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    To the women of the world— You are all God's handiwork, radiant in your strength and grace.

To the African American woman— Your struggle has carved resilience, your beauty shines beyond measure, your charisma lights every room, and beneath the surface lies gold that generations cannot tarnish.

It is time you receive a love story of mythic proportions. This book is a tribute to your legacy, your brilliance, and the unshakable spirit that continues to inspire.

      

    



  	
        
            
            This is a work of fiction. Every character, event, and voice within these pages—including those that appear to speak directly to you—are imagined. Though the story may blur the line between author and narrator, what follows is not memoir, confession, or autobiography. It is a novel. A layered one. And the voice guiding you through it belongs to someone else entirely—a fictional author who will appear in future projects.

The journey ahead is not conventional. It is raw, poetic, and at times difficult. You may encounter trauma, longing, and choices that defy easy resolution. But if you stay the course, if you stay with Tamara and listen closely and feel deeply—there is something beautiful waiting beneath the wreckage. Something worth holding onto.

This is, in part, a coming-of-age story. Tamara is stepping into adulthood, and the narrative is paced with emotional honesty and sexual candor. Her voice is unfiltered. Her body, her desire, her pain—they are part of the story. Not for shock, but for truth. You are invited to witness. To love more deeply than you could imagine. But be warned: there will be tears.   
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Two years ago 

I’m at the kitchen table sharing a mutually agreed upon last meal with my soon to be ex-wife when a text message comes across my phone. In a reversal of standard roles, my agent states that she has a story for me. I ignore the text in honor of my wife. Had I done more of that through the years, we would not be at dinner with divorce papers between us. In any event, the evening is a success, if such a dinner can be viewed that way.

I see my wife to the car and watch as she drives towards the next chapter in her life. Needing a distraction, I pull my phone from my pocket and look again at the text. It’s late, too late for business calls in my mind. However, she texted me, and this was an unusual exchange. Moreover, we have enjoyed a wonderful, if not always monetarily rewarding, professional relationship. I call her. 

Pleasantries: she apologizes for my upcoming divorce, and I for disappearing during the ordeal. Then she hits me with the matter at hand. A distant cousin has recently lost her husband in an overseas rafting incident. To the cousin’s surprise, the husband left an unusual and delicate request in his will. Though the will left everything he owned to his spouse, it also charged her to find an agent/writer to publish an indiscretion he'd had shortly before their wedding.

Apparently, he’d not disclosed this incident and the wife was doubly hurt, because of the loss of her husband and the fact that he’d held this secret through twenty-six years of marriage. Nonetheless, according to my agent, the wife had honored the will by opening the safe with another present, so as to not give in to any temptation to censor any part of the information.  My agent was now in possession of the contents of the lock box, offering me the opportunity to investigate and tell the story. 

“Why me?” I ask. My agent represents more successful writers than me and even has longer standing relationships with some of them. As I expected, she believes I can use the work. I’m at a mid-life crisis, of sorts. My last two novels have failed for lack of passion, my marriage is over, and I have no inspiration to write. I could argue against none of these, so I skeptically agree to review the material.

A month later I’m in California having brunch with my agent, discussing the known details of this story. The wife’s name is Heather Jones-Harding. Her husband was Maurice, Reese for short. Both come from the upper strata of the social economic pool. They’d met during senior year of college and were instantaneously drawn to one another. Heather had shared with my agent that, as she recalled, Maurice was drawn to her nature as much as to her—whatever the hell that means. He’d called her pure, traditional, beautiful. The two wed early fall of 1996.

Maurice had opted out of the standard bachelor party in exchange for permission to take his RV on a thirty-day road trip across the southern regions of the country. Heather knew, and Maurice did not hide, that a big reason for the trip was to get his head right, clean out his closet, so to speak. There were either skeletons in the south or unfinished business. Either way, Heather wanted them gone and so permitted him time undisturbed.  

It was during this trip that he encountered young Tamara James and shared in an experience that they’d take to their graves. 

I ask my agent, first, if she’d looked over any of the material, and second, does she find anything interesting about this story. If so, what? Admittedly, I don’t see it. Sounds like yet another beautified story of unfaithfulness. Surely, I am not objective in the matter, being myself a victim of spousal infidelity in the name of love. 

The answer is yes, on both accounts. She’d thumbed through the material over the last few weeks. Initially, she’d shared my reservation. However, after careful reading she’d become convinced that an exceptional story awaited to be uncovered. Not so much for the contours of the story, after all, the triangle love story is nothing new. The true gem in this story, she declares, is the third wheel, Tamara James. I ask her to elaborate. She declines. Rather, she posits the challenge: take a month to review the material, and if I decide to write the story, she guarantees she’ll find a publisher. Her only condition: all edits must be performed by my former editor. Though I have no problem with any such arrangement, getting my editor on board might present a challenge. After all, she just rode out of my life, divorce papers in hand.  

Nevertheless, I tentatively agree. If she can get my editor on board, I’ll give it a thirty-day review. We shake hands, share a friendly hug, and then she’s on her way, I’m on mine. 

I could write a novella of my journey in getting to know both Maurice Harding and Tamara James, but I will provide here only what’s necessary to understand the compilation of this narrative. 

Let’s begin with an affirmation: I believe this story to be true, as far as imagination will admit. The six months of research I conducted has convinced me—no, convicted me—to believe this.  And my journalistic integrity persuades me to believe that the reader will agree with me on this. If I have in some matters over-romanticized, it is only because in the two months it took me to write the draft of this story, I’d become possessed of the heroine and her ill-omened quest. 

Why is this story important? Who should care? Every writer wants the world to read their work, and this is a love story, and as such should speak to and for anyone who has loved or wanted to love. Yet in a narrower sense, this story provides proof to the stoic that love exists, hope for the broken, healing for the scarred. In the least, the story confirms what Maurice said to Tamara, “Actions all have reactions.”  

In some ways, I am more attached to this story than any other I have written. With The Girl No Boy Could Love came a sense of duty to present the characters in their strengths and fears, their unrealistic idealizations of one another, and their tragic reality.

As to the question of accuracy and authenticity, I should state the obvious: I’ve never met either Maurice Harding or Tamara James. That does not mean, however, that I am without primary sources. Much of the contents of the safe box were letters, poems, and short prose narrative written by Harding, himself something of a writer. I will discuss Tamara’s contribution shortly, but the reader should understand that, on top of my access to primary documents, my journalistic travels have tread two distinctive paths, emotionally and geographically. 

Firstly, and far less challenging, I travelled the west coast, from San Bernardino to Seattle, in search of Maurice Harding. Because he was for all of his life a person of means, it was easy to track him. Heather provided details as to his person, strengths, and weaknesses. There were not many other people to interview, evidencing Maurice as something of a loner. He’d come and gone in this life, apparently living much of it to himself.

Tamara provided a greater challenge. Almost three decades removed, the faculty at her high school remembered nothing about her. She’d never held a job in Chicago, nor had she attended an institution of higher learning. The most peripheral sources available were Washington Heights neighbors and a greyed lady named Catherine who works at a bakery in Savanah, Tennessee. Coming closer to Tamara, both parents survive and proved invaluable in helping recreate Tamara in the pages that follow. They expressed both pride and jubilation that their daughter’s story would be told, notwithstanding my disclaimer that this work would cast her habitual indiscretions before an audience far wider than Washington Heights.

There’s not much else to say until you have read the story for yourself. Be warned, though small in size, this story moves with a force and power all its own. For what it’s worth, beta readers found themselves in a conundrum. They ended the story with a completely different view of Tamara James than the one they began with. One went so far as to tell me that this story gave her the strength to follow through with her wedding commitment. Others have claimed to identify with Tamara on some level or another. By all accounts, Tamara James was magnetic, but that readers of this story should hold such sentiments leads me to believe that maybe, just maybe, I succeeded in telling her story.  

I hope you believe what I have written. The core details can be verified by letters, poems, journal entries, etc. Disclaimer; I have taken license to one particular detail, a recurring theme. In one fashion or another, all sources agreed that Tamara believed she’d known an elusive figure was coming. She’d called him the man in the hat. Whether she’d foreseen this through vision, premonition, or even dream, is impossible to determine. 
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Late spring, 1996,

Chicago was on fire; Michael Jordan’s return to basketball set the city ablaze, and in the madhouse on Madison, on the city’s west side, the G.O.A.T. dismantled Shaq and Magic in pursuit of yet another title. But on the city’s south side, seventeen-year-old Tamara James had eyes on another prize. She bid time on the street corner, as if waiting for a ride, all the while keeping eyes on the house in the middle of the block. She’d been waiting three weeks for this.  

A girl with a ponytail and a shirtless dude in a doo-rag sprang from the door. They held hands and smooched, before Ponytail descended the stairs to head for her house around the corner. She was so in the zone she failed to notice Tamara James standing at the other end of the block. Doo-rag noticed. He lingered on the porch, and once his girlfriend was out of the picture, turned his sights to Tamara. 

With Ponytail gone, Tamara stared him down, awaiting an invite. He scouted the block for gossipers and tattletales and must have seen something amiss because he returned indoors. Yet, Tamara interpreted his delay on the porch as an invitation to ring the doorbell. She knew from the way he measured her he’d be an easy score.  

Tamara rang the doorbell. Arms folded beneath her breasts and weight shifted to one leg, she reran Ponytail leaving the house, envying the gait she had departed with. 

The young man opened the door, slowly. “What you want.” He looked over her shoulders for neighbors.  

“Can I come in?”

He hurried her in and shut the door, then scolded her for showing up at his front door. 

Tamara apologized for any inconvenience, but got right to the point. “I’ll have what she just had.”

“Excuse me.”

“I said,” she repeated, stepping in closer, “I’ll have what she just had.”

“Bitch, I can’t really fuck with you like that; my mama coming home any minute. Get at me another day.”

“You scared? Sounds like you scared. If so—”

“Hell nah,” he interrupted. “I’ll have you screaming my name in different languages. That’s on God.”

“I’m sorry,” Tamara giggled, amused by his ridiculous boast. He makes an alpha statement while keeping safe distance. What a gangster, she thought. But never mind him, this hook-up was all about Ponytail, and how she’d told everyone that Tamara James was, ‘a slut that any boy could have—but none could love.’ Tamara had grown numb to the insults, but because Ponytail swore her man would never cheat on her, Tamara took that as a challenge, even if she couldn’t brag about it.

“My girl can never find out about this,” he warned. Tamara heard the warning. She understood. She’d heard the same just a week ago—in the back seat of a married man’s vehicle. She raised her eyebrows in agreement. 

Even with her vow of secrecy, dude hesitated. She could feel resistance. No doubt he’d heard everything. Rumor had it that she was after semen: that she wanted to trap boys. Another rumor said she was dying from a venereal disease.

Before he could change direction, she proceeded to undress, humming a raunchy Adina Howard tune while tossing clothes onto his living room floor. 

“My mama coming home. You have to leave.”  

Tamara chuckled. Mr. ‘I’ll have you screaming my name in different languages’ softened his tone; he had no fight remaining. She stripped down to her crimson panties and posed, hands on hips. Like the spider and the fly, she’d spun her web—and there was no escaping. She knew he wouldn’t resist; boys never did. She had what they wanted: five-seven, thin but curvy, perky breasts and a pretty round bottom. Her skin amalgamated old-brick brown with beach-tanned sand. And most enticing of all, they didn’t have to work for it, didn’t have to admit to it, and didn’t have to speak to her again. In fact, most never did. 

He encircled her, watching, lusting. But when he failed to make an advance, she took control. Tamara unbuckled his belt and baited him backwards, towards the couch. 

She had unprotected sex on his couch, where she imagined his girlfriend must have sat watching Jordan and the Bulls only thirty minutes ago. Maybe they’d had sex there, too. In any event, the boy was done before it began, his knees were weak, and his back thrown out. Turned out he wasn’t a killer, not even a thriller, but based on his performance, he’d already gone the distance with Ponytail—Tamara got the leftovers.

She caught a CTA back home, where, thanks to her parents’ weekend trip out of town, she had the place to herself. She sank into the couch, reliving the thrill of pursuing ‘Doo-rag,’ thereby making Ponytail her latest victim. But as the thrill of pursuit often led to shameless sex, so the recapitulation led to disgust and dissatisfaction. Dissatisfaction—nothing new for Tamara James. Sometimes after sex, she would feel better than the names people called her, sometimes she would cry—but not know why—and then there were nights like this, when she’d drift away in thought. Whatever the case, she was content ... or so she thought.

“Tamara, wake your sleeping ass up,” Mama yelled, drawing back the living room curtains. She spoke an interesting blend of ghetto and angry black woman, no doubt a product of the late sixties/early seventies.

Tamara rolled over on the couch and received the sun from the window. The light scourged her eyes, so she turned back.

Mama yelled louder.

Tamara turned partially and rubbed both eyes with her knuckles. “What time is it?”

“Time for you to get your ass up and go to school.”

“Ma,” Tamara demanded.

“Nine-thirty, and you’re over an hour late already,” Mama drilled Tamara, all while dusting and vacuuming the living room. “Please don’t mess up now. It’s just two weeks till graduation.”

After a few moments of break, she broke the silence with an unexpected question, “Where were you last night?”

“Huh?” Tamara replied, buying time to prepare a response.

Mama repeated the question, “Tamara, where were you last night?”  And don’t lie to me neither, cause Mrs. Johnson saw your trifling ass leave in the afternoon and she saw you came back last night. Now, try lying to me and I’ll beat the shit out of you.” 

Tamara’s head squeezed in from both sides. She’d received her one-last-warning months ago and needed to think quickly before the vengeance of God rained down upon her like an Old Testament plague.  “I watched the game with Shanice.” Shanice was her best friend and partner in crime and would always cover for her. Crisis averted. 

“I thought you might say that, so I talked to her mom this morning—Kelly said you weren’t there yesterday.”

Tamara swallowed, thinking of a response. She swallowed again, ears ringing, head beginning to pound. Tongue clinging to the roof of her mouth, she feared she’d choke on her own spit. Throat dysfunction reminded her of a crisis looming just beyond the horizon. But if she could make it past this, she had plausible deniability for that one.

Mama noticed. She tilted her head from Tamara without breaking eye contact. “Were you over some boy’s house last night?”

“Absolutely not.”

“Girl, don’t play with me. I’ll tell your daddy. You know how much he hates you with them boys. In fact, if you can’t give me an explanation in five seconds then I know you’re thinking of a lie. Five...”

“But, Mama...”

“Four....”

“Damn, Mama, why you never trust me?”

“Three....”

A barrage of images ran through her head; but none would get her out of this.

“Two...”

Tamara prepared for damage control.

“One...”

“Okay, okay,” Tamara answered, artificially embarrassed, yet genuinely terrified. “Yeah. I went to see a boy. We watched the Bulls game, but nothing ... happened. I swear.”

“Tamara, quit your lying. I done told you stay away from them thug-ass hooligans.”

“Nothing happened, Mama. I’ve been good. After the game, I left.” Tamara rose from the couch, balancing her head with both hands.

“I don’t believe you.” Mama raised her hand in the universal stop sign, palm of her hand facing Tamara. “You’re on punishment until I tell you otherwise.” 

“I’ll do better, Mama. I promise.” And before mama could respond, Tamara redirected the conversation. “Where’s Daddy?” 

“Don’t change the subject, Tamara. I didn’t raise a hooker. Have some gat-dammed respect for yourself.” Mama stared Tamara down, as if lasers would soon come beaming from her eyes. “Besides, we both know your Daddy’s at the tavern.” 

“I will do better, Mama, I promise.” But Tamara said that so many times it had become a conditioned reaction, like an automated voicemail response. 

Mama continued the warpath hurling both insult and regret, lamenting how she’d failed to check Tamara’s promiscuity when it first bloomed. But in her tirade, she inadvertently revealed that Daddy and Grandma had words over her reputation. Mama paused. She faced Tamara. She continued right along, detailing points of contention that did not surround Tamara.

“Grandma hates me, doesn’t she?”

Ring ... ring ... The phone rang, but they stared at one another.  After the fifth ring, Mama left the room to get it.

Tamara escaped to the bathroom. She peered into the mirror, loathing the monster it revealed. To some, she was the most attractive girl in the neighborhood. To others she was a bitch—in the literal sense of the word. They called her mutt for an odd blend of ethnic traits. She had thick, collarbone-length, coffee hair, demonstrating traces of Indian heritage; dark picturesque lips common among Ethiopian women; and wide-set, hooded eyes, stereotypically assigned to Asians. The only predominately African American features were her full lips and nose. Her eyebrows sat high, and that, added to her narrow mouth with its descending corners, made her look snobbish. But she didn’t care. They’d called her stuck-up, hideous, and a host of other names she’d ignore; what mattered were Grandma and her disparaging words. That hurt.  Grandma was both a mentor and an inspiration, and Tamara felt closer to her than anyone else. So, when Grandma expressed shame, Tamara took it to heart and berated herself.

After finishing in the bathroom, at least on mornings like this, when she did not go to school, the next stop was the fridge. Sharp pains shot through her side as she bent down to look inside.

“Mama.” She paused. “Mama.”

“Girl, would you leave me alone, I’m in here on the phone. It’s your school.”

“We ain’t got no eggs.”

“Make sausages then.”

“We ain’t got sausages, neither.”

“Make pancakes then.”

“We ain’t got them neither,” she laughed, kitchen-only volume.

“Girl, you better leave me the hell alone.”

“Ain’t shit to eat up in here.”

“What did you say? I hear you in there mumbling?”

“Nothing, Mama.” Bent down, arm extended to the fridge handle, Tamara smelled something foul. She checked herself—yep, it was her.  Partially. Her deodorant did the Judas, and the boy from last night smelled better, last night. Pooh.

Then, like a slap to the face, she felt Mama’s words: she was ‘on the phone with the school.’ Tamara needed a getaway, fast. In haste, she threw on a T-shirt and shorts, jammed a comb into the mess on her head, and bolted out the door. She couldn’t avoid the reckoning forever, but she could let Mama cool down before addressing her latest debacle. And as she made way towards Mr. Ahmad’s Grocery Mart, she drew the gaze of the old womenfolk across the street. They exposed her with their nosy eyes and charred her with contempt.  

“My dear girl, what are you doing not in school? Surely your grades will drop,” Mr. Ahmad asked. He was a short man, but the sexiest Arab Tamara had ever seen. If he was but 20 years younger, not married—more accurately, not happily married, not a devout Moslem, and down with fornicating—she probably would have seduced him already.

“Man, I don’t even know,” she spoke from a tired face. Tamara went to the dairy section and picked up a gallon of milk and a carton of eggs. He tried, when she returned, to look in her eyes, but they lifted no higher than the counter. No smile, no conversation. She knew he wished to cheer her up, but, like everyone else, knew her despondency. She gave him the money and quietly left his store.

Once outside, she again thought of Grandma. She’d passed on the opportunity to make the weekend visit, and for what? Homework? Not feeling well? She’d used both those excuses, but truthfully, she’d blown off Grandma to get blown out by a stranger. A boy she’d surely cross paths with again but could in no way publicly recognize. And now Mama knew why she’d stayed; soon Daddy would, too. Worse, the school called, so they must have begun an investigation into her senior prank. 

After a few detours, Tamara returned to her street and saw her father’s car parked in front of the house. She did not make it up the failing porch stairs, however, before hearing her parents trash one another. This too, was nothing new for Tamara James.

Her father was an angry looking man with much to be angry about.  He was angry because all surviving family he and his wife had left, though crazy about Tamara, wanted nothing to do with her. He was angry about his daughter’s unrestrained behavior. Most of all, he was angry because the rumors were true—his daughter was dying.

Tamara passed Daddy and caught the stench of alcohol seeping through his pores. And, since neither he nor Mama noticed her enter the house, she slid upstairs to her room and locked the door. The plan worked; she needed only to disappear for a few minutes and allow them the time and space to attack one another; this way they’d forget that she was the root cause of their problems.

Tamara clenched her fists and paced the room. True, Daddy’s antics had distracted Mama from ripping her a new asshole, but was this a win? Hardly. She couldn’t stand the fighting, the perpetual misery. Worse yet, there was no outlet. It was constant. Had been for as long as she could remember. She’d hear every word, muffled. 

“I don’t give a damn. You hear me? She had no business saying that. That’s my daughter,” said Daddy.

“Baby, look, you don’t like what Tamara is doing either. In fact, you hate it. Besides, she loves Tamara, too.”

Tamara crashed on her bed and listened to her parents. Their fiery words rose to her bedroom. Her filthy bedroom: a detention center that held more bad memories than Sodom and Gomorra. The walls, hideous lime green with sporadic cracks that served as metaphor for the lashes against her soul.

“Yeah, I know that, but that girl upstairs, that slut, or whatever the hell they call her, is my baby girl. She’s my only daughter.”  He rambled as Tamara listened but tried not to hear. His words grew loud and choppy, and she knew he was about to cry.

Tamara grew long in face. It seemed every move she made led back to failure. She sometimes wondered why God made her—why he cursed her with nothing but stopped doors. In defeat, she shut her eyes and lay on a hungry stomach as Daddy continued, “And if nobody else respects my girl, I do.”

At that, tears swelled. Tamara hawk-eyed a bottle of pain killers on her dresser. It held more than enough pills to kill the pain of this life, but that would be suicide, a one-way ticket to hell. Not that Tamara James expected any other resting place, but no need to expedite the sentence. 

And when Mama raised her voice to yell about God knows what, Tamara rushed downstairs to redirect the tension. “Mama, who was on the phone?”

Mama did not respond. Neither did Daddy.  Their combined silence expressed mutual disgust. For Tamara, this was the win-lose; better they disdain her than devour one another. 

She lingered, prepared for Mama’s lashing—and possible thrashing. Unlike Daddy, Mama could take shit only so long before flying off the deep end. 

“Tamara,” Mama said, calm in voice while every other thread of her being mimicked a wakening volcano, “why are you suspended from school?”

“What’s the point? You’re not going to believe me. You guys never do?”

“I’m going to ask you one more time,” said Mama, rising from the couch and passively-aggressively approaching her anxious daughter, “Why, with two weeks left until graduation, have you been suspended from school, pending your Daddy and I going to talk to your counselor? Do not have us walking into a lion’s den.”

“So, you probably don’t remember last week, when I told you I was sick. Do you remember that?”
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