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I was
lucky enough to not only have one literary agent, but
two. Each agent
represented completely different manuscripts. One agent took two
months to snag; the other six months. Agent One had only been an
agent for three months; Agent Two stomped the literary grounds for
over thirty years.

As most writers know, it’s extremely
hard to sign with an agent, especially in these economic times.
This climate just isn’t nice to newbie authors trying to scream
“hey, look at me” from the crowd. But it’s not impossible to catch
the attention of an agent. Follow a few simple steps and someone
will request the first three chapters. I didn’t do anything
special, just a little research on writing a tight query
letter.

A query letter is like a resume. It
not only describes the story you’re pitching, it’s an agent’s first
impression of your scribe skills and potential as a client. Write
an impressive resume, you get an interview. Do the same with a
query letter, you get a request for sample chapters.

Writing a query letter can be a
challenge, so here are some tips to help you out:

1)
Research the agent first.
You don’t want to query a questionable agent who requires a
“reading fee” (biggest scam ever). Preditors and Editors is a good
resource (http://www.anotherealm.com/prededitors/pubagent.htm).

2)
Use quality paper. No
notebook, color, flimsy or paper with zig-zag, cutesy, third-grader
designs. No hand-written letters, either.

3)
Use one sheet for your query. Agents get dozens of queries a week. No agent wants to read
three pages. Agents want "to-the-pointness."

4)
Know the standard query letter
format: 1-inch all around, Times Roman or
Courier new, 10-12in font. Double space paragraphs
only.

5)
Know the submission guidelines. Not all agents accept email queries. Some agents have a
word-count requirement. And you'll feel like a fool if you submit
an erotic thriller to an agent who only accepts religious
fiction.

6)
No "Dear Agent" or "To whom it may
concern." Address the agent by name. If you
don't know it, research it. And definitely spell the name
right!

Note: Be careful with gender. A name
like Jerry Michaels sounds male, but "Jerry” could be female, too.
"Dear Jerry Michaels" would suffice.

7)
Cover the main points of a
query: opening, description, qualifications
(i.e. doctor writing a medical thriller), publication credits
(including awards) and closing.

8)
From the gate, get to the
point. An opening shouldn't say, "be
prepared to experience the greatest adventure of your life when you
partake on a fantastic voyage courtesy of my sure-to-be New York
Times best-selling novel entitled..." Ewgh! Say the genre (fantasy,
thriller), word-count, title and what the story is
about.

9)
In the main body, describe your story in two to
three paragraphs. Nothing cute, no
gimmicks, no fancy words such as "filled with belly-bustin'
humor..." or "it will make you laugh, cry, pissed-off..." The
description should be similar to the back of a
book.

10) If no qualifications or credits,
don't sweat it. Write about your writer
groups or conferences you've attended. Or if writing a book about a
detective who's also a mother of three boys, definitely include
you’re a Mom of three boys!

And if a well-known writer referred
you to the agent with permission, mention that!

11) Research similar
books. Describe a book or two like yours,
but definitely write what makes your masterpiece stand
out.

12) No outlandish reviews from
family/friends! Agents don't want to know
how much Mom, Dad and your brothers Moe, Larry and Curly loves your
story!

13) Pitch one story at a time in your
query. Of course, you can mention a sequel
is in the works.

14) Know the difference between
fiction and non-fiction queries. For
non-fiction, the project can be incomplete. For fiction, the
novel must be
complete and preferably, professionally edited. Never query with an
incomplete novel.

15) State why you solicited that
particular agent. Maybe they represent an
author you admire? Or their twenty years at Random House convinced
you? Think about it: Doesn’t a prospective employer ask, “so, why
do you want to work for us?”

16) When done with the letter,
proofread then post to a writers group.
Online groups such as Writers.net helped me shape my first query
letter. Be warned: They can be brutally honest!

Some
consider writing a query letter harder than writing a novel. It’s
tough, but if you want an agent, you need to write an eye-catching
query letter that makes an agent say, “this sounds interesting.”
For more information, I highly recommend Guide to Literary Agents, the bible
for query letters and agents.

Now that you have a little bait, it’s
time to go fishing! There may not be as many fish out there, but
agents are still biting, so throw out the hook and reel one in!
Good luck!
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CHAPTER 1

TAMMY

 


 


Another so-called man bit the
dust.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I forgot.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Wow, he’s
got some nerve, I
thought.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Baby, wha-wha-whatchu
doin’?”



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

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

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

“Baby!” Craig cried,
touching my wrist.

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

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

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

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

“Turn it off,” I cut
in.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Bus-ted.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He stood up. “Did Tracy call
here?”

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

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

What the
hell? He made his priorities quite
clear.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What?”

“Yeah. He’s
gone.”

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

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

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

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

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

“Watchin’
cartoons.”

“Really? Any good
ones?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“No, I
need that.”

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

“I don’t care. I need a real
drink.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What did he mean by
that?”

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

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

“Probably.”

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

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

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

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

“Sorry. But you need to hear
it.”

“Pssst,
whatever.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Thanks, Mik.”

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

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

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

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

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

“Niggas,” I whispered.
“Damn niggas.”

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

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

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

“Hello?” Her voice was
groggy.

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

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

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

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

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

 



 




