“They are. You wanna call and ask her?”
“If I cared, maybe I would.” The look of wanting to fight somebody reappeared in her eyes.
A change of subject was needed. Badly.
“Do you put okra in your gumbo?” I asked, closing the trunk.
“Yes, but I fry it first so it’s not slimy.”
I rubbed my abs. “Damn, you’re making my stomach growl with all this food talk.”
We exited the parking garage and walked down the sidewalk, stopping periodically to see what the street vendors offered. Carmen bought a pair of huge silver hoop earrings from a white woman with a Scottish accent. The sun dipped down enough for Carmen to remove her sunglasses.
“Ah, there go those evil eyes.”
“What are you talking about now?” she asked, as she placed the shades on top of her head.
“Your eyes. You can look mean as hell sometimes.”
“I am mean as hell.”
“That’s okay. I’ll change that soon enough.” I watched as a tiny wind-up toy dog did flips on a vendor’s table.
She patted me on the back. “Your arrogance is showing, dear.”
“See, it’s workin’ already. You called me ‘dear’.”
With a roll of her eyes, she responded with, “Whatever.”
Time flew by as we meandered down Beach Street. A glance at my seven-hundred-dollar Tag Heuer steel watch—which Amanda gave to me last Christmas—informed me it was nearly 7:00 p.m.
“Aw man, I guess I’ll have to get my crab from the high-priced grocery store,” Carmen said, noticing that most of the food vendors had closed shop for the day.
“How many crabs you need?”
“Three, why?”
I’d spotted a tiny Chinese man halfway down the block hooking up his seafood cart to the back of his pickup truck.
“Stay right here. I’ll be right back.” I jogged quickly on a mission to obtain crustaceans for my damsel.
“I’m so sorry. I just locked up,” the ancient Chinese man uttered.
“Look, I’ll give you ten dollars extra just to unlock your cart.”
He thought about my offer for a fraction of a second, and then broke out in a jagged-tooth smile.
“Okay, mister, okay.” He opened his cart. The ice inside was littered with delicious looking Dungeness crabs.
“How many you like?”
“Gimme three. No, make it four.”
Ten minutes and thirty dollars later, I showed Carmen two white plastic grocery bags crammed with the biggest crabs I could find.
Carmen fought to contain the smile that grew on her face.
“Thank you. How much do I owe you?”
“A bowl of gumbo and some tongue.”
“What?” Her face went brake light red.
“All right, just a bowl of gumbo.”
“That’s what I thought you said.” Her blushing face returned to normal. “I only wanted three crabs. Why’d you get four?”
“I wanted to make sure there’d be enough left over for when I came by for seconds.”
She shook her head and smiled. “You’re impossible, Rio.”
“Not impossible, irresistible.” Carmen lowered her head in defeat.
The fog rolled in, obscuring the sun, as the temperature dropped. The smell of the salty sea air became more noticeable. I could tell by the way Carmen’s nipples reacted that she was chilly.
“You ready to go?” I asked as she rubbed her arms.
“Yes, it’s getting cold.”
Once inside the car, I turned on the passenger side heated seat to warm her until the car warmed up.
On the way home, I found out she was single with no kids, born and raised in Alvintown, Alabama, received a MBA in accounting from Howard University and was a financial analyst for Pacific Gas and Electric Company.
Carmen had no car at the moment, loved sushi, hated bugs and cigarettes, loved the Oakland Raiders’ toughness and any other team that had her favorite color—purple—In their uniforms. Overall, she didn’t care much for sports. She tried to hide her southern accent, which slipped out every now and then and I loved it.
* * *
“End of the line, lady,” I said as I pulled up in front of her building. “Was the ride cool?”
“It was all right, I guess.” Carmen unfastened her seatbelt and placed her hand on the door handle.
“Is that it, just all right?”
“Yes, it was okay.”
“Just for that, I’m not gonna kiss you goodnight.”
“You know, I’m really disappointed. I was going to kiss you till your toes curled.” Her reply oozed sarcasm.
“It’s not too late to change your mind.”
“Thanks, but no thanks. I enjoyed the ride and appreciate you getting the crabs for me, though.”
“No problem. Does that mean I get my kiss now?”
“Rio, just open your trunk so I can get my briefcase and the crabs, please?”
“When’s the gumbo gonna be ready?”
“Sometime this weekend. Give me your number and I’ll call and let you know when it’s ready.” After she entered my number into her iPhone, she exited the car. I turned on my flashers, hopped out, and retrieved the items from the trunk.
“Here you go.”
“Thanks.” She took the bags from me. “You’d better get those shoes back to your girlfriend. They look expensive, and I’m sure she wants them back.”
“You mean my sister wants them back.”
“Whatever, playboy.” As Carmen walked toward her lobby door, she turned back to me and said, “Oh, by the way, the turkey at Saul’s Hofbrau is terrible.”
“Does that mean we’re friends now?”
“No, you haven’t filled out an application yet,” she responded while unlocking the lobby door.
“Well, are you accepting applications?”
“Not yet, but there may be an opening soon.” She smiled and entered the lobby.
I looked over the roof of my car at the lobby door until it closed with an inaudible click of the latch. Part of me hoped she would open the door and invite me up.
She didn’t.
I went to Yo-Yo’s house and screwed Carmen vicariously though her that night.
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Uncle Lee and I rode up to Reno the next morning after having breakfast at Nation’s Giant Hamburgers. They specialized in enormous hamburgers, but served a damn good breakfast.
“Since I got your room covered, you can drive,” Uncle Lee said as we exited the restaurant.
“That’s cool,” I replied as we reached the side of his two-year-old Caddy. “Hey, wait a minute! I bet you got the room free from your girl Tonya who works at Harrah’s.”
Uncle Lee just smiled as he unlocked the door of his black Caddy. “What’s that got to do with anything?”
“That means you get a free trip.”
“Don’t hate on ya uncle, young buck. Follow me to my house so I can drop off my car.”
“A’ight.”
Uncle Lee was my mother’s brother. He was my height, about ten pounds heavier, and had the same hazel eyes as me. He had a sprinkle of gray hair in his perfectly trimmed short afro. There was also a tiny bit in his Billy Dee Williams-styled moustache.
He used to take me all over the place when I was a kid. He exposed me to plenty of shit a child didn’t need to know.
Uncle Lee took me to places like Stubby’s Pool Hall, The Black Aces Motorcycle Club, and many of his girlfriends’ houses. It seemed to me that he knew everyone in the world. Everywhere we went people would call his name or flag him down. I thought he was the coolest nigga on the planet.
His car of choice wasn’t a Lincoln like my father’s. It was a Cadillac. Back then, he had a long, sky blue 1969 Coupe DeVille, not one of those tacky ass ‘70s pimp movie Cadillacs. His was all stock, just like it rolled off the showroom floor. He kept it clean. I don’t remember a single time that car ever had a speck of dirt or drop of bird shit on it. He purchased a brand new Cadillac every few years.
I saw my first tits while I was with him. He had a girlfriend named Valerie who looked dead on Pam Grier. She had the same big tits, big ass, and big hair as Ms. Grier. One time, after taking me to the store to spend my allowance on some new baseball cards, we stopped by Valerie’s house on the way home.
He insisted I come in with him. Once inside, he told me to have a seat, then he and Valerie went somewhere in the back of the house. They came back a little while later smelling funny, like fish or somethin’.
I don’t remember how long we were there, but I do remember watching Gilligan’s Island on her TV, which had a clothes hanger for an antenna.
“Rio, come here,” Uncle Lee said with a grin. “I wanna show you somethin’.”
The next thing I knew, he lifted Valerie’s shirt before she could react, and I saw the biggest, scariest, strangely interesting breast of all time. The areola was dark brown like the top of a chocolate cupcake with nipples that looked like brown pinkie fingers.
“Stop that, Lee,” Valerie said, swatting his hand away. “You gonna have that boy walkin’ around here with a little hard on.” Not knowing what a “hard on” was, I didn’t trip. I did find it funny that she had those little pinkies sticking out of her things, though.
Uncle Lee slapped her on the ass, kissed her lips, and then we left. In the Caddy, he told me not to tell Momma what we did, to just say we went and got some baseball cards and a hotdog from Doggy Diner. We had a good time that summer day, Uncle Lee and me.
He had never been married. One of the things Uncle Lee said which stuck with me was, “It’s a poor rat that has only one hole to crawl into.” When I asked him what he meant, he just grinned and said, “Keep livin’ and you’ll find out.” He had what I considered the ultimate bachelor life. He was able to quit his job as a salesman for Mother’s Cookies in Oakland about twenty-five years ago, thanks to a settlement he received from Olsen Oil Company.
He was rear-ended by an Olsen Oil gas truck on Market Street in West Oakland. Since the driver was legally drunk, Uncle Lee was able to parlay his back and neck injuries into a large cash settlement, which I heard was in the high six figures. He also became eligible for a lifetime disability check from the government.
He wasn’t as dumb as my mother tried to make me think he was. He had the vision to sink a substantial chunk of his cash into internet stocks before the bubble burst and the stock market took a shit. He dated a black chick who worked for Charles Schwab in Frisco. She gave him some good investing advice. He took some of the money and purchased a couple of apartment buildings in Pittsburg and Antioch. Although he never actually told me how much he made from his stock purchases, I was at the real estate office with him when he told the agent he wanted his house, which he paid cash for. Between the rents he collected and the profits from his lucrative marijuana sales to his limited clientele, he didn’t need a job.
When I asked him why he used to take me with him all the time, he told me it was because I was his protégé, a Mack in the making. Man, I had a hell of a teacher. Uncle Lee still had a way with the females. He was fifty-one years old and still fuckin’ chicks half his age.
* * *
After gassing up my Impala, we hopped on eastbound I-80.
“So tell me, what you been up to, Nephew?” Uncle Lee asked as he removed his black stingy brim hat and put it on my backseat. We were making good time down the highway.
“Same ole shit, managin’ my stable.”
“Oh yeah? How many girls you workin’ with now?”
“I have about six regulars and workin’ on lucky number seven.” I handed four dollars to the middle-aged white woman at the Carquinez Bridge tollbooth.
“Seven, huh? Now, are these hardheads or Stella’s?”
“What you talkin’ about? What’s a Stella?”
“Well, a hardhead is just that, but a Stella does what you tell her!” He winked a hazel eye at me and smiled. Every time I thought I’d heard it all, Uncle Lee would break out with a gem, like his definition of a “Stella” rhyme.
“You said you’re workin’ on number seven. Have I met her?”
“Nah, I’m still tryin’ to reel her in.”
I didn’t wanna tell him I wanted more from Carmen than to get fucked, fed, and financed. Uncle Lee wouldn’t keep a woman longer than a minute if he felt he couldn’t get the triple F’s from her.
After all the years he spent grooming me to be a world class player, I couldn’t find a way to tell him I was thinking of trying to settle down with one woman. The sham of a relationship I’d had with my ex Amanda didn’t count. I only stayed with her as long as I did because I needed a place to go when I wanted to get away from my other girls.
Uncle Lee and I bullshitted about women, music, and football as I drove us through the Sierra Mountains and into downtown Reno.
“Pull up to the valet parking,” Uncle Lee said.
I pointed down the street. “Shit, that parking lot down the way is a lot cheaper than parking here at the hotel.” Obliging, I entered the Harrah’s Casino valet parking area.
Uncle Lee turned his nose up to me. “You can be cheap on your own, but when you’re with me, you’re gonna show some class.” He pulled a solid gold money clip out the pocket of his seven-button, ivory-colored, Baroni suit trouser pocket. The money clip held a two-inch thick stack of bills. He had to peel back at least half an inch of hundred dollar bills before he found a stray twenty.
After he tipped the valet, we went inside and located Tonya Marblethorpe, the assistant tourism manager.
“Hello, Lee! How was the drive up?” Tonya asked as she tossed back her long, straight, blonde hair.
“Hey cutie, the ride was real nice,” Uncle Lee replied right before they hugged. Tonya’s ice blue eyes examined him from head to toe.
“This is my nephew, Rio.”
I shook her creamy hand. “Wow, I can see the resemblance. You’re both quite handsome. If I didn’t know any better, I would’ve mistaken him for your son or younger brother.”
Those kinds of remarks, regarding him and me, always made him smile.
“Thanks, I’m pleased to meet you, Tonya.”
“It’s a shame you guys are only spending one night; your rooms are really nice.”
I could tell it was hard for Tonya to be professional there in the lobby with Uncle Lee. The looks she gave him divulged her lust.
“Is it like the last room you put me in?” Uncle Lee asked.
She went through her purse. “Nope, since you told me you were bringing your nephew, I fixed you guys up with adjoining spa suites at the Peppermill.” Moments later, she handed us two cardkeys each. I put mine into the breast pocket of my taupe, three-button Bettola suit jacket.
“What time do you get off, Tonya?” Uncle Lee asked.
“I’m doing the 8 to 4 shift today. Since it’s only a little after one o’clock now, I’ll see you in a few hours.” She adjusted the collar of her blue blazer.
“Okay, gorgeous, you have my cell phone number, right?”
“Yes, I’ll call you when I get off. Don’t be too hard to find.” Tonya all but skipped back to her office.
“Damn, she was glad to see you,” I said as we walked through the spacious lobby towards the valet parking. Dozens of people of every ethnicity crossed our path. The sounds of coins falling from the many slot machines into metal trays filled the air.
“Yeah, it’s been a while since me and Tonya hooked up. We first met here the last weekend of April. She and some of her friends were celebrating her thirty-fifth birthday at the Calypso Club in Harrah’s. I spit at her and ended up fuckin’ her that same night. I usually come up and see her at least once a month. All I have to do is let her know when, and she gets me a room.”
“Why didn’t she hook us up with rooms in Harrah’s where she works?”
“They have rules against management fraternizin’ with the guest.” We waited for the valet to retrieve my car.
“How you guys doin’ so far? Did’ya break the house, or did the house break you?” an intense-looking, older white man asked. His leathery face and beady gray eyes led me to believe he had lived a very stressed and cigarette-filled life. He studied us in our expensive suits from behind his horn-rimmed glasses. Homeboy smelled like a walking distillery.
“So far, so good since we haven’t started yet,” Uncle Lee answered.
“Take my advice and run while you can,” he said. “I’ve been here for two days, and I’m already down five grand.”
“Thanks for the advice,” I responded.
“Not a problem. I just wish somebody had told me the gamblin’ here was so lousy,” he said with disdain as he entered his blue Buick sedan.
“You hear that, Unk? Old dude lost five g’s. You still gonna try your luck here?”
“Oh yeah, I always do my serious gamblin’ here at Harrah’s. Guys like him are always talkin’ shit. I bet he let ’em pump him full of free alcohol before he started losin’ all his money. That’s why I never drink while I gamble. I smoke some good weed to relax, then I go get ’em.” My car finally arrived.
“Speaking of that, did you bring any bud?”
“Got it right here.” Uncle Lee patted the breast pocket of his jacket.
Tonya had hooked a nigga up. We each had a suite with all the trimmings. It had a Jacuzzi, sitting area, wet bar, refrigerator, king size bed, and a spectacular view of the downtown city lights. A thick, royal blue bedspread covered the bed. The wall behind the headboard was completely mirrored, making the room appear even larger than it was. A ceiling-high Dwarf Palm Tree sat in one corner. Lamps seemed to be everywhere.
“What you think of your room?” Uncle Lee asked as he entered from the adjoining door that separated our suites.
“It’s tight as hell! Baby went all out.”
Uncle Lee stretched and yawned. “Yeah, it’s all right.”
“All right? Man, this is the shit! You need to make sure you keep Tonya on your roster.”
I explored the large bathroom. The bellhop arrived with our bags as we gave our rooms the once over.
“Hey, Youngblood, I’m gonna take a short nap, then go gamble. I’ll check with you before I go,” he said, taking his bags to his room.
I decided to take a nap, also. I, too, wanted to be fresh before I hit the tables. A knock at my door woke me up two hours later.
“Wake up, Rio. It’s time to go.”
“A’ight, hold on,” I spoke in the direction of the front door. It took a minute before I realized he was talking to me from behind the door, which connected our rooms. I put my suit back on and joined my uncle in his suite.
“How many changes of clothes did you bring?” I asked. Uncle Lee had changed into a gray Gucci mélange wool three-button suit.
“You know how I roll.” He adjusted his stingy brim hat on his head. I got a whiff of his Hugo Boss cologne as I stood next to him in the mirror and checked myself.
“What you gonna play?” I asked.
“I’m gonna shoot some craps to warm up, then work my way to the blackjack tables.”
“Cool, let’s go do this.”
“First, I need to get my head right.” Uncle Lee went into the closet, opened the room safe, and pulled out a fat sack of Indo weed.
“That’s what I’m talkin’ about!” I exclaimed. He rolled a fat bomb. We went into the bathroom and sparked it up.
“Turn on the exhaust fan, Rio.” Uncle Lee puffed on the spliff. The familiar aroma told me it was the high-octane shit. Twenty minutes later, we were both mellow.
“You ready?” Uncle Lee asked as he extinguished the remaining third of the joint into a complimentary Peppermill ashtray.
“Yeah, I’m good. Let’s roll.”
After placing the rest of his stash inside the safe and squirting a few drops of Visine into our eyes, we returned to Harrah’s Casino. Uncle Lee’s demeanor changed once we stepped inside. He went from “jovial” Uncle Lee to “game-faced” Uncle Lee. We walked by five different crap tables until he found one he liked.
“Let’s get paid.” Uncle Lee reached into his right front trouser pocket and pulled out his thick bankroll. He plucked two hundreds off the top, cashing one of them in for four twenty-five dollar chips and the rest in for five-dollar chips. I went to my wallet, pulled out a c-note, and cashed it in for five-dollar chips.
The table was surrounded by about eight or nine people. The shooter was a Boss Hogg lookin’ white dude in a black cowboy hat, hubcap-sized belt buckle, black jeans, black shirt, snakeskin boots, and black leather vest. He had a modest-sized stack of chips under his protruding belly, which hung over the table as he rolled the dice.
Uncle Lee’s eyes followed the dice until they landed on eight. Then, he put the twenty-five dollar chips into the field bet section of the table and waited for the fat man to roll again. At the last minute, I placed five of my chips on the same bet as Uncle Lee.
“Shooter rolls twelve. Pay the field,” the table controller announced as he gathered the dice with his long, curved stick. The bet paid triple for rolling twelve or ‘boxcars’ as rolling double sixes was sometimes called. Uncle Lee removed all his chips from the field and tossed a five-dollar chip to the guy with the curved stick.
Before we could bet again, Uncle Lee’s cell phone rang.
“Hey Rio, I’ll be right back. Watch my chips.” He walked away with the cell phone on one ear and his hand pressed against the other to block out the background noise.
“Tonya said she got a little sidetracked, but should be here about eight. She wants us to meet her at the Steak House restaurant inside the Peppermill for dinner,” Uncle Lee informed me after returning and wedging himself in between the fat man and me.
“Cool.”
Uncle Lee gathered up his winnings. “Let’s go play a few hands of blackjack ‘til she gets here.”
I followed Uncle Lee to the fifty-dollar minimum blackjack tables. We sat down at a table occupied by a sixty-something Japanese woman with diamonds on every finger on one end of the table and a white boy that looked like he belonged to the Hell’s Angels on the other end.
“This table’s a little rich for my blood,” I said as I pulled two of the remaining four hundred-dollar bills out of my wallet.
“Just follow my lead, and play like I taught you.” I took the seat to his left. I always played behind him.
We usually played blackjack well together. Uncle Lee taught me different strategies to use, depending on how many people were at the table, how they were betting, and what the dealer’s hand looked like. I sometimes had a habit of getting greedy and betting too much, too soon. My first hand was a pair of Queens. For some reason, they reminded me of Carmen.
“Would you like to hit or stay?” the dealer asked as I stared at the cards in my hand. The Japanese woman and the Hell’s Angel glared at me impatiently as I daydreamed.
“Oh…I’m good,” I said, snapping out of my trance. “I’ll stay.” I placed my cards facedown under my bet.
“Keep ya head in the game,” Uncle Lee reminded me as the dealer busted with twenty-three.
Two hours later, I was broke as the Ten Commandments. The gruff lookin’ white dude left, disgusted, but the Japanese woman hung right in. Uncle Lee had parlayed the three hundred dollars he’d won from the crap table to nearly four grand.
“That’s my last hand, Unk. I guess I’ll go back to my room.” I was pissed off that I’d let my greed get to me once again.
“Sit down.” He slid me a stack of twenty-five dollar chips. “This time follow my lead, knucklehead.”
By the time his cell phone rang again, some three hours later, I’d managed to win enough to pay Uncle Lee back and pocket over twelve hundred bucks.
“Tonya’s at the restaurant waiting for us,” he said after ending the call. It was good timing because a new dealer had come to relieve the one we were having good luck with. Uncle Lee had three trays full of fifty and hundred-dollar chips.
“Thank you, sir!” the departing dealer said as Uncle Lee tossed him a hundred-dollar chip. The hawk-eyed Pit Boss, who looked like a hefty, well-dressed Mafia type, seemed relieved to see us leave. After cashing in our chips for crispy new bills, we drove back to the Peppermill.
Uncle Lee smiled and counted his swollen bankroll. “I don’t know who or what you had on your mind, but I’m glad you got over it.” I couldn’t tell him it was Carmen who dominated my thoughts.
Instead, I said, “I was just buzzin’ from that good ass weed.” After arriving back at the Peppermill, we got out my car and I handed my keys to the red-vested valet.
“Do you have a reservation?” the hostess at the steakhouse asked.
“Yes, we’re part of the Marblethorpe party,” Uncle Lee said.
“Please, follow me. They’re right this way,” the short, cheery brunette said.
“They?” I asked in a clueless tone.
“They,” Uncle Lee said with a wily grin.
When we arrived at the table, I saw Tonya times two. A carbon copy of her sat directly across the table.
“Hello, guys.” Tonya stood and hugged Uncle Lee.
“How you doin’, Sonya?” Uncle Lee asked Tonya’s clone.
“I’m great. Is this your nephew?” Sonya asked, placing her blue eyes on mine.
“Yup, this is my nephew, Rio.”
She offered me her tanned hand. “How are you, Rio?” Her blood red nail polish matched her lipstick.
“I’m real good now.” I took a seat next to her. The twins were dressed in identical black halter-top dresses that hung to their knees and Franco Sarto black pumps.
“What you ladies have planned after dinner?” Uncle Lee asked as he sliced a piece of his rib eye steak.
“Gamble a little, party a little,” Tonya replied after swallowing a bite of salmon.
“How you like to party, Sonya?” I asked.
“Any way I can, as long as it doesn’t hurt too much or require my lawyer to bail me out of jail,” she said with a smile. Her eyes never left mine as she took a sip of her Merlot wine.
“In that case, you can skip the gamblin’ and come party with me in my suite.”
“Is that right?” she asked with a naughty grin as she circled the rim of her wine glass with her finger. I normally didn’t get too fired up over white girls, but she was fine as a muthafucka. Both Tonya and Sonya looked like Baywatch cast members.
“Yeah, that’s right.” I gazed at her—maybe not all natural—breasts.
“That’s the best offer I’ve had all day.”
The restaurant was packed. A thousand different conversations, along with the sounds of utensils striking plates, resonated throughout. A few curious passersby looked twice when they saw two handsome black men, two white starlets, having dinner. Waiters dressed in mock tuxedos scurried about like ants on a sugar cube.
“Can I get you guys anything else?” the mid-twenties Italian waiter asked.
“We’re okay. Could you please bring us the check?” Tonya asked.
“I got it,” I said, handing the waiter six twenty-dollar bills after he returned with the check.
“Thank you, Rio,” the twins said in unison. Uncle Lee just grinned and gave me his “good move” wink.
“Tonya wants to play some roulette. What are you two gonna do?” Uncle Lee asked as we stood up.
“Me and Sonya are gonna go to the room and have a drink.”
“Be careful, Rio. She’s an animal when she gets too much liquor in her,” Tonya teased.
“How much is too much?” I asked with a cunning smile.
Sonya looped her arm around mine. “You’ll have to find that out for yourself.” Her heels made her just my height.
“Well, if the gambling doesn’t go my way, we’ll be joining you two real soon,” Tonya said as she took Uncle Lee’s hand.
There was a table with two black couples across from us. The women looked at us with open contempt displayed on their faces. The men wished they were us. In my eleven-hundred-dollar suit, and that bad-ass white girl on my arm, I felt like a star in American Pimp.
“Let me holla at you for a minute, Rio,” Uncle Lee said.
“Have a seat. I’ll be right back,” I told Sonya as Uncle Lee and I walked toward the restrooms.
“Here’s the combination to the safe in my room in case you wanna get some smoke. Here’s my extra card key, too.” He handed me both items.
“Thanks, Unk. I’m gonna tap that snow bunny ass.”
“You better,” he said with a chuckle. We went back to the girls, and then went our separate ways.
* * *
“Nice view,” Sonya said as she parted the drapes and peered out the window of my suite. “What do you do for a living?”
“Did you really come up here to talk about that kinda boring shit?” I responded while placing my jacket on a hanger.
“You know, as a matter of fact, I didn’t.” Sonya walked over to the bar then slid her feet out of her pumps.
“What you wanna drink?” I stood at the wet bar and examined its contents.
“You have any vodka?”
“Yeah, there’s some Absolut here.” I placed the bottle and two glasses on the counter. “You want ice?”
“Please. God, I wish I had a joint.” Sonya sat down at the counter and brushed her hair out of her face.
“I ain’t God, but I can make ya wish come true, baby.” I poured her a double shot of vodka.
“No way! Do you really have some?”
I poured myself a shot. “Yeah, I have to go next door and get it, though.”
“That would really put me in a party mood.” Sonya leaned on her elbows toward me. I put my hand in her long, golden locks and massaged her scalp.
“I got plans for you tonight.” I threw back my shot of vodka.
“Well, if you go get that bud, we can discuss your plans.” She took my hand out of her hair and kissed the palm.
Before I opened the safe in Uncle Lee’s room, I looked at the red lipstick kiss left in my hand by Sonya and reflected on my current situation. I was a young black man with a pocket full of cash and a fine white broad waiting in my pimpish suite to fuck and suck me to death. Most men would have been thrilled to death, but I wasn’t. I gettin’ tired of hit and run sex. I wanted to try some stick and stay lovin’.
Inside the safe, beside the bag of dope, were a stack of new bills Uncle Lee had won at the blackjack table and a fresh pack of Zig-Zags. I rolled two fat joints, closed the safe, and went to rejoin Sonya.
“I’m bac—” I started to say, but was cut off by my shock at seeing Sonya butt naked in the Jacuzzi.
“I decided to warm the water for us,” she said as she sipped from her glass of vodka. She had also turned out all the lights except for the lamp on the right side of the bed. I noticed the bottle of vodka and my glass were next to her. Sonya had pinned her long hair up in a bun.
“Good idea.” I handed her a joint and my gold Zippo lighter. “Here you go. Fire it up.”
She exhaled a lung full of smoke. “Oh! This is great.” I took my time undressing. I didn’t want her to think I was too anxious.
“You like that?” I asked as she took another hit.
Sonya exhaled and replied, “Yes, but not as much as I like that.” She pointed at my black pipe.
“You gonna have to show me how much you like it, later.” I entered the warm water, sat down next to her and took the joint as she poured vodka in my glass.
Sonya laid her head back, closed her eyes, and said, “Mmmmm, I have a great buzz.”
I watched her nipples poke out of the water like tiny, pink periscopes. After three long tokes of the ganja, I passed it back to Sonya.
“I don’t need anymore of that, honey. You go ahead.” She put her wet hand on my wrist.
“A’ight.” I took one last puff before putting it out. The warm water and the soothing jets made me emulate Sonya. I kicked back, eyes closed. Soon after, I felt a hand on my thigh, then on my Johnson.
“Don’t mess with that unless you’re ready to take care of it.”
“I’m ready.” She stroked me to an erection. I leaned over and sucked one of her nipples, which protruded out of the water. I massaged her unnaturally firm, augmented breasts.
“God, that feels good.” She gripped my dick harder. Sonya got up and straddled me so that her enhanced tits were mouth level for me and my dick was pussy level for her. She fumbled around before finally inserting me into her bald cunt.
“Ohhhhhh… yes…,” she gasped as she took all of me inside her. Her pussy was as hot and wet as the Jacuzzi water.
After splashing gallons of water over the edge, I said, “Let’s get outta here and do this right.”
We dried off and had another shot of vodka each. I then led her to the bed.
“I want to taste it,” Sonya said as she licked her way down my chest to my monster.
“Get busy then.” I unpinned her hair and let it fall on my thighs.
Her tongue moved like a whirling dervish on my genitals. I looked down and watched as my dick pushed her cheek outward. I pulled her hair and fucked her deep in her small mouth, ready to skeet. When I shot my load, she relaxed her throat muscles and swallowed every drop.
“You have sweet cum.” She lay next to me, massaging my balls.
“I got more for you, baby,” I said, stroking the side of her face. Just then, I heard laughter in the hallway and the sound of the door, next door, open and close.
“Sounds like Tonya and Lee are back,” Sonya said.
“Never mind them. You got more work to do.” I rolled her over and put my dick deep inside her. She squeezed her eyes tight each time I slammed into her. I let my dick fall out of her and find its way to where it wanted to go.
“That’s the wrong hole, baby.”
“No, it’s not.” I guided the fat, mushroom-like head of my dick into her tight, hot ass. I felt Sonya’s hand rubbing on her clit as I gave her a brown-eye swab. She came about three times before I covered her ass with hot sperm.
Around midnight, Sonya staggered to the bathroom to clean up. Upon hearing a knock on the adjoining door, I put on my Peppermill courtesy robe and opened it.
“What y’all up to?” Uncle Lee asked, wearing his robe.
“Take a wild guess.” Sonya came out of the bathroom draped in a white towel and a smile.
“Where’s Tonya?” she asked.
“Here I am.” Tonya sat up in Uncle Lee’s bed with the covers pulled up over her breasts.
“You boys talk while I go speak to my sister.” Sonya slipped between Uncle Lee and me.
“Those hoes are off the hook!” I opened a Coke from the bar.
“Oh, I know.” Uncle Lee grabbed and opened a Coke.
“How’d y’all do at the roulette table?”
“Tonya didn’t do too well at roulette, but she did hit a four-hundred-dollar jackpot on a dollar slot machine.” He downed his soda and burped.
“I see you tried fuckin’ in the Jacuzzi.” He stepped over the puddles of water surrounding it.
“Yeah, that shit was crazy. I took her to the bed instead and hit that pussy right.”
“That’s what you supposed to do.” We laughed and high-fived each other.
“Okay, break it up, fellas,” Sonya said as she entered the door, still sporting her towel.
“I’ll see you guys in the mornin’.” Uncle Lee closed the door behind him.
“So, where were we?” Sonya asked. Her face was full of excitement.
“Oh, you want some more of this?” I lay back on the bed so she could ride me. She looked at my dick like she’d never seen one before.
“Mmmmm, I can’t wait to get that inside me.” She climbed up on it and rode me like a madwoman. Her bald, wet pussy sucked my dick well. She put her hands on my chest and bounced up and down on me fiercely. That is when I noticed something peculiar. She had French-manicured fingernails. At dinner, they were blood red.
“Tonya! Is that you?” I asked as she continued to ride on my dick.
“I’m busted,” she said with a grin as she swept her hair over her shoulder. “Do you want me to leave?”
“Hell naw, we got some fuckin’ to do.”
“Good.” She proceeded to fuck my dick raw deep into the night. That turned out to be one of the best “player runs” Uncle Lee and I had ever shared.
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We got back from Reno late Sunday night. I checked my messages and all my girls had called except for Carmen. I guessed the gumbo was a no go. Instead of dwelling on it, I took a hot shower and went to bed.
The next morning, I had a pleasant surprise under the windshield wiper of my car. It was a note from Carmen.
The note read: “Hey you! I apologize but I must’ve entered your number incorrectly in my Palm Pilot. I looked for your car all weekend, but I guess you were busy returning your girlfriend’s shoes. (smile) Anyway, I’ll be having lunch at Sam’s again (but not having the turkey!) at noon. If you want your bowl of gumbo, you’ll be there. Ciao, Carmen.” That note started my Monday off real right.
The minutes crawled by. I must’ve looked at my watch a thousand times. At 12:12 p.m., Carmen looked at her watch when I arrived and said, “I’m glad to see you’re almost on time.”
The sight of her pleased my eyes. She wore a raspberry skirt with a sexy split in the back, a white sleeveless button-up blouse, and a pair of low-heeled shoes that matched her skirt. Her mane was teased and rested on her shoulders.
I took a seat across from her. “If I’m here, I’m on time.”
“Is there enough room in your place for you and your ego?”
“If you’re nice to me, you might get to see one day.”
“Enough already.” She made me talk to her hand.
I noticed some of the same women Carmen was with last time were in line ordering lunch. Carmen had a diet Mountain Dew in front of her. The aroma of roasting meats triggered a pang of hunger in my gut.
“Where’s my gumbo?”
“Did you really think I was going to bring it with me to work? I only asked you to meet me here so I could get your number again.” She pulled her Blackberry out of her purse.
“How about I call you this time?”
“No, I’ll call you.”
I didn’t ask her again. I just gave her my number.
“Well, I’m outta here. Call me when it’s time for me to get my gumbo.” The look in her eyes told me she didn’t expect me to leave so soon.
“You’re not eating?”
I grinned and stood up. “Nope, I had a taste for gumbo.” Two of her friends were on their way to join Carmen, food trays in hand.
“Here you go, Carmen. I got your chicken salad,” a heavyset, dark-skinned woman said as she handed Carmen her food. The other, a walnut-colored, skinny woman with a medium length, feathered hairdo stood next to Kim with a grin on her face.
“Thank you, Kim.”
The two women glanced from Carmen to me, as though they wondered if they had interrupted us.
“Enjoy your lunch.” I stood and walked away slowly so she could relish my Mack stroll. I ended up in the McDonald’s drive-thru for lunch that day.
Two days later, Carmen left a message, along with her cell phone number, on my answering service letting me know I could pick up my gumbo.
I hated fuckin’ cell phones. I refused to own one or any other kind of leash. The way I saw it, if I wanted to talk to you, I’d call you or you could leave a message on my voicemail.
* * *
That Friday, Dee called to tell me one of his hoochies was reading poetry at the Rasta House on Grand Avenue.
“What time do the poetry readings start?”
“About eight o’clock tonight. Do you want me to pick you up?” Dee offered.
“Yeah, that’ll work. See ya.”
I hadn’t talked to Carmen since Monday at Saul’s. I refused to call her on her cell phone. If she couldn’t give me her home number after I’d given her mine—twice—she didn’t wanna talk to me too damned bad.
Dressed in tan linen pants, black square-toed gators, and a black silk muscle shirt, I waited in front of my building for Dee to arrive.
Dee’s red Jeep Grand Cherokee pulled up at about 7:45 p.m. with the sounds of rapper E-40’s latest hit blastin’.
Dee wore oversized brown jeans, a matching jean jacket, and a San Francisco Giants t-shirt.
“You are forever late,” I said as I jumped into his jeep.
“What you talkin’ about, fool? It ain’t eight o’clock yet.”
“Now, who’s readin’ tonight?” We rolled toward the Rasta House.
“It’s my girl, Nina. She’s been all over the Bay Area readin’ poetry. Last weekend, she was in Portland.”
Nina was a thick, yellow girl Dee met a few months back on his bus route. He met most of his women on the job.
“Well, at least she’s decent and not one of your usual whale women,” I said, messing with him.
“There you go,” he said. “I’m gonna have one of my ‘big ones’ turn you out one day.”
“Nigga, there ain’t enough alcohol in the world for that to happen.”
We had to park two blocks away and walk to the club. The night was warm and breezeless. The sun gave its final wink as it set. The end of summer was fast approaching.
The streets were filled with people on the go. There were plenty of outdoor cafés, bookstores, and ice cream parlors in the area to lounge in. There was a line to get inside the Rasta House. An ex-Oakland A’s baseball player owned it; another example of a black person who’d made it and gave back to the community.
“Damn, it’s off the chain tonight,” Dee crooned as he gawked at the many women in line.
“No shit. Lots of booty out here.” I took inventory of the females in attendance. The last time I was at the Rasta House, I ran into my ex, Amanda. We broke up seven months ago after an off and on relationship. I had no desire to see her again.
Dee and I got in just as the first poet began to read. He was a dreadlocked white dude named Major. The Rasta House was tiny compared to The Spot. It had a dance floor the size of a living room and about a dozen round tables. Bob Marley and reggae concert posters decorated the walls along with a huge Jamaican flag. The only alcohol they served was beer and wine. Major stood on a portable stage in the middle of the dance floor, microphone in hand.
Dee found two seats near the back of the small venue, close to the restrooms.
“You want a beer?” Dee asked.
“Yeah, a Corona.”
He nodded and worked his way across the crowded club to the bar.
Female eyes sought my attention from every direction. Some of them I’d seen before. Fortunately, Amanda wasn’t among them.
Dee came back minutes later with two beers and Nina on his arm.
“Nina, you remember my boy, Rio?” he asked, holding out a beer for me.
“Yes, how are you, Rio?”
“I’m good. Did you already read?”
“Not yet. I think I’m fourth on the list.”
Dee sat down on his stool and pulled Nina toward him so she was standing between his legs. For a married man, he had brass balls. Any of Brenda’s co-workers or friends could have been watching him.
Dee and Nina flirted as Major wrapped up his poems. A tall, slim, olive-colored chick in overalls and a tight blue t-shirt stopped at our table.
“Wassup, Nina?”
Nina stood, gave her a hug, and said, “Hey, Opal. What you doin’ here, girl? I thought you were in L.A.”
“I just moved back. I got tired of the phony people and bad traffic.” Opal had a short, blonde afro. Her diamond nose ring sparkled in the faint light.
“Who are you here with?” Nina asked.
“I came with my brother and his fiancée.” She nodded toward a couple sitting three tables across from us.
Her brother looked just like her, sans the gold hair.
“I’m so rude,” Nina said. “This is my friend, Dominic, and that’s his friend, Rio.”
“How you doin’?” I asked out of politeness and shook her hand.
“I’m great,” she said with a predator look in her amber eyes.
Dee gave me his “Jump on that pussy, boy!” look. I liked slim women, but baby girl was nearly emaciated. Her tight t-shirt revealed her lack of tits and her baggy overalls told me she had no ass to hold onto.
Meanwhile, the second poet, a sister called No Love, began an electric rant on the ills of society.
I wasn’t feeling Opal at all.
“Have a sit down,” Dee said to Opal. I gave him my, “I ain’t down with this” look. He just flashed his sly grin and went back to flirting with Nina.
That son-of-a-bitch!
I was stuck with entertaining Opal.
“So, how long have you known Nina?” Opal asked as she admired my arms.
“I met her through Dominic a couple of months ago,” I said in a tone of voice used when a person didn’t want to continue a conversation. Opal, nonetheless, continued on.
She squeezed my right bicep. “Do you work out a lot?”
“Not much these days.”
“You look like you could be in one of those Bowflex commercials,” she remarked, trying to butter me up.
“Thanks. Hey, I’ll be right back. I gotta use the bathroom.” I left without waiting for her acknowledgement. I wanted to whoop Dee’s ass. That wasn’t the first time he’d used me to take up the slack for him. At least when I had him do it for me, we would have a huddle beforehand about what was goin’ on.
After going to the restroom, I stepped outside and walked to the end of the building.
A group of two men and three women stood in the shadows. The two dudes shared a joint and the three women talked amongst themselves. The smell of ganja smoke aroused my nostrils. I wished I’d brought some with me.
“Kim, quit being so loud!” I heard a familiar, slightly country voice say followed by laughter. When I turned around, the owner of the voice emerged from the shadows.
Carmen.
She was dressed in ass-hugging jeans, a long sleeve button-up purple shirt, and purple pumps, with her hair in a Sade-style ponytail.
She was with two of the lunchtime herd members and two dudes. She saw me and momentarily stopped in her tracks before composing herself.
The rest of her group nearly bumped into her before she continued walking toward me.
The big girl named Kim recognized me and elbowed Carmen.
She didn’t speak and neither did I. We were in a Mexican standoff of sorts. Our eyes locked for a few seconds as they walked my way.
“Hurry up, Carmen, so we can get a good seat,” one of the two weed smokers said to her as he put his arm around her shoulder.
She looked me in the eyes again as they walked past me. I nodded my head and mouthed, “Okay,” making sure she could read my lips.
She pressed her eyebrows together and mouthed back the word, “What?”
I stood in their wake and said to myself, “Playa, Playa,” before following them back into the club.
“Where you been, dude?” Dee asked. He was at the table alone.
“I told you about dumpin’ ya dead weight on me without lettin’ me know what’s up.”
“Damn, nigga! Calm down. I didn’t know Opal was gonna be here.”
“Where’d they go?”
“Nina’s about to go on stage, and Opal went to get a drink.” Dee waved his empty beer bottle at me. “It’s your turn to make the beer run.”
I zigzagged through the crowd to the bar. The line to place a drink order was five people deep. I felt someone bump into me, but ignored it. I felt the bump a little stronger a second time. I looked out the corner of my eye and saw a purple arm sleeve preparing to push me again.
“What’s your problem, Mr. Bad Penny?” Carmen asked.
“I don’t have a problem.”
“Then why didn’t you speak?”
“You looked a little busy with Mr. Weed Man.”
“Weed Man?” she asked, perplexed.
“Never mind. What you doin’ here at the bar? Can’t your man get your drink for you?”
“That’s not my man. He’s a friend.” The line moved forward a bit.
“Whatever, that’s your business anyway.”
“Why didn’t you call me back? I’ve been trying to reach you so you can get your dang gumbo.”
“I don’t do cell phones. I gave you my home number and you give me your cell phone number. What’s wrong with that picture?”
“I need to establish a certain comfort level with a person before I give out my home number. Besides, you could’ve given me your cell phone number instead,” she countered.
“Like I said, I don’t have nor do I use a cell phone.”
I tried to give her my hard look, but her beautiful, mean-looking face made it difficult.
“What can I get you?” the Nigerian bartender asked.
“Lemme get two Coronas.”
Carmen leaned against the bar. “Are both of those for you?”
“No, one is for my friend,” I said with a hint of sarcasm.
“Ha-ha, very funny.”
“Uh-oh, here comes homeboy now.” Her friend worked his way through the crowd toward us.
Carmen looked in his direction and exhaled between her pursed lips.
“Have fun. I’ll see ya around.” I meant to leave her there, but her words stopped me.
“5-5-5-9-7-1-1,” she said as dude closed in.
“What?”
“That’s my home number.”
Immediately, I committed the number to memory, studied her face one last time, and then left her with her friend.
When I got back to Dee, he was craning his neck to see Nina. She had just walked on stage.
“Thanks, dude,” he said, not taking his eyes off the prize.
“It’s about time you made it back. I thought you’d slipped out the back door on me,” Opal said as she beamed at me. Opal had taken the seat right next to me, invading my personal space.
“I ran into a buddy of mine and got hung up.”
Carmen and her crew were two tables over in front of us. Her “man-friend” ran his mouth a mile a minute as she feigned interest. She was positioned at the circular table in such a way that I could look into her face and see the back of his head.
Nina read her surprisingly good poetry as folks clapped and snapped their fingers. Carmen still hadn’t noticed me. I read her lips and they occasionally said, “Really?” or “That’s nice,” as homeboy rambled on.
Carmen lifted her head, stretched her neck, and found me during one of the “Rambler’s” few pauses. I maintained my gaze as she let her eyes go from his face to mine.
“Do you ever read poetry here?” Opal asked. She played the “touchy-feely” game, placing her hand on me whenever she asked a question. Opal rubbed me like she was reading Braille.
Out the corner of my eye, I saw Carmen watching like a hawk.
Opal had to go.
“It’s my turn to go to the restroom. Unlike you, I’ll be right back,” she said.
“Opal, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you earlier, but I’m waitin’ for my friend to get here. She might trip if she sees us together, you feel me?” I said with false regret in my voice.
Opal put her hand on mine. “I should’ve known a fine brotha like you had a woman. If things change, get in touch with me through Nina.” She then disappeared into the crowd.
Carmen was still engrossed in the one-way conversation with “Mr. Talk-a-Lot.” Her eyes narrowed in a look of disapproval when she caught my eye.
I turned away from her, sipped my beer, turned back, stuck my tongue out and crossed my eyes. What followed was comedy.
Carmen sucked her lips into her mouth and bit down on them in an attempt to contain a laugh. The “Rambler” happened to be looking at her and was confused at her reaction.
When he turned around to see what Carmen was looking at, I lifted my chin up and gave him the “Wassup?” nod. He turned his head sideways the way a dog did when it heard a high-pitched noise.
I thought for an instant he might want to chit-chat with me, but he didn’t. He turned back to Carmen, who looked at him and shrugged her shoulders like she didn’t know what was going on.
Unbeknownst to me, Dee witnessed the entire episode. “What the hell you doin’?” he asked with a bewildered look on his face.
“Just markin’ my territory.” I turned my attention back to the stage to watch Nina.
Carmen and I played eye tag the rest of the evening.
Nina completed her set to a standing ovation. In mid-clap, Dee said, “Uh-oh, we gotta go!”
“What’s wrong with you?”
“Brenda’s sister Alicia is here,” he said, eyes wide with fright.
“Where?”
“She’s the one shakin’ hands with Nina.”
Nina was talking to a medium-sized, cute, dark-skinned sister with big lips and long braids, and who looked just like Brenda.
“So, what’s the problem?”
“The problem is I’m supposed to be at Albany Bowl with the rest of my bowling team.”
“Since when have you been in a bowling league?”
“I’m not. I told Brenda I joined the AC Transit bowling team so I could get out the house on Friday nights.” Dee waited for Alicia to turn one way so he could go the other.
“Come on, nigga, before I leave you,” he whispered and ducked his way through the crowd. I was barely able to keep up with him. I laughed at my boy all the way to my house.
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I had an appointment on Saturday at a place I had come to hate: the D.M.V., Department of Motor Vehicles. I was there to pick up my car registration. Since I had neglected to mail it in on time, I had to pay the cost—in more ways than one—in person to avoid late payment penalties.
I couldn’t believe my eyes. Standing three people in front of me was Carmen.
I could tell it was her by the way her form-fitting, yellow and white flowered blouse tapered away to her shapely hips.
She was bowlegged. The yellow Capri pants she wore revealed that fact to me. Her hair was tied back into a ponytail. A throw of hair curved around the right side of her face.
Carmen and I were both in the information line. As though the Gods had heard my mental wishes for Carmen to turn around, the woman behind me dropped her keys. The loud noise caused a few curious heads to turn, including Carmen’s.
Was thrilled at the instant recognition that registered on her face when our eyes met.
“Not you again,” she said and blessed me with a smile.
“You gotta quit followin’ me, woman.”
“Don’t start with me.” She approached the counter.
It turned out Carmen was there to apply for a California driver’s license. As I continued to ear hustle, I found out she had just moved here a couple years ago from Alabama and that her last name was Massey. She was Carmen Massey.
As it turned out, we were going to be in two separate lines. I had hoped we would be in the same line so I could kick it with her.
“What are you doing here on a Saturday? Shouldn’t you be recovering from partying all night?” Carmen asked.
“I recover quickly. You might wanna remember that.”
“Now why would I—, Never mind, I forgot who I was talking to,” she said with mild exasperation in her voice.
I told her I was there to renew my registration, and she told me what I already knew from my eavesdropping.
Since her line was considerably shorter than mine, I asked her if she would wait for me.
“Why should I wait for you?” Carmen asked as she put her paperwork in her black Prada bag.
“So I can get my gumbo.”
“Oh, so now you decide you want it, huh? What happened? Your girlfriend didn’t cook for you?”
“As a matter of fact, she did. She made me some gumbo.” Cockiness seeped out of my voice.
“Get over yourself. I’ll think about waiting for you.” She walked her sexy walk to her line.
When she was done with her test and the rest of the D.M.V. bullshit, she promptly found me in line. I was six people from the counter when she snuck up behind me and poked me in the back with her finger.
Startled, I looked around wondering, “What the hell,” and then her smile washed all malice from my body. I was immediately taken out of the mental confines of the D.M.V. to a world where only she and I existed.
We talked about everything under the sun while I waited in line. In no time, I found myself at the counter, and damn near got mad because I’d gotten there too fast. After I paid my fees and received my tags, we walked slowly toward the door.
“What you have planned for the rest of the day?” I asked.
“I’m supposed to go get some groceries with my friend.”
“You mean homeboy from the Rasta House?”
“No, definitely not him. I have other friends.”
“Do all your other friends hug up on you like he did?”
“If you must know, he’s a guy I work with that’s been trying to date me.” She hitched the strap of her bag up on her shoulder.
“I see. He’s just one of your many fans, huh?”
“I don’t have fans. I have friends.”
“No doubt about that. I heard about you southern girls.”
Carmen tilted her head and looked at me like I had three eyes.
“What are you talking about?”
“I heard southern girls are freaky,” I said with a contrived serious face.
“You’ve been watching too many rap videos.” Just then, a red-headed white guy squeezed past us with an annoyed look on his face.
“How about I take you to the store instead? I need to get a few things myself.”
Carmen dodged another departing D.M.V. customer. “I don’t know. How much is it going to cost me this time?”
“A smile.”
“Deal,” she said, then paid my price.
I felt my heart swell and a tingle deep inside my ball sac as my primal urges stirred. As we walked to my car, I viewed her natural walk. I loved the way her hips swayed. It was sexy and natural and made me imagine how they would move with my dick deep inside of her. When I opened the door for her, I got a faint whiff of her perfume. It was exotic and fitting.
She sat back in the spacious front seat of my car, enjoying the way the leather hugged her. It made me wish I was that seat. I took the long way to the grocery store, my excuse being the store in the “rich, white” neighborhood would have a better selection.
I wished the ride would never end. As I looked over at the gorgeous woman in the seat next to me, a Boney James song played on the radio. It was just right for the mood.
We pulled into the Safeway parking lot in Alameda, a city literally on an island in the “rich, white” neighborhood. I watched as she got out of the car, arched her back, and stretched. I stalled closing the door as I put my keys in my pocket and deftly adjusted my swelling meat. I didn’t want Carmen to see what was on my mind.
I was determined not to turn our budding friendship into just another “sex thing.”
After having dealt with Amanda for about a year and discovering we had little more in common than sizzling sex, I vowed to spend more time getting to know my next number one female. Currently, that spot was wide-ass open.
I took the shopping cart from her. “I got this.”
“What are you doing?” she asked, amused at my insistence on pushing the cart.
“It’s a man’s job to drive the cart.”
“Is that some California rule?” Carmen stood with one hand on her hip.
“No, that’s a Rio rule. I have a lot of ’em, so you’d better get use to it.” We began our walk down the cereal aisle.
“Rio, you have issues.” Carmen rifled through her bag for her grocery list.
“You got it wrong. I have subscriptions to issues.”
She laughed and agreed to let me navigate the cart. Little did she know, it offered me the opportunity to watch her ass percolate as she selected her groceries. The store was sparkling clean and fully stocked. They had things like caviar, goat cheese, truffles, and pumpernickel bread, items not stocked in the “hood” grocery stores. All the checkers wore clean white shirts, black bowties, and crisply creased black slacks.
When we reached the detergent aisle, I rushed behind her to lift the economy-sized box of Tide she wanted into the cart. I purposely brushed up against her booty. Feeling no resistance, I got a little bolder.
“Mmmm, you smell nice,” I whispered in her ear.
“Thank you.” Her whisper was just as low as mine. I fought off the urge to kiss her neck, even though the soft baby hairs there seemed to wave me on. I tried to back off before she felt how hard I was, but it was too late.
I knew she felt the head brush up against her butt cheek when I attempted to turn away. Her hand “accidentally on purpose” brushed against my crotch area. It wasn’t blatant. In fact, it was done with a smoothness and innocence that rivaled my own.
Was she really feeling me? It was hard to believe a woman that fine, southern-raised, and regal looking had copped a feel on me.
When we arrived at the produce section, she picked out grapes, apples, celery, and potatoes. I noticed when we got to the squash section Carmen paid a little more attention to detail in her selection.
She picked up a cucumber and looked at it as though she was sizing it up for something besides cooking. If I didn’t know better, I’d say she purposely put that show on for me.
In the checkout line, I decided to take her free hand in mine, and was happy as heck when my advance was met with no opposition. Carmen and I continued our small talk as we stood in line, ignoring the conversation our fingers was holding.
As I pushed the cart, we walked to the car. It felt like we’d been together for years instead of only a couple of hours. On the way to her house, I scanned my brain for ideas on how to prolong the day.
After arriving at her place, I asked if she needed help taking her groceries up.
“I don’t know if I should let you in my place,” she said while digging in her bag for her keys.
“Why not?”
“I don’t think I can trust you.”
“I see. You can trust me to be your chauffeur, but not your pack mule.”
“It’s not that. I just have a hard time trusting guys like you.”
“And what kind of guy is that?”
“You look like one of those ‘pretty boys’ that are nothing but trouble.” Her face hardened for a few seconds after making the remark.
“So, if I was ugly, you would trust me?”
“Maybe.” She switched her keys from hand to hand.
“Let me get this straight. You think I’m cute?”
“I didn’t say all that. You know what I mean, Rio.” Her face softened.
“Just pretend I look like Whoopi Goldberg in The Color Purple.”
Carmen exploded with laughter.
“Oh my God, Rio! You’re going to hell for that!” she said between laughing fits. “Come on, crazy man. Help me take these bags up.”
Yes!
Since she was accustomed to cooking for one, there were only a few bags. I took the heaviest of them and left her one to carry.
Watching her walk up the steps to her lobby door was a real treat. The way her butt cheeks moved in unison created enough friction to draw a nut from a dead man.
When she opened the door to her apartment, I saw a place that was still in the decorating stages, but had started taking on the personality of the tenant.
There were a few African and Asian landscape paintings on the walls and many plants. A few boxes were stacked neatly in the corner, labeled “Living Room,” “Carmen’s Stuff,” “School,” and a couple others.
She lived in a one-bedroom apartment with a nice size kitchen. The living room contained a tan leather couch, a few beanbags, two bonsai trees and a leather winged-back chair with matching ottoman. I could tell she had spent many hours in the winged-back chair listening to the huge CD collection, which surrounded the entertainment center. Her place smelled of aromatic incense and good cooking. From the looks of the kitchen, she was no stranger to the stove. She had matching pots and pans, unlike the crazy mix I had accumulated over the years.
After taking a quick look at her place—and imagining all the spots I’d love to do her in—I thought it would be best not to push my luck on the first visit, and decided to leave.
“Aren’t you forgetting something?” Carmen asked from behind her kitchen counter.
My mind imagined her wanting a kiss.
But her words said, “Here’s your gumbo,” as she sashayed over to her freezer. She pulled out a blue, two-quart Tupperware bowl crammed with frozen gumbo.
I relieved her of the bowl. “This’ll make a good little snack.”
“You have got to be kidding. You consider that big bowl a snack?”
I ran my finger under her chin. “Remember what I said about lightening up?”
Her skin was as soft as an angel’s whisper.
For a few seconds, she totally relaxed, and time ceased as my finger held her chin up.
It was as though our souls were hugging. I don’t recall breathing for those few seconds. I blinked, she blinked, and then reality resumed.
I reluctantly let my hand fall from her chin. “I’d better get this food home.”
As I reached for the doorknob, I turned and caught Carmen checking me out. She was surrounded by late afternoon sunshine that radiated through her patio windows. The sun framed Carmen in her bowlegged stance. It gave her the appearance of a bronze goddess. I almost forgot what I was going to say to her, I was so mesmerized. It appeared she was just as shocked that I’d caught her.
“What’s your schedule like during the week?”
“I’m usually free after four o’clock in the afternoon, except on Tuesday and Thursday. I teach a jazz dance class at Laney College those nights and don’t get home until about six o’clock in the evening.”
“No shit? You teach jazz dance?” Thoughts of seeing her in a leotard invaded my mind.
“Yes, I do.”
“I guess there’s a lot more to you than a big butt and a smile.”
“A whole lot more, Shallow-man.” She walked with me to the door.
Before anything else crazy could happen, I opened the door, said goodbye, and bounced with the image of her burned into my retinas.
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Later that night as I wolfed down Carmen’s good-ass gumbo and made entries in my journal, I wondered what she was eating and wished it was me.
I couldn’t believe I was jockin’ her so hard. Was it because that pussy was only about two hundred yards away? I doubted that. For me, sex was only a phone call away at any given time. Carmen offered all the things in a woman I had begun to desire. She was career oriented, self-sufficient, a good homemaker, sexy as hell, intelligent, and she made me laugh. She was the first woman I’d met with all those qualities. The more I thought about Carmen, the more I wanted to be with her.
I took a break from entering the day’s events into my journal, looked over at the clock, and saw it was almost nine. It wasn’t that long ago I had left her apartment. If I called, I would seem too anxious. Damn, the game had some crazy rules.
Instead, I called Angelina and invited her to the movies. Before I got in my car, I looked down the block at Carmen’s building. Lots of lights illuminated the building, but I couldn’t tell if any of them were the ones in her apartment.
Surrendering to my craving for her, I briskly crossed the street and called her from the payphone.
After three rings, my call was forwarded to her answering machine and I left her a brief message.
Angelina and I went to see the new Ice Cube flick. Normally, I would’ve enjoyed it, but it was hard to concentrate on the movie when all I could see in my mind’s eye was Carmen’s face.
After the movie, I dropped Angelina off and went straight home. I picked up my phone and heard the familiar stutter tone of the message center letting me know someone had thought about me.
Two messages awaited my return. “Hi, it’s me, Carmen. I was just calling to see what you were up to and thank you for helping me today. Well, give me a call when you get this message. I should be home. Talk to you soon. Bye.”
The second message came at 11:11 p.m. “Hello, it’s me again. Sorry I missed your call, but after I called you earlier, a friend invited me to the movies. I was bored, so I went. Well, if it’s not too late for you, give me a call. I tend to be a night owl on the weekends. Bye.”
I wondered who in the hell she went to the movies with. It was 11:36 p.m. Should I call her or not?
Before I knew it, I had dialed the first five digits of her number while the mental debate continued inside my head.
“Hello?”
“Hi, may I speak to Carmen?” I asked, using my suave, baritone phone voice as I shifted into romance mode.
“I thought maybe you were gone for the night,” she said.
“Nah, I decided to come on home. I went to the movies, too. What did you go see?”
“Kim and I went to see our monthly ‘chick flick’.”
It eased my mind knowing she didn’t go to the movies with another dude. Or so she said.
“I hope I didn’t wake you.”
“No, you didn’t. As a matter of fact, I thought this would be a good time for me to paint my toes.” I could almost see those cute feet and smell her nail polish over the phone lines.
“Need any help?”
“I don’t know. You might charge too much. When I get my toes done, I usually get a foot massage, also.”
Oh yes, it was on. That’s all the opening I needed.
“Well, I can show you better than I can tell you, and the first visits on the house.”
“How many times have you used that line?”
“You’re the first one I used it on this week.” I paced the floor, grinning.
“I believe you.”
“Why don’t you gather up your pedicure stuff and come on over?”
“Will I need to bring a pit bull to protect me?”
“I’ll give you a three-foot circle of safety.”
“All right, I’ll stop by.”
“Cool. How long before you get here?”
“How about fifteen minutes? Is that okay with you?”
I looked around at my place, wishing I could tell her, “Fuck yeah!” Instead, I responded by saying, “Uh, can we make it thirty minutes?”
“Okay, how ‘bout a little after midnight?” Carmen suggested.
“Cool, see you then. Just press buzzer 3308 and I’ll let you in.”
“Oh, and Rio, I have to let you know this upfront: This is not a booty call.”
“The thought never crossed my mind.”
“Good, I’d hate to have to use my stun gun on you.”
“It’s a good thing I got some nookie earlier tonight so I won’t be tempted.”
“Keep it up and you’ll be doing your own toes,” she said and hung up.
I needed to make sure my place was presentable. I couldn’t risk her finding an empty condom package, one of my other girl’s underwear, or anything like that.
I rushed to the bathroom, brushed my teeth, washed my balls, put a fresh roll of TP on the holder, cleaned the toilet bowl, laid out fresh towels, and cleaned the bathroom mirror all in twenty minutes flat. The living room was decent. I checked the kitchen…a few dishes, but not bad. Luckily for me, I ate out a lot.
Now, to the bedroom. I slept under one comforter and a fitted sheet on my California king-sized bed. I shook the comforter out and laid it evenly across the bed. I stashed my basket of clothes from the washhouse—along with an assortment of other stuff—in my closet.
The bewitching hour arrived. I lit a stick of Sandalwood incense and placed it in the holder that sat on my speaker.
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