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I wouldn't have answered the phone had I known my girl Danielle would spend the last half hour whining about her sorry-ass boyfriend.

“What do ya think I should do?” she asked in a low whisper as if someone else might be listening.

I clicked my tongue and answered, “You already know what I would do.”

“Yeah, but I ain’t like you.”

See, that’s one thing I’ve never understood. Why ask for advice when you really don’t want it? I have never figured that out, especially when the answer is obvious. Kick his ass to the curb! My grandmother always said, “Can’t nobody tell a woman to leave her man. She has to decide on her own when she’s had enough.” I understand what Big Mama was trying to say; really, I do. But it’s a shame how much shit a woman is willing to take before she finally decides enough is enough.

Take my girl Danielle, for instance. Her ex-boyfriend Deon fucked around on her for years. He messed around and brought home the kind of shit you must take a trip to the free clinic to get rid of. Yet and still, she forgave his trifling ass. It wasn’t until one of his baby mamas clocked her upside her peanut head. At the same time, he stood by and watched before she finally decided enough was enough.

Now Ron, the latest thug in her life,' is never home, can’t keep a job, and has bitches calling her house at all hours of the night bold enough to ask for him, yet she’s determined to stick by him.

I love my girl, really, I do. We talk on the phone at least five times a week, and I know if I ever needed her, she’d have my back. Her brain is short a couple of screws, though. At thirty-six, there ain’t no way I would be putting up with that kind of shit. But unlike me, Danielle loves a thug and will go crazy without daily drama in her life. And that’s why her ass is always getting dogged.

“That mothafucka got off work three hours ago, and I ain’t seen his ass yet. He’s got no respect for me,” she complained.

I couldn’t help but laugh in her ear. “What do you expect? He’s only twenty-four. I doubt he respects his own mama.”

“Yeah, right!” she laughed. “But that’s ai’ight ’cause he’s got the shit twisted. I’m gonna get all in that ass when he gets home.”

Ooh! Like that’s gonna make a world of difference. “It’s been a year. He’s not gonna change. What you need to do is put his lazy ass out.”

While Danielle tried to justify why she wasn’t ready to end the relationship, I rose from the couch, turned the light off, moved to my bedroom, and changed into a nightgown. It was late and a school night, so my kids, Quinton and Tamara, were in their rooms, probably pretending to be asleep. That’s okay with me, just as long as they’re in bed by ten.

As Danielle ranted on, I half-listened because she didn’t want to hear what I had to say. If it was me, Ron would never have moved into my house. So, instead of giving advice, I pretended to be paying attention and said, “Uh-huh,” on cue. I really think she just likes for someone to listen. Shit, I ain’t mad because I do the same thing. Nevertheless, it’s late, and I am tired. I yawned rudely in the mouthpiece, hoping she’d get the hint.

She didn’t.

Okay, she has ten more minutes, then I’ll come up with some kind of excuse and hang up.

I had just entered the adjoining bathroom and dropped my clothes in the hamper when I heard the garage door rising. “Oh shit!” I exclaimed as I dashed back into the bedroom.

Danielle gasped. “What?”

Leaning over, I turned out the Tiffany lamp on the nightstand. “John’s home.”

“Already? I thought he didn’t get off work until midnight.”

“He doesn’t, but I guess he decided to get off early.” I glared at the clock—it was barely eleven.

“It must be nice being the boss.” I heard the envy in her voice.

“Look, I’ll holla at you tomorrow.” I ended the call, slipped beneath the covers as quickly and quietly as possible, and waited. My stomach felt tied up in knots when I heard heavy footsteps coming up the stairs. Damn! I can’t deal with him tonight. I was irritated because if John got off early from work, it was for one reason and one reason only—he wanted some booty. Girl quit trippin’! Everything ain’t always got to be about you. Maybe he’s tired, I thought to myself. Okay, perhaps I’m being silly. Maybe I’m wrong.

I knew my luck had run out when John entered the room and turned the lock behind him.

Shit!

While he undressed, I lay perfectly still on my back and breathed deeply, praying he’d think I was asleep and would leave me the hell alone. From the corner of my eyes, I watched him move about the room in the dark. Then he stepped into the bathroom, took a leak, passed gas, and flushed the toilet. I turned my nose, disgusted but relieved when I heard the water running. At least he washed his hands. A few minutes later, the mattress beside me sagged from the impact of his weight. Within seconds, he was underneath the covers with his giant arm pressed against mine. My nose began to itch, but there was no way I would scratch it because the slightest movement and John would spring into action.

The clock on the dresser ticked, seconds became minutes, and finally, I began to relax. Yes! He’s not going to touch me tonight. Then, just as I fell asleep, I felt his hand creeping up my thigh. I tensed because I knew he would ask me that same stupid-ass question in the next five seconds.

“Can I have some?”

I wanted to yell, “Hell no, you can’t have none!” No, I really wanted to say, “If I wanted to give you some, I would’ve been lying in bed butt-naked instead of in a long gown and a pair of grandma draws.” Instead, I remained stone-faced and tried to pretend I hadn’t heard him, but at this point, it was apparent he wasn’t falling for it.

“Hey, Renee, you hear me?”

I gave a long, exasperated sigh because, for once, I wished my husband would just get the hint and leave me the fuck alone. “Not tonight,” I said as nicely as I could manage, then rolled onto my side. I even threw a little sleep in my voice since I hadn’t entirely given up on that trick yet.

“Aw, come on,” he begged. “I’ll be quick. I promise.”

I know his quick. After thirty minutes of him playing with my left titty, he’ll want me to play with his dick before he finally climbs on me for another half hour of torture. I blew another angry breath, rolled onto my back, and looked up at him. “Why can’t you wait until I want you sometimes? I mean ... I can’t understand why you always want some when I’m not in the mood.”

There was a long silence, and one would have thought I had hurt his feelings, but not John. He gave me this sad, pleading look. “So, you gonna give your husband a little or what?”

I couldn’t help it. I tossed my arms in the air and gave a frustrated laugh. He was obviously not going to let up until I gave him some coochie. And, as usual, I felt guilty as shit for depriving him of what he thought he was entitled to have on an ass-needed basis.” 

“I’m not in the mood,” I snapped with attitude. “I don’t want no dick! But if you want it, if you really, really want it, then go ahead and do the damn thang!”

Now any other brotha would have said, “Fuck you, bitch,” and rolled over. Not John. He rose long enough to shrug out of his T-shirt and tighty-whities, then eagerly climbed back in the bed. The moment I felt his limp dick on my thigh, I sighed because I knew I was in for a long night

Lord, why me?

Now, I could have refused, but Big Mama taught me never to bite the hand that feeds you, so as usual, I gave in and let him have his way. Within seconds, I felt his hand slide underneath my gown. I cringed as his fingers grabbed my nipple, tweaking it like he was trying to tune a transistor radio. In the five years of our marriage, I have discovered that playing with my breasts for five to ten minutes is one of John's only ways to get an erection. The other is me going down on him, but that shit’s not about to happen. John lifted the gown over my head while I lay there like a stiff board. He suckled one nipple between his dry, cracked lips while he twisted and pulled at the other with his fingertips.

The entire time, I stared at the ceiling fan twirling above while tears ran from the corners of my eyes and onto the pillow. I’m so sick of this shit that I don’t know what to do. Every time he touches me, I feel like I’m being violated. I’ve never been raped, but it can’t be far from what I feel. As he slid my panties to my ankles, my mind disappeared to another time. A time when I was free to do what I wanted with whomever I wanted. I then traveled back even further to happier times in grade school before all the madness in my life had begun. My sister Lisa and I used to lie in our bunk beds, laughing and creating make-believe worlds. I bit my lip and forced myself not to cry. Even after a year, thinking about my sister still brings tears to my eyes. At thirty-eight, Lisa had lost her battle with ovarian cancer. I didn’t even know she had it until it was too late. Her last wish was for me to give my marriage an honest try, and because of her, I was still trying to hang in there with John. As much as I loved my sister and tried to be a woman who stood by her word, I wasn’t sure how much more I could endure.

“Play with it,” John instructed as he reached for my hand and moved it over to his limp dick.

I yanked his shit because I just don’t get it anymore. For the last year, his dick has only half worked. Not that it has mattered to me. Even when it was fully functional, sex had been bad. I just didn’t think it was necessary. Seriously! It may sound crazy, but I felt what I was getting from the marriage far outweighed what I had to give in return. That shit sounds crazy as hell now. When he met me, I was a broke bitch trying to rub two nickels together, and when he asked me to marry him, I jumped at the chance, thinking that life could only get better. Now I wasn’t so sure.

John’s dick finally rose to the occasion when my hand was about to fall asleep. Before it grew soft, he quickly climbed between my legs and searched for the hole. “Help me find it.”

I don’t understand why he can’t find my coochie! Damn! We’ve been together for five years, but he still aims for the wrong hole. What the hell is up with that shit? Reaching into the top drawer of my nightstand, I pulled out a tube of KY Jelly because my coochie was as dry as the desert. I squeezed a little in my hand and lubed the head of his dick. Damn! He was starting to get soft already.

“Mmmm, baby, that feels good. Rub some more on me,” he crooned.

I closed my eyes and prayed for strength, then squeezed another dab in the palm of my hand and jacked him off some more. By the time he was hard again, I quickly guided him to my hole, and he entered me.

I sighed while he pumped his little dick like he was hurting some damn body. He was moaning so loud; you would have thought it was me. As he thrust, his fingers tweaked my nipples. And tweaked and tweaked and tweaked some more.

“Dammit, would you stop before they fall the fuck off!” I yelled, then slapped his hand away. I don’t know how often I’ve told him to stop playing with them so much, but that shit goes in one ear and out the other. I don’t think plastering a note across my chest that read, “leave them the hell alone,” would have made a difference.

John sighed, slid me down to the middle of the bed, and entered me, again pumping and pumping like he was doing some damage. I could have lain there and gone to sleep if he wasn’t dropping balls of sweat all over me. I put a pillow over my face to stop the next droplet that would surely fall in my damn eye. Thank goodness he paused long enough to wipe his face off on the sheets. He then tossed my pillow aside.

“Is that better?”

“Yeah, just hurry up,” I managed through gritted teeth.

Draping my legs over his shoulders, John began to plunge all three hundred pounds into me. I couldn’t feel shit, but I knew if I wanted this ordeal to end, I had to pretend I did, so I started moaning. As usual, the sound of my voice excited him.

“That’s it, baby. Come with me,” he said as he reached for my nipple. Instinctively, I slapped his hand away, then rocked my hips and met him stroke for stroke. “Yeah, that’s it. I’m about to come.”

I was so happy to hear that. I started moving my hips faster, moaning louder and urged him on. “Come on, big daddy, you can do it. Come all inside this pussy!”

“Okay,” he said like a good little boy. “Okay.” He pumped faster.

I reached up and stroked his nipples since he seemed to get off on that shit. “Come on, Daddy. I want to feel you nut inside of me. Wet that pussy!”

“Yeaaah! I’m getting ready to come!”

“Me, too!” I lied.

While he was howling like a hound dog during a full moon, I felt that wet, warm feeling as he squirted inside of me. The bed rocked. John was slamming the headboard against the wall so hard. I know the kids heard it until he finally collapsed on top of me. Thank you, Jesus! I lay there waiting for him to get off of me. He finally rolled over, and within seconds he was snoring. Overcome with relief, I eased out of bed, entered the adjoining bathroom, and cleaned myself up. I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror, and the tears began to fall again. What has my life become?

I’m miserable, but nobody seems to believe me. Especially not the big mothafucka who happens to share my bed. I feel trapped. Being trapped in a bad marriage is bad enough. However, being trapped in a marriage with a good man you don’t love makes you want to stand in the corner and bang your head against a cement wall. Don’t get it twisted. I would have left long ago if it wasn’t that John was an excellent provider and my kids adored him.

John and I have been married for five years, and I’ve been miserable for three. A one-night stand I met at a club. I was horny, and after a night of no other prospects, I went home with him. I was too drunk to remember the specifics of his performance. The only reason why I know we fucked was because I woke up naked and spotted the condom wrapper on the nightstand beside me. We dated a couple of times after that. None—to his disappointment—ended with sex. I found John to be a kind, generous man but too damn nice and touchy-feely for my taste. Not to mention he wasn’t much to look at—dark, five-eleven, over three hundred pounds, with a waist I couldn’t even wrap my arms around and a round face. Despite his appearance, he had a six-figure salary, took me to the finest restaurants in town, had company box seats to all the sporting events, and drove an Escalade. I know my reasons for dating him were purely selfish, but it isn’t every day a girl from the streets gets the opportunity to sample the finer things in life. After a while, those weren’t enough reasons to make me want to keep seeing him.

The second time I gave him some was because I couldn’t bring myself to say no after he had spent over two hundred dollars on a lobster dinner. As soon as we were in bed, he was all over me, touching, feeling, sucking, and tweaking. When I reached down and felt what he was working with, I almost laughed in his face. Nevertheless, I endured the hour-long session. When I finally left his place, I intended to end the relationship. Unfortunately, I got fired the next day, and who did I call? John. He let me cry on his shoulder. Back then, I didn’t know what I was going to do. I was already behind on my house payment. After a month of hitting the pavement hard, I panicked—then John offered a solution.

“Let’s get married.”

“What?” I looked at him like he had lost his damn mind.

He simply shrugged. “Why not? You need help, and I want to help you.”

I tried to think of every reason I could see why that wasn’t possible and ended up stating the obvious. “We’ve barely known each other three months.”

He shrugged and smiled. “It wouldn’t matter to me if it had been two years. In the short time we’ve been together, I have fallen in love with you and your children.”

I was at a loss for words because although he was starting to grow on me, love wasn’t even a factor, not to mention the sex had gotten worse instead of better. I was ready to move on to the next guy.

John noticed my hesitation because he added, “Listen, I know you don’t love me, and that’s okay. You can learn to love me later. Let’s try it out for a year, and if it doesn’t work out, then we can go our separate ways.”

If I hadn’t known it before, I knew it then—his ass was desperate. Why else would someone ask a woman he barely knew to marry him? With two kids and a foreclosure notice from the bank, I did the only thing any desperate single mother would do. I accepted.

His face lit up like a Christmas tree. “You just made me a happy man.”

John then gave me one of those kisses that lacked passion and tongue, then moved into the kitchen. I was about to yell, “Wait! I changed my mind,” when I saw him grab the stack of bills I’d left lying on the kitchen table. When he removed his checkbook from his back pocket and took a seat, I didn’t say a damn thing. That night I lay in his arms, trying to imagine a life with him, and all I saw was boredom and lousy sex. Still, I kept my mouth shut. Three days later, John got down on one knee in front of my kids, holding a two-carat solitaire. I didn’t even feel my lips move, but I definitely heard myself accept. Within the next few weeks, we stood at the justice of the peace with my sister Lisa and her husband as witnesses.

After that, I tried to make the best of it, even though I knew I didn’t love him. John was so good to me; I thought nothing else mattered, and I could learn to love him in time. Making him happy was easy. I fucked him when he wanted to be fucked and told him what he wanted to hear.

A year passed, trying to convince me I had made the right choice. With his six-figure salary, I made myself believe I loved him and everything he could do for me. I was financially secure. I didn’t have to work. I was home when the school bus arrived. I attended PTA meetings and made brownies, which many mothers wished they could do. I started getting into that Suzie Homemaker shit and began planning meals. I even learned how to crochet.

John loved me to death and showered me with so much affection that I tried to tell myself this was the best thing that could have ever happened to me. I even tried to enjoy sex with him. I would fondle and play with him, and for hours we would lie in bed, kissing and hugging between rounds one and two. I convinced myself that I had a lot to be thankful for. Sex was a small price to pay for the lifestyle I was living.

John built a four-bedroom home for my kids and me, and I enjoyed decorating it myself. Then, when I had nothing to do, I started looking for a job. I applied for every management position I could find, and I still hadn’t found a job after a year. Every rejection was proof that marrying John had been the right decision. However, at the end of the first year, I thought I would lose my damn mind. I had too much time on my hands; all I did was sit around and think.

“Why don’t you write?” John suggested after I started complaining about being bored. “You said you always wanted to write a book.”

It had always been a dream of mine to become a best-selling author. So, I decided to give it a try. John bought me a computer. Before long, the words began to flow, and I got so wrapped up in my writing that I discovered a way to fill the void in my life for the following year. After that, whenever I thought about leaving him, a voice in my head would say, Bitch, look at all you have accomplished with this man. You’d be a fool to let him go. Then I would glance over at his kind face sitting in a chair like a damn puppy just waiting for me to scratch his head, and I would feel guilty for even thinking about leaving him. After publishing three erotic romance novels, I realized with a sinking feeling in my stomach that no matter how much I tried to hide behind the stories I was writing, my marriage wouldn’t change. After three years, I realized I still wasn’t in love with him. I liked him and loved how good he had been to my kids and me, but I didn’t love him.

I mean, come on. To this day, I’m embarrassed to be seen in public together. With our fifteen-year age difference and his old-school spirits, it’s like having my daddy on my arm. I dread going out alone, just the two of us, because we have nothing to discuss. Vacations are a bust because we never have fun unless I create them. I didn’t realize until we were married that John had no friends or hobbies. Anything I do, he wants to do. He has become so needy that his entire life revolves around my kids and me, and it is driving me crazy. I’m not kidding you. I do almost anything to get away from him. Book-signing tours, vacations with my girlfriends, any excuse to put some distance between him and the boring life he wants me to continue to share with him. The only reason we have lasted this long is financial stability, and after my divorce, I wanted to offer my children a stable home. Something I never had.

I never knew my real daddy. He died in a car accident when I was barely four. Growing up with a stepfather was pure hell. Paul Perry made it no secret he didn’t like me. No matter how hard I tried, it was never good enough. To hide my pain, I rebelled and generally gave him a hard time. My mother, Bernice, was and still is a crackhead. Talking to her was a waste of time. A week after my sixteenth birthday, she left and didn’t bother to come back. During that time, I had already met my first husband. High-school romances seldom work, and my marriage to Mario was just that. When I received my diploma, I was already pregnant with Quinton. Tamara came three years later. After Mario put his hands on me one time too many, I took a bat to his head and filed for divorce.

Now you’re probably wondering, after all that drama, how I could even think about leaving a man like John. I hear it often, and I’ve been asking myself the same question for years. I can’t come up with one good excuse except to say I am unhappy. I just wished I felt the same way he does. I’ve tried so hard, but I’ve got needs and wants he just can’t meet.

The thought of him touching me turns my stomach. His kisses make me want to run to the bathroom and throw up. I can’t help the way I feel. I love John for who he is, but I am not in love with him. There is a difference. I didn’t believe that at first, but I know it now. I just can’t take it anymore. I know he isn’t my soulmate, and I can’t spend the next fifty years with him because, in the process, I’ll be losing a piece of myself. I need a man who challenges my mind, body, and soul, whom I look forward to sharing my evening with and discussing our day. I want a man who holds me in his arms through the night after making me come.

With John, if you give him a hug, he wants sex. If you kiss him, he gropes your breasts. Any form of affection results in sex, so I’ve stopped touching him altogether. Also, I can’t initiate sex with John because his dick won’t work if I do. He has to be the aggressor, and even then, he asks for permission. What brotha do you know asks for the coochie? I want a man to flip my ass over and bury all his inches before I can breathe. John is so kind and obedient that if I ordered him to bark like a dog, he would respond like that princess in Coming to America.

After the first two years, I couldn’t take it any longer. I started hanging out on the weekend and messing around with one man after another, trying to find what I was missing at home. John never once complained about me being in the streets as long as I gave him some whenever he asked. I didn’t mind at first, but now that his dick only works half the time and I have to spend most of it whacking him off, I’m fed up and can’t take too much more. I am dying inside. I just wish I could get him to understand.

During our marriage, I have suggested splitting up at least four times. And every time, he has talked me out of it. I just don’t understand it. I remember what he said the last time I tried to tell him I was unhappy.

“What do I need to do to make Renee happy?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know anymore.”

“You can have anything you want, but you’ve got to give me a hint.”

After hesitation, I said, “Time away from each other.”

I saw the flash of panic in his eyes before he pulled me into his arms. “I don’t want you to leave. We can work this out if you tell me what I’ve got to do.” His chest began to heave. “I love you so much.”

I was overcome with guilt. This man had given me everything, and I was, trying to bail out on him. I held him in my arms and promised to try harder. But I continued to mess around, and the months passed with me stepping out on my husband every chance I got. Then, two years ago, he accepted a position hundreds of miles away. I stayed behind with no intention of joining him until my sister made me promise only minutes before she went into surgery to give my marriage one last chance. Then, only days after agreeing to try harder, my sister died from a blood clot in her heart. Overwhelmed with grief, I stayed true to my word and gave John another year of my life. I’ve prayed regularly and have given up all the other relationships. I haven’t messed around on my husband, not once a year. Okay... make that nine months. Damn... all right, in the last six months. And that is a record for me. But my ass is so horny that I don’t know how long I can hold out. Why do you think I write all those erotic novels? Because I need some real dick and not that cracker-box shit I’m getting at home. That’s why it’s time for me to start building another life. It’s time for me to get a job. I already have a bachelor’s in Journalism and a master’s in English.

Teaching would allow me to get back into the workforce again to support myself. Writing pays well but is not as good as everyone thinks. I have a fat savings account, but how long will that last without John’s help? I love to shop and have gotten used to living an upper-class lifestyle. Change is not going to be easy. Okay, so all I need is a job—then I can save up enough to move and buy my own house. One more year, that’s all I have to survive, then I can pack my bags and get out of here. It sounds easy enough, but leaving him won’t be that easy. Freedom will come at a price. I just hope I can afford it.

I awoke the following day to John’s snoring. I reached for my robe, walked into the bathroom, splashed water on my face, and headed to the kitchen to fix breakfast. I like to ensure my kids get a balanced meal before school each morning. I moved to the counter to prepare coffee. I heard John coming down the stairs when the pot was brewing. 

“Good morning,” he said as he moved into the kitchen, smiling. 

I’ve never known anybody to be that damn happy this early morning. I personally don’t come alive until after my second cup of coffee.

“Morning,” I mumbled as I moved to the cabinet and removed the waffle mix.

John sat at the table, waiting for the coffee to finish brewing. I glanced over at him. He hadn’t put in his contacts yet, so he wore his birth-control glasses. Those bifocals were better than condoms. That’s for damn sure. Because as long as he wore them, he didn’t have to worry about a woman giving him some.

I put the batter in the bowl, the whole while aware that he was sitting there, watching me like a damn retard. “Why are you staring at me?”

“Can’t I look at my beautiful wife if I want to?”

“Whatever,” I mumbled. He was obviously happy because he got some last night. I wish he’d just go back upstairs and wait instead of staring at me. I could see if we had shit to talk about, but we don’t. We never have anything to discuss. It has always been that way. I used to try to keep a conversation going, but after a while, I quit doing that shit, hoping that he would see how dysfunctional our relationship was. So far, it hasn’t worked.

If I was a man, and my wife and I rarely talked, hardly did anything together, and hated having sex with me, why would I want to hold on to her ass? But not John. The first thing out of his mouth is, “What do I have to do to make Renee happy?” He’ll then go out and start buying me all kinds of shit. The worst part is that my kids are so attached to him that it would break their hearts if I left. So, as you can see, I am stuck... for now.

“I want to go back to work.” I stared at the waffle iron and waited several seconds before he finally spoke.

“What kind of work?”

I shrugged. “Teaching, maybe,” I said, still avoiding eye contact. “I want to start using my degrees.”

I could tell he was trying to put his words together carefully before speaking. “I thought the writing was your career.”

Here we go again. “It is my career, but I also need something else to fall back on.”

He gave me a ridiculous laugh. “Fall back on for what? I make plenty of money.”

I looked him in the eye. “Yeah, but I want my own money.”

“Don’t you get paid for your books?”

“Yeah, but not enough to feel comfortable about my future.”

He gave me a smile that said, be patient. “It will come in time. With every contract, you make more money. Eventually, you’ll be making enough that I can retire.”

I rolled my eyes. Sometimes I think John looks at me as an investment. As long as he supports me while I get my writing career off the ground, eventually, he’ll be able to reap the benefit of my success and hopefully retire early. I can’t get him to understand that I no longer want him to support me. I’m dying inside and need to stand on my own two feet. I also know if I am going to leave him, it has to be before I make it big because if not, he will be entitled to half.

“This is something I need to do for myself.”

“If that’s what you want to do, I’ll stand by you one hundred percent. I think you need to stick to the one thing you want to do the most, and you said it was writing.”

I rolled my eyes again because he was starting to sound like my father. “I want to do both.”

“How will you find time to prepare lesson plans and grade papers? Teaching isn’t easy.”

I hate it when he reminds me of how hard it had been for him when he was a graduate teaching assistant. “You act like I can’t do it,” I replied with straight attitude.

He shook his head and gave me the same scolding look he gave my daughter, Tamara. “That’s not what I’m saying. I’m just saying it will be a lot of hard work. I just hope you can juggle that around your writing deadlines.”

“I don’t see it being a problem.”

He chuckled. “If you think you can handle it, I stand by your decision. Have you thought about how many days a week you plan to teach?”

“I thought two or three days a week would be enough.”

He nodded, looking pleased. “And when are you going to write?”

“Afternoons and weekends.”

“Good, then it sounds like it’s settled.” Marking the end of the conversation, he reached for yesterday’s paper on the table and turned to the sports section. “Why don’t you fix your husband a cup of coffee? And make me two waffles. I’m starving.”

As I removed a coffee mug from the cabinet over the sink, I told myself, Hang in there, girl. It’s just a matter of time.

​
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One Year Later

The sorry mothafucka.

Danielle tossed a fake Prada purse onto the passenger’s seat of her Dodge Durango, then climbed in with straight attitude. She’d had it. Another deadbeat. At thirty-seven, she was getting too old for this shit.

Peeling up the street, she hurriedly moved into the flow of traffic, then glanced down at the clock on the dashboard. Danielle blew out a frustrated breath as she realized she would be late for work again.

All because of a man.

Yesterday marked exactly two years since the day she and Ron had first started dating, and she planned to make the evening special. Shortly after work, Danielle dropped her sixteen-year-old daughter Portia at her parents’ house for the night. She then made a quick trip to the Olde Un Theatre, where she picked up some naughty thangs to kick the evening off just right—flavored oils, edible panties, and a porno tape for an uninhibited night of getting their freak on. By eight, she had bathed and dressed in a white teddy, including a garter, thigh-highs, and five-inch white heels. After changing the satin sheets on her bed, she turned on Gerald Levert, lit a bunch of candles, and lay strawberries and whipped cream on the nightstand. Satisfied, she had poured herself a glass of white wine, then sat in the living room and waited for Ron to finish his eleven-to-seven shift at Quaker Oats.

Only the bastard never showed up.

By eleven o’clock, Danielle was pitching a bitch and tossing all his shit in a box. By one, the box was on the porch. Somewhere between three and four in the morning, a fire truck pulled up in her front yard to extinguish the fire.

Danielle whipped around a slow-ass car and veered left at the light. “Wait ’til he gets home,” she mumbled; then, voice rising, she said louder, “I’m gonna kick that mothafucka’s ass!” She pounded her fist on the steering wheel. She had expected Ron to show up sometime before she left for work, but to her disappointment, he had not, and that pissed her off even more.

“Who the fuck does he think he is, anyway?” She sucked her teeth as she swerved the SUV around the next corner. When one wheel hit the curb, she took a deep breath and told herself to slow down. However, even as she let up on the gas, she couldn’t stop thinking about how used he made her feel. Growing angry, her white leather mule slammed back down on the pedal harder, and she sped down the street just in time to make a yellow light.

As she neared the hospital, she glanced at the clock again and noticed it was ten minutes before shift change. If she could find a metered parking space close to the building, she just might make it in time to hear a report from the night-duty nurse. Then at lunch, she could come back down and move her Durango to the employee parking lot before she got a ticket

Her cell phone Vibrated on her hip. Danielle reached down, expecting to see Ron’s number display. Instead, she frowned when she recognized another frequent caller. Fuck!

“Hello,” she said.

“Ms. Brooks?”

“Yeah?”

This is Marcy Carter, the nurse at Hickman High School. Can you come down to the school right away?”

Danielle grumbled under her breath. Dammit! Her daughter was a hypochondriac. The school nurse called her at least twice a month. What was Portia’s problem today? she wondered before racking her brain and remembering that her daughter was scheduled to serve detention for skipping gym last week. She figured that whatever Portia was up to, it was nothing more than a scheme to get out of being confined in a small, hot classroom on the last week of school.

Tightening her hands on the steering wheel, Danielle finally asked, “Why? What’s wrong now?”

Nurse Carter hesitated. “I prefer not to say over the phone.”

Danielle blew out a long breath. “Well, I’m sorry, but you’re gonna have to say. I’m already running’ late for work. Is it somethin’ life or death?”

She hesitated again. Danielle heard something like a door closing before Nurse Carter finally said, “Your daughter was sexually assaulted on campus yesterday.”

“What!” Startled, Danielle swerved and almost ran into another car before she managed to swing out of the way. She pulled away from the flow of traffic onto a side street, a block from the employees’ parking lot, and put her SUV in Park.

“Are you okay?” Nurse Carter asked after a moment of prolonged silence.

Danielle felt as if her heart had momentarily ceased to beat. She took several deep breaths. “Yeah, I’m fine,” she choked out.

“I’m sorry I had to be the bearer of bad news this morning,” she said with what sounded like a sincere apology. “I don’t want to get into the details over the phone, but I need to know if you can take Portia to the ER this morning so she can be examined?”

Closing her eyes, Danielle shook her head. Not today. She couldn’t deal with her daughter today. She had enough problems of her own. Yet what type of mother would she be if she refused? “Yeah, I’ll be right there.”

Nurse Carter sounded relieved by her response as if, for a moment, she had feared Danielle might have said no. “Good. I’ll give you all the information you’ll need when you get here.”

Danielle thanked her and ended the call.

She paused to think about what the nurse had told her. Portia had been sexually assaulted. Why was she having such a hard time believing her daughter? she wondered. Because your daughter’s a drama queen, she’ll do or say anything for attention.

Just last year, when she had scheduled her daughter to see a gynecologist for the first time, afraid that her mother would discover she was sexually active, Portia had concocted a story about being raped by a man who had followed her down an alley. It wasn’t until Danielle told her she was taking her down to the police station to file a complaint that Portia confessed that she had lied because she didn’t want her mother to find out she was having sex with the nappy-headed boy around the comer.

Noting the time on the dash, Danielle cussed. She was now officially five minutes late to work. Quickly, she dialed the hospital where she worked as a licensed practical nurse and gave her boss a lame-ass excuse that she had been throwing up all night and thought she might have a twenty-four-hour virus. Five minutes later, she pulled away from the curb and headed toward the high school. Halfway there, she reached for her phone again and dialed her mother. Victoria answered on the second ring.

“Good morning, Sunshine. How was your evening?”

“About as bad as my morning,” Danielle replied dryly. Then, before her mother had a chance to control the conversation—as she typically did—she continued, “Mom, where’d Portia go yesterday after I dropped her off at your house?”

“Well, let’s see. I took her back to school. She went to some track meet, then said she was going to have pizza afterward. One of her friends brought her home around ten.”

Danielle groaned. How many times did she have to tell her mother Portia wasn’t allowed to do anything on a school night? With all of the classes she was failing, her daughter was lucky her ass was even permitted to watch television after her homework was done. Feeling the start of a migraine, Danielle rubbed her temple. Trying to get her mother to respect how she raised her daughter was a big waste of time and would cause another argument.

“Mom, I just got a call from Portia’s school. She claims someone raped her last night.”

When Danielle heard her mother’s quick intake of breath, she almost felt sorry for telling her the way she had. But her mother needed to understand that she had set rules to govern her daughter for a reason.

“Dear Lord! Why didn’t she tell me?”

She paused to ask herself the same question. As close as the two were, she would have expected her daughter to run and cry on her grandmother’s shoulder the way she normally did whenever she didn’t get her way. Unless, as she had considered before, her daughter was up to something.

“I don’t know, Mama, but I’m on my way to the school right now to find out.”

“You want me and your father to meet you there?” 

Shit, no! The last thing she needed was her mother blowing the whole thing out of proportion. Before answering, Danielle honked her horn at a Pathfinder that had cut in front of her without signaling. “No, let me talk to her first. I’ll call ya back.”

She turned at the next corner, cussing under her breath when she found the street closed for construction. If it ain’t one thing, it’s another, she thought as she made a left turn at the corner. Between Ron and Portia, she felt she was about to lose her damn mind.

Since her daughter turned sixteen, she had been wearing on her nerves. All she cared about was those nappy-headed boys. The phone rang so much that one would have thought her house was a call center. Danielle finally had to take her phone privileges away just so she could get Portia to do her homework and chores. Even then, she still tried to sneak on the phone when she didn’t think Danielle was looking.

But like she had told her daughter not once but several times before, “I'm smarter than the average bear.” Everything her daughter tried to do, she had already done. “You can’t out-slick a slickster,” as her mother used to say. She, too, had been a girl once and knew firsthand every trick in the book. As a result, Portia rarely got away with shit.

Danielle thought she had the problem under control until two months ago when she discovered Portia chatting online. Walking past her computer, she caught the words “sucking dick” before Portia could toggle onto another screen. Danielle tried to knock her daughter’s head off before she unplugged the computer and put it in the trunk of her car. Gary Graves, a good friend and computer analyst, had a look at the hard drive and informed her that Portia had been chatting and meeting men online for quite some time.

She just didn’t understand it. She had discussed the dangers of meeting men over the Internet with her daughter. Whenever there was an article about a girl who had been killed by some pervert she met online, pretending to be a teenage boy, she shared it with her. So why in the hell her daughter would want to meet a total stranger was beyond her. Nevertheless, she wasn’t taking any chances and definitely hadn’t listened to Portia’s promises never to do it again. She added parental control restrictions to every electronic device in the house.

As she moved onto Providence Road, she tried to look at the big picture. Danielle knew part of the problem was the way Portia felt about herself. Her daughter reminded her so much of her older sister Constance. Both were overweight with low self-esteem. She tried working with Portia and even took her to a therapist once a month for almost a year. Still, nothing seemed to help shake her daughter’s low opinion of herself. It puzzled Danielle because it wasn’t as if Portia wasn’t pretty. She had thick, shoulder-length hair, high cheekbones, and a small, upturned nose. Her best assets were her slanted, dark-brown eyes and compassion for others. Despite Portia’s constant need for attention, she really wasn’t a bad child.

Pulling into the high-school parking lot, she thought about the boy she had seen dropping her daughter off after school the previous week. Danielle was out in the yard planting flowers when she spotted a brown car pulling up at the corner. Something told her to watch, and sure enough, shortly after, the passenger’s door opened, and Portia stepped out. Danielle waited for the car to drive past her house, then made eye contact with the driver—a young African who had to be at least eighteen. When Portia arrived at the house, she looked surprised to see her mother already home from work. Little did she know, Danielle had taken a day off for herself.

“Why weren’t you on the bus?” she asked as her daughter moved up the driveway.

“Carmen’s mama gave us a ride home.” Carmen was the cute biracial girl who lived around the corner.

Danielle rose from a sitting position on the grass. “Then who the hell just dropped you off at the corner?”

Portia knew she had been caught in a lie because she didn’t respond.

Danielle cupped her ear. “I’m sorry, you’re gonna have to speak up because I can’t hear you.”

“Nobody,” she finally said.

“He was definitely somebody. That’s why you had him drop you off at the corner. What did I tell you about lyin’? Let me catch you lettin’ some mothafucka drop you off again and see what happens!” Without a word, Portia stormed into the house.

Returning her mind to the problem, Danielle took a second, lowered her head to the steering wheel, and closed her eyes. Her life had to get better. She didn’t know how much more she could take before she reached the breaking point. Maybe it was time for her to take a vacation. She then remembered planning to spend the weekend with her two closest friends. At least she had something to look forward to. Her best friend Renee Moore was flying in from the East Coast. Any time they were together, her life was anything but boring.

She finally climbed out of the SUV, feeling like she had the weight of the world on her shoulders. As she moved across the parking lot, she thought about her ex-husband.

At this point, calling Portia’s father would be a mistake. Alvin Patterson would blow the situation all out of proportion, then blame it all on her. No, she would wait and call him when she had more information, if she bothered to call him at all.

Danielle tightened her grip on her purse strap and stepped into the building. Staring straight ahead, she moved down the hall to the nurse’s office. Stepping into the carpeted waiting room, she found Portia’s best friend, Celina, sitting on the couch with her daughter’s head across her lap.

Danielle planted a hand on her waist. “What’s going on now?” she barked, completely aware her voice lacked empathy.

Celina waved weakly with an apologetic look. “Ms. Danielle, I’m sorry. I’m the one who told the nurse, but I felt it was something Portia needed to report,” she said in a low, nervous tone.

“Don’t worry. You did the right thing.” Her eyes shifted to her daughter’s golden-brown face, stained with tears. She didn’t feel an ounce of sympathy because, as far as she was concerned, her hot ass didn’t have any business on a college campus. Before she had a chance to question what had happened, the nurse stuck her head out the door.

Her light-blue eyes crinkled in the friendliest way. “Ms. Brooks, hi. Come on into my office.”

Forcing a smile and nodding at the redhead, she entered a small room. Nurse Carter closed the door and gestured for her to take the chair across from her. Once seated, Danielle met the woman’s sympathetic gaze.

“I am really sorry about this, but as you already know, I’m required by law to report this incident,” she said and adjusted a pair of round, black, wire-rimmed glasses on the bridge of her nose.

Danielle gave her a grim look. If she didn’t know, she definitely knew now. She just wished her daughter had given her a heads-up about what was happening before she had broadcast it to Celina. They both knew good and well, that girl didn’t know how to keep her mouth shut. Thank goodness the school year was almost over.

“Did she say anything to you last night?”

Danielle sat back on the hard chair and shook her head. “No, she stayed the night with her grandmother. Did she tell you what happened?”

Nurse Carter nodded. “Apparently, her boyfriend Ramsey picked her up after school yesterday, and while he was out of the dorm room taking a final exam, his roommate took advantage of her.”

Her head was spinning. Ramsey was her daughter’s so-called college boyfriend, whom she had yet to meet. Her gut told her he was the same boy she’d seen dropping her daughter off at home. Danielle took a deep breath, trying to keep her anger in check. She knew that boy was no good. “Was there a track meet yesterday after school?”

The nurse looked surprised by her question, then turned and looked at a small calendar on her desk. She shook her head.

Ain’t that a bitch. She released a frustrated sigh. Her daughter was up to her sneaky tricks again. Danielle sighed. “She told my mother she was going to a track meet.”

“I’m sorry.” Before the nurse could say anything further, a knock was heard at the door, and an older woman stuck her head in. Nurse Carter rose. “Excuse me. I’ll be right back.”

Danielle rested her purse in her lap and waited.

She regretted not sending her daughter to the small, private high school on the city’s south side. Instead, she had allowed Portia to attend the large inner-city school. Hickman High School was within walking distance of the housing projects. Every week it was one thing after another with Portia: skipping class, not getting on the school bus, and hanging out in Douglas Park.

She shook her head. If the weather was nice, black folks swarmed Douglas Park like roaches. It had always been that way. Danielle knew because she broke her neck when she was a teenager to get to the projects to hang with her girls. They would walk to the park in their skimpiest gear, sit in the bleachers and watch a bunch of fine, no-good brothas play basketball. Only times had changed. Now the park was full of drug dealers and fights that now involved knives and guns. Just last week, when she had picked her daughter up after drill team practice, two cops were spotted on foot, chasing a suspect across the park. Only this time, things were much worse. It was too unreal for words. Maybe I should have called her father. After all, she was tired of dealing with a defiant teenager alone.

“Sorry about that,” the nurse said as she stepped back into the office and shut the door behind her. When she returned to her seat, Danielle sat quietly and listened as the nurse explained the process.

“I’ve already contacted the hospital. All you have to do is take her to the emergency room. They are expecting her.”

Danielle nodded.

“As I said before, I am required to report these incidents. As soon as Celina brought her in here to talk to me, I contacted the rape crisis hotline. A rape crisis advocate will meet you at the hospital. Just ask for Nurse Tolliver when you get to the ER.”

Danielle gave a reluctant nod. The entire process would take up the rest of the morning and part of the afternoon. If the circumstances were different, time would be the last thing on her mind, but with her daughter, she knew things were never as they seemed. Sitting straighter on the chair, she asked, “Which hospital?”

“University Hospital.”

Danielle shook her head. “Nope. I work there. You’re gonna have to call over to Boone.”

The nurse looked at her like she had lost her mind. “Ms. Brooks, I think your daughter’s welfare is more—”
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