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PROLOGUE



      

      I remember my first escorting experience like it was yesterday. The driver parked directly in front of the Roosevelt Hotel

         on West Hollywood Boulevard. It was the first time I’d been to LA during Golden Globe weekend, so I was smitten by the various

         celebrities jumping in and out of cars. They were dressed in the best designer clothes to mix and mingle at all the major

         parties. Various magazines and production companies were hosting parties for LA’s A-listers. No parties for me. I had other

         business to handle.

      


      

      My heart pounded loud enough for the driver to hear. The concept of selling my body had been proposed to me just hours earlier,

         packaged in a bunch of encouraging words, travel opportunities, and networking possibilities. I should have taken more time

         to decide but not many entry-level jobs were offering those perks, so I agreed. I felt somewhat cheap for being so easily

         enticed into the forbidden profession. I had arrived at the place where I would first sell my soul.

      


      

      When I stepped out of the limo, the warm February night breeze blew through my fresh weave and I tossed my hair over my shoulder.

         My large sunglasses were propped neatly on my slim nose, mainly for me to remain incognito because it was close to midnight

         and the sun had long gone. My hands ironed over my slinky black spaghetti-strap cotton dress. The black-and-cream snakeskin-print stilettos I wore made

         my legs look long and lean.

      


      

      My initial steps were reluctant and nervous, but the perfectionist side of me warned me that if I was going to do it, I should

         do it with confidence. My stride became more determined and assured, as if I’d been doing this for a while. I had to hype

         myself up.

      


      

      I stepped into the palatial lobby: A huge antique chandelier hung and comfortable sofas were strategically placed. I paused

         momentarily, looking for the elevators. Finally I spotted them across the lobby. I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror.

         My full lips were glossy and my copper skin glistened like it had been buffed and polished. The absence of a bra caused my

         C-plus breasts to bounce just enough to still look sexy and give my already slim waist the illusion of being smaller, which

         made my round butt look even rounder. My hair was long and straight with a part in the middle. I patted the sides to make

         sure there were no strands out of place. I winked proudly at the reflection staring at me. My one dimple, on my right cheek,

         winked back. The black suede vintage Chanel tote bag propped on my shoulder was stocked with essentials: toothbrush, ponytail

         holder, underwear, condoms, and a change of clothes.

      


      

      I stepped into the elevator and headed to room 714. The hallway was empty when I stepped off and was greeted by another mirror

         for one last check. I lifted my shades to get a good look. Then I read the sign posted on the wall and headed in the direction

         of the room. In seconds, I was about to knock on the hotel room door. My life would never be the same again. Several breaths

         and a bunch of affirming words later, I knocked. I wondered if he’d been at the door the entire time, because it opened immediately. I was shocked to see an older white man cheesing at me. He stretched out his hand.

         “Mr. G.”

      


      

      I smiled. “Tammy.”


      

      I didn’t think it was wise to tell a stranger that my name was London. My eyes cased the room, searching for anything suspicious.

         He was a trusted client and, although it was my first time, he’d been with many of the other girls from what I’d been told.

         He placed his hand on my waist, ushering me to the wet bar.

      


      

      “You need something, Tammy?” he asked, swirling his dirty martini.


      

      “I’ll have what you’re having.”


      

      I leaned in front of the bar as he shook my drink. I watched him. His energy was relatively calm and relaxed. I sensed a bit

         of arrogance but in a harmless sense. He was an accomplished movie director, and I could see he didn’t need anyone’s approval

         by the shameless expression on his face. I sat on the bar stool and tried to psychoanalyze him, wondering about his story,

         his likes and dislikes. As a dog walker, I do the same type of observation with a new dog. He walked around the bar and kissed

         my neck. “Glad you could make it tonight.”

      


      

      As I ran my fingers through his mixed gray comb-over, his large belly poked me. He made growling sounds, mixed with heavy

         breathing; I assumed this was a result of his weight.

      


      

      I said, “What would you like?”


      

      He grabbed my knees and yanked them apart. Several fingers shoved inside me at once as he bit and slobbered on my neck. It

         seemed like we’d gone from freezing to boiling in a matter of ten seconds.

      


      

      “Oh, baby,” I whined as if I were enjoying his sudden aggression.

      


      

      He yanked my dress straps off my shoulders and reached back to unzip the dress as he continued kissing me.


      

      “Call me King,” he said out of nowhere.


      

      “Don’t hurt me, King.”


      

      I hoped that my submissive words would be a calming gesture and assert that he was in control and there was no need to be

         so aggressive. The rapid finger-thrashing inside me slowed as he licked inside my ear. “I won’t hurt you.”

      


      

      He touched my face softly and repeated, “I won’t hurt you. I promise.”


      

      He opened his tuxedo shirt in what appeared to be one quick motion. It was almost magical as he exposed a rug hiding underneath.

         His chest was covered with thick salt-and-pepper hair. Yuck. But I continued to pretend he was the most attractive man alive.

      


      

      He carried me to the bed and lifted my dress over my head, pulling off my thong. Standing at the bottom of the bed, he looked

         like Fred Flintstone in a pair of black boxer briefs. He spread my legs apart and said, “Kiss my chest.”

      


      

      Ugh. I hesitated, but for a thousand bucks an hour, surely he expected to have no complaints. I sat up at the edge of the

         bed and ran my fingers over his chest, searching for his nipples underneath the forest. Once I found them I pushed the surrounding

         strands away from one and twirled it while putting the other in my mouth. I closed my eyes and imagined he was my ex-boyfriend,

         because I probably would have vomited picturing the man in front of me.

      


      

      He begged to enter me. So I reached over and grabbed my bag to pull out a condom. I pulled his shorts down and his medium penis protruded, a bit shy of his belly. Quickly rolling the condom on, I asked, “Which way do you like it?”

      


      

      He sat on the bed and lay back. “Get on top?”


      

      After pushing his stomach up I climbed on top of him and twirled my hips vigorously, and in about twenty minutes he was satisfied.

         He asked me to lie beside him. After a brief rest, he was ready for one more round. When we finished, we chatted a little

         about the weather and movies; pretty much a superficial exchange. Shortly after, his eyelids became heavy and he finally said,

         “Thank you.”

      


      

      My job was done and it didn’t seem so bad. I looked at the clock; I’d been there for nearly two hours. It felt like the easiest

         two stacks I’d ever earned. That was the last time I wondered where I’d get my next dollar. Before I knew it I was in too

         deep, taking on multiple clients per week, making men feel like the leader of the pack.

      


      

      It’s funny how time flies because seven years had passed and I couldn’t turn around if I wanted to. As I sat in a hotel room,

         watching the spring rain drench the windows, I had no one and nothing to show for all the men I’d made happy through the years.

         I wish life came with a rewind button.
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      Every call girl, prostitute, hooker, or whatever you choose to call the sex-for-hire professional finds something to help her

         cope; something that allows her to disconnect from reality and convinces her that there is absolutely nothing wrong with the

         career path she’s chosen. My love for dogs and my quest to make them all happy was all I ever needed to completely escape

         myself during the act, because men were nothing more than intellectually superior canines.

      


      

      It was probably my sophomore year at Georgetown University when it dawned on me that they were one and the same. Men like

         to be praised and petted. They protect their pack. They bark when you interrupt them or let’s say when you nag them. They

         hate doing tricks in front of your friends. They don’t give a damn what you look like as long as you let them hump you. And

         despite what women think, men are actually dedicated creatures.

      


      

      From as far back as I can remember I have had a natural gift with dogs and it was only natural that I would want to be a veterinarian.

         I majored in biology and was almost certain that with my good, not great, grades and charming personality, it would be a breeze

         getting accepted to my veterinary school of choice. Wrong! Not only did I not get accepted into the high-ranking schools, I didn’t get into any school. The consensus was that my grade point average in my major was not high

         enough, nor was my personal statement strong enough to override that. Let’s face it, how many black female vets do you know?

         They should have accepted me on my demographics alone. What the hell was I supposed to do now? I asked that question over

         and over for the remainder of my senior year and still came up with nothing. I didn’t really have a plan B. There was always

         the option for me to retake many of the science courses, continue working with dogs, and reapply the following year. That

         seemed too much like hard work for me to face the possibility of not being accepted again. I wasn’t sure my heart could handle

         another disappointment like that.

      


      

      Unfortunately, with a degree in biology, even one from Georgetown, there isn’t much you can do except teach. You have to get

         a professional degree and, from the looks of things, that wasn’t happening for me, at least not when I wanted it. And I didn’t

         plan to be in someone’s classroom dealing with a bunch of damn kids. I’d always related better to animals than to people anyway.

         Reluctantly I began to search for a real job, in between partying like it was 1999. Actually, it was. It was the spring of 1999. I was weeks away from a purposeless

         degree. I’d broken up with my boyfriend and had no job offers. Practically, I was shit out of luck.

      


      

      Returning home to my mother wasn’t an option. Not only did I not want to have her nagging me, she had moved clear across the

         country. I grew up in Arlington, Virginia, right outside of DC, the mecca of the black elite. And when I moved onto campus,

         her job offered her a promotion in San Francisco and she bolted out of the area like lightning. I went to visit once and it

         wasn’t my type of town. So that was out of the question for more reasons than one.

      


      

      The other reason is that my mother and I never really saw eye to eye anyway. Even the thought of living with her was like

         a natural disaster. Our relationship had been strained from as far back as I can remember. We were complete opposites. She

         had adopted me as a baby and I couldn’t tell you why, but we just didn’t click. I’m thinking that during the time a woman

         carries a baby in her womb, she develops into a mother. Then there are special women who instantly become mothers whether

         they adopt or give birth. I think my mother was one of those women who needed nine months of pre-bonding before my arrival.

         Not to mention that less than two months after the adoption, her husband told her that he wasn’t in love with her.

      


      

      She obviously thought I would bring them closer; instead I made their weak marriage crumble. It’s possible he would have left

         anyway, but I think she often looked at me as the primary reason. He went from our home straight to his mistress’s house.

         Adding to the injury, he subsequently married the other woman and they had three or four children together. Still married,

         I believe.

      


      

      My presence probably didn’t help her heal because it seemed like she was an eternal man-hater. She busted her ass as a corporate

         VP of a cosmetic company so she’d never have to consciously or unconsciously depend on another man again. I don’t remember

         her dating, or even flirting for that matter. She never showed anybody much love at all. There was a bitterness that lingered

         around her, making her already bland personality stink. It was never clear to me if this was a result of her ex-husband’s

         betrayal or if it was just the way she was. If it was the latter, I could see why he left her.

      


      

      She gave me a plush life, she sent me to the best private schools, she fed me, she took me on a yearly vacation, she bought me a car at sixteen, but I can honestly say I never really thought there was much love there. Never saw her cry. What

         kind of woman doesn’t cry?

      


      

      When I was seventeen my concerns about her love were validated. Her then-forty-year-old brother was at our home visiting from

         New Jersey with his family for a weekend. Uncle Leo was an accountant and he always had a square, calculated way about him.

         I liked when they visited because it made my mother smile, something I never did because I was always in some kind of trouble.

         She somehow thought my mischievous spirit was a result of something she did or didn’t do. She was always calling an expert

         to psychoanalyze me and make me conform to her mold. I was always the type to go against the grain and I think that made her

         more unhappy.

      


      

      I’ll never forget. It was a Saturday afternoon and Uncle Leo’s wife and my mother had gone out shopping. I walked out of my

         room wearing shorts and a tank top. Uncle Leo startled me as he headed toward the guest room in the upstairs hallway. His

         eyes burned through me in a somewhat predatory way. He had small, sneaky eyes anyway so I tried to shake the feeling of him

         inspecting my curves. He was wearing a pair of yellow shorts, a yellow-and-gray plaid shirt, and one of those yellow golfer’s

         hats tilted to the side. The bright color combo made his dark skin look like midnight hiding from the sun. Although I’d always

         known him to be a professional man, he looked like a city slicker that day. After passing me, he paused.

      


      

      “Give me a hug, Niece.”


      

      Something in the pit of my belly hesitated, but I reached out to give him one anyway. What I thought would be a kiss on the

         cheek turned into his tongue down my throat. I snatched away, and before I could even rationalize what had just happened I

         said, “You’re a pervert?”

      


      

      I spoke softly as if I was confused, because I honestly couldn’t believe what he had done. I backed away slowly. My facial

         expressions probably condemned him. I wondered if he’d tried some young girl before, because he stood there paralyzed like

         he was stunned that I had responded in such a way. Did he think I’d just oblige? Did he really think that I didn’t know any

         better than to allow my uncle to kiss me? For God’s sake, I had been sexually active since I was fourteen years old and I

         knew his advance was inappropriate.

      


      

      He stepped toward me and tried grabbing my arm, pleading with me to keep this between us. I looked over the banister at the

         foyer one story below, wondering what would happen if I pushed him over there. After a short struggle he let go. I rushed

         into my bedroom and slammed the door.

      


      

      Though I’d always been slim, I’d always had that lean thickness that men like. I started getting breasts and booty probably

         by the age of twelve. It seems that most women get one or the other. I’ve always had a perfect portion of both and a tiny

         waist to match. My mother always tried to make me feel uncomfortable. She would say, “Stop walking like that. Stop batting

         your eyes. You’re fresh. You need to cover up.” She practically convinced me that I was doing something to entice men. It

         wasn’t my fault that grown men were attracted to a damn teenage girl.

      


      

      I called my then-boyfriend, crying. I cried because I somehow felt guilty, like maybe I did actually do something to turn

         my uncle on. Uncle Leo called for me at my bedroom door. He kept calling my name in an apologetic manner. I cringed at the

         sound of his voice as I whispered on the phone with Glenn McCall. He didn’t know what to say, he kept questioning whether

         I had misinterpreted my uncle’s actions. As I defended myself on the phone with him, I became more concerned that no one would believe me. I felt alone and finally I hung up because Glenn was only making it worse. In retrospect,

         he was just a little boy and I had called him with an issue way above his intellectual capacity.

      


      

      I didn’t want to talk to anyone else about it. I wanted to forget it had ever happened. All I really wanted was for Uncle

         Leo to go home. I stayed in my room until my mother came back and I planned to tell her right away. Instead, I couldn’t find

         the words and I didn’t want to be blamed for the shorts I was wearing. So I said nothing. I let the incident boil inside me

         while we ate dinner. Uncle Leo looked at me like he’d shoot me if I said something. So I didn’t.

      


      

      For several days and weeks after I tried desperately to push it out of my mind. But each time I thought about it I cried.

         I cried because I wasn’t sure who was at fault. Finally, nearly a month after it happened, I walked into my mother’s bedroom

         holding my puppy Snuggles in my arm. I stood at the foot of her queen-sized bed. I said, “What would you do if I told you

         someone touched me inappropriately?”

      


      

      She removed her chestnut-framed reading glasses and put her book on her platinum satin comforter. Then her eyes returned to

         me, as I stood there in a Mickey Mouse nightshirt rubbing Snuggles. She looked through me. My heart pounded because her initial

         response made me feel like she would condemn me. I said, “Never mind.”

      


      

      As I turned to leave her room, she said, “London, if you have something you want to tell me, I suggest you do it.”


      

      I paused and considered telling her that I was joking, but I knew her well enough to know she would not let it go so easily.

         I got it out as quickly as the words would come. “Uncle Leo tried to kiss me that day you and Aunt Linda were shopping and—”

      


      

      Her hand gestured for me to stop. Mid-sentence, my mouth hung open. She smirked. “London.”

      


      

      That was the way she said my name when she accused me of stretching the truth. I said, “Honestly, he put his tongue down my

         throat.”

      


      

      Her big eyes bulged from her chubby brown face, demanding that I shut up. Her wide nostrils spread and she pursed her full

         lips. She didn’t speak. She just kept looking through me. Her reaction made me wish I could eat my words. She took a long,

         deep breath and put her book back on her lap like she was done with the nonsense I was talking. Her non-response left me shattered.

         Even Snuggles whined a little. I shook my head and headed to my room. I sat on my bed and muffled my cries with my pillow.

         Snuggles lay beside me, licking me, trying to make the wound all better. Without words, Snuggles expressed her love to me

         and my mother couldn’t even say anything to make me feel safe. I hated her and a part of me thought she hated me too.

      


      

      That was the summer before my senior year of high school and I was accepted to Georgetown that December. When she packed me

         up the next May to live on campus, it felt like she was relieved. She’d committed to raising me and I’d gone as far as getting

         into a prestigious college. Her job was done and she acted like it. While my other friends’ parents called frequently, she

         called about once a month.

      


      

      As my college graduation approached and my mother discovered that I didn’t have any plans for the future, she was livid. She

         wanted me to find a corporate job, but I didn’t think that was for me. She made an offer for me to come and stay with her,

         but I decided I’d starve to death first. She explained to me that if I didn’t follow her advice, she would not be able to

         help me. I guess the threat was supposed to make me listen, but I didn’t. Finally she told me that it was time I made my own way. I guess she’d spent enough money on

         a child she didn’t love. She told me that she was proud of me, but in the same breath she said she would not be my crutch.

         A woman can never have it all. Something suffers. That was her motto. She really thought that women were put here to suffer. She would always tell me that a woman’s life is

         hard. We carry the burden of the world. It was my turn.
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      Many of my college friends were moving out of DC after graduation and on to graduate school or jobs. I was glad when my close

         friend Kari decided to accept a position as a DC city schoolteacher. Kari was tall, somewhat awkward, and pale, with ear-length

         curly hair. I didn’t understand her strong desire to be in a classroom towering over the little kids, but her parents were

         filthy rich and Kari wanted to give back.

      


      

      When Kari was young her family lived in Saudi Arabia for six years because her father was an executive at an oil company.

         By the time they came back Kari was thirteen and her family was financially set for generations to come because of her father’s

         choice to work in a war zone. If it had been my choice my entire family would be broke, because we wouldn’t have been over

         there. But from what Kari tells me, their life there was pretty plush, with drivers, cooks, and nannies. So to say the least

         she was pretty much a privileged, sheltered girl. I think that’s what I liked most about Kari, though: She was untainted.

         And despite her upbringing and wealth, she was really down to earth and in touch with her sista side, unlike many of the other

         black chicks at Georgetown, who suffered from an identity crisis.

      


      

      Kari offered to let me move in with her until I could figure out what I was doing with my life. Her parents were footing the

         bill for a one-bedroom luxury condo in Dupont Circle on N and Twenty-first streets. She said there’d be more than enough room

         for both of us to stay. She had her parents buy a pullout couch for the living room. It was a nice brown rustic leather sofa

         from Jennifer Convertibles. She upgraded the mattress so that her good friend would have a comfy place to sleep. I never understood

         how I’d hooked up with this sweet, charitable girl with so much compassion for people. I would never be labeled the most compassionate

         chick on the block, because I feel like people have enough sense to make their own way. I have compassion for dogs, though,

         because they don’t have logic. They can’t rationalize why they do or don’t love you. Either they do or they don’t. They don’t

         overanalyze what they feel and they don’t feel obligated to do anything they don’t want to do. People, on the other hand,

         can never be trusted, because you never know what their motives are.

      


      

      Aside from Kari, I was extremely careful about who I let into my inner circle. I partied with the best of them, but there

         were only a few people who knew the real me. I was always able to determine how far a friendship or relationship would go

         almost instantaneously after meeting someone. I tried to approach people with the same sense of awareness as a dog. I’d be

         lying if I said that it always worked for me, but when I ignored my first impression of someone, it almost always came back

         to bite me. Every living thing naturally emits energy, but humans are the only beings who try to rationalize an uncomfortable

         feeling. We tell ourselves whatever we need to say to make people out to be what we want them to be. Not only do I not trust

         people, I don’t fully trust myself when it comes to analyzing someone’s character.

      


      

      Kari kept encouraging me to apply to DC schools and I just couldn’t do it. Teaching just wasn’t in my nature and I was completely

         convinced of that. I wanted to make a living for myself but I wasn’t willing to sacrifice my happiness in the process. The

         only thing that I loved more than partying was dog sitting. Since my little Snuggles had moved to San Francisco with my mother,

         I was always eager to keep someone else’s dog. I really wanted one of my own, but being that my life was in limbo, I couldn’t

         afford or commit to one.

      


      

      Kari and I had been living together for nearly a month. She was funding pretty much everything, aside from the charitable

         one hundred dollars my mother would deposit in my account from time to time. It wasn’t consistent, though. Kari never complained:

         When she ate, I ate. When she hung out, I was with her.

      


      

      One evening Kari came into the apartment after her summer teaching workshop. She looked tired and drained. I was chilling

         on the couch, eating a caramel sundae from McDonald’s. It was a rare expression, but she looked at me almost as if I was irritating

         her. I smiled. “What’s up?”

      


      

      “So, how much longer you planning to act like we’re still in college?”


      

      My neck snapped back, not so much that I was offended, but more because the comment had come out of left field. We had just

         been out drinking and partying the night before, and she had told me that she had me until I figured things out.

      


      

      “London, basically what I’m saying is that you need to really start thinking about what you want to do. You don’t even talk

         about plans. It’s like you’re content living off of me.”

      


      

      “Well, Kari, you know I’m going to reapply to vet school.”


      

      “But that’s in the fall. What are your plans for right now?”

      


      

      She was agitating me as she began to sound like my mother. I was figuring things out and she had offered to help. Yet she

         was standing there treating me like I wanted to be a loser. I said, “Kari, do you want me to get a job?”

      


      

      “I want you to try and do something. I don’t like coming home from a long day and you’re asleep on the couch.”


      

      “You think I’m just chilling.”


      

      “London, you are just chilling.”


      

      I didn’t like her busting me out like that but I guess technically I was. “I’m going to look for a job tomorrow,” I said,

         with very little excitement.

      


      

      Kari said, “Actually, I was thinking you could be a dog walker. I saw a girl earlier with five dogs walking down N Street.

         And when she noticed me looking at her like she was crazy, she said, ‘I’m a dog walker.’ ”

      


      

      I asked, “Well, how much does something like that pay?”


      

      “She said they usually pay for a thirty-minute walk, two times a week for one dog, it’s about twenty bucks and she gives a

         discount for multiple dogs in the same house.”

      


      

      I began to smile and it made Kari smile too as she continued: “And I thought, dang, my girl could do that.”


      

      I hugged Kari. “That’s a great idea.”


      

      “I thought so,” she said as she wriggled out of my bear hug.


      

      “So, what? You gonna help me get started?”


      

      “How am I supposed to help you?” She rolled her eyes. “I’m helping you enough as it is.”


      

      I could tell by the frown on her face that she had no intention of walking one dog. I laughed. “Silly, I mean you’re creative. Help me make some flyers to put into people’s mailboxes and all.”

      


      

      “Yeah. I can do that because I can’t afford to keep taking care of you.”


      

      She said it jokingly, but I could tell that she’d reached her threshold. Kari was extremely mild-mannered and sweet as pie.

         So for her to say that, she really had to be feeling it. I gave her another hug. “Don’t worry. One day I’ll make enough money

         to take care of you.”

      


      

      Kari was in what I called a teachers’ boot camp for the summer. I thought they did all kinds of teacher activities to prepare

         them for the next year, but when she got home the next day she had a stack of flyers printed out on neon green paper. She

         plopped the stack on the table. “All right, get your shoes on. We have to go pass out flyers.”

      


      

      My neck snapped back. There was no question about my drive; I just needed to find something that I wanted to do. I had no

         plans for just turning my wheels, just for the sake of doing something. Maybe it was a pipe dream, but I had always imagined

         loving my job. I shook off my irritation, because she had been supporting me and maybe enough was enough.

      


      

      We left the house at around three in the afternoon. We went into every high-rise apartment building in the neighborhood, posting

         flyers. We handed them out to people we saw walking dogs. It was a hot, steamy August day and I remember looking at Kari.

         There were red patches on her face and her acne looked more irritated than usual. Sweat beaded on her forehead and nose, but

         she was passing out flyers like her life depended on it. I thought, That’s my girl.


      

      When we were out of the one thousand flyers that she’d risked her job to print, she said, “Let’s get a drink.”


      

      We rolled up into a neighborhood bar, sweaty and probably stank. There was an after-work crowd there and we stuck out like

         a bad breast lift. We didn’t care, though, because we’d just worked our asses off too. I hoped it would pay off. We sat down,

         ordered a pitcher of draft beer, and chatted about the next step for me.

      


      

      When we headed home I pulled out my cell phone and was happy to find about three strange numbers on the call log. We were

         both slightly intoxicated as we pinned our heads together to listen to the first message: “Hello. I’m calling to get information

         about your dog walking service.”

      


      

      I didn’t even hear the end of the message, because we both screamed simultaneously. We jumped up and down in the middle of

         Dupont Circle as we listened to the subsequent messages. All were inquiries about the service. I decided to return the calls

         in the morning, when I was sober.

      


      

      The first thing I did when I woke up was get my rate sheet together. I decided on ten dollars per half hour and five dollars

         extra for any additional dogs in the same household. Clients interested in daily service would get a weekly ten-dollar discount.

         I called Kari to see what she thought; she agreed. The next call was to my first potential client. She asked to meet me and

         if I would mind getting a background check. I frowned at the phone. A background check? She went on to say, “You will have access to my home and my last walker was a referral.”

      


      

      Not that I had anything on my record, but that was a possibility we hadn’t considered. I was happy this woman was willing

         to go as far as getting one done, because if this was a referral-type business it was probably going to be a slow start. My

         lips were poked out far enough to hit the television across the room as I sat Indian-style with my hand cupping my chin.

      


      

      “Well sure, I’m totally open for a background check. What do you need?”

      


      

      “I’ll just need your name and license number. I have a form that you’ll need to fill out. We can do that when we meet.”


      

      “Sounds good. When would you like to meet?”


      

      “Can you meet on New Hampshire and Twentieth?”


      

      “Certainly, what time?”


      

      “Around five o’clock this evening? I’ll be wearing a floral skirt and white shirt.”


      

      I felt pressure to say what I would be wearing too. But the truth was I had no clue, because I was in the house on my butt.

         Luckily she gave me an out. “Oh yeah, I’ll have two Labradors with me, one chocolate and the other yellow.” She chuckled as

         she spoke of her dogs. “They’re adorable.”

      


      

      “I’m sure they are. I’ll see you at five.”


      

      She added, “This is my cell phone number if you need to reschedule.”


      

      I didn’t have anything else to do, so that wouldn’t be happening. I said, “Okay, thanks.”


      

      Shortly after, I decided to return my mother’s phone call from a few days prior. It was close to eight West Coast time, so,

         I figured she’d just be getting in to work. That usually meant she was too busy to talk, but at least there would be a record

         that I had returned the call, which was really all that mattered. She wanted to talk to her deadbeat daughter as much as I

         wanted to talk to my overachieving mother. The phone rang three times. As I waited for the voice mail I heard some fumbling

         and finally she said, “Hello?”

      


      

      “What’s up, Mom?”


      

      “I think I ate something I shouldn’t have eaten. I’m feeling a little sick.”


      

      “Are you at work?”

      


      

      “No, I’m taking the day off.”


      

      Shit. I had to at least try to make small talk. “Oh yeah, you should.”

      


      

      “How’s the job search?”


      

      Damn, I thought. I had figured that at least we could beat around the bush for a minute before discussing that, but I guess not.

         I took a deep breath. “Okay.”

      


      

      “London, you’re going to have to pay back your loans starting in December.”


      

      “And it’s August,” I snapped.


      

      “You shouldn’t wait for things to pile up on you. You have to be proactive.”


      

      “I’m being proactive. I’ve decided to start a dog-walking service.”


      

      She laughed. “Honey, how many times do I have to tell you? You can’t make a living off of hanging out with dogs.”


      

      “Just trying to make extra change, Mom.”


      

      “Are you really only interested in making change? You have a hundred-thousand-dollar education and you want to walk dogs.”

         She made me angry as she went on, “If you’re not getting into vet school, you need to come up with something else.”

      


      

      “I told you that I’m going to apply again next year.”


      

      “And what are you going to do in the meantime?”


      

      I shouted, “Walk dogs!”


      

      “Dogs are pets, London. Not a profession.”


      

      “Mom, let’s talk about something else.”


      

      “London, you have expensive taste and I just don’t know how you plan to make a living walking dogs.”


      

      “Mom,” I said, more agitated.


      

      “And what’s the plan if you don’t get into school, again? What’s your backup plan? It seems like you don’t have one and you’re not interested in trying to find one either.”

      


      

      “Why would you say that?”


      

      “You get defensive every time I say something to you. Do you think I want you to have a real career for your own good or mine?


      

      I took a deep breath. It was as if no one understood my quest to find myself before plunging into some backup career only

         to wake up miserable ten years down the line. Contrary to what she believed, I was smarter than that. Sure she made a good

         living, but I can count how many times we’d shared a good laugh. I didn’t want to be like her, making a living just to be

         making a living because it was something I was supposed to do. I wanted to live! Didn’t all these unhappy people realize that

         the American dream was an empty one? I was searching for the thing that would bring me ultimate happiness. I didn’t understand

         why no one respected that. Maybe misery loves company.

      


      

      As I wandered off into visualizing the life I desired, she snapped, “That wasn’t a rhetorical question. Do you think I want

         you to get a job for you or for me?”

      


      

      “I don’t know.”


      

      “London, you can’t survive without income. Sometimes you have to do things that may not be ideal in order to eat.”


      

      “Mother, I am eating and I haven’t asked you for anything.”


      

      “That doesn’t make me proud. If you need something, I’ll give it to you, but I want to see some effort on your part.”


      

      “Like what?”


      

      I thought she’d shout back, but she didn’t. She spoke calmly. “London, I still have a lot of contacts in DC. If you want a

         job that will support your champagne taste just until you can get into vet school, I can help you.”

      


      

      “I’m okay, honestly.”

      


      

      “Don’t be stubborn. Let me help you.”


      

      I took a deep breath. “What do you have in mind?”


      

      “I’ll call a few people to see if they can get you an admin assistant job somewhere. That shouldn’t be too much of a hard

         job.”

      


      

      It irritated me that she thought I really didn’t want to work hard. I just didn’t want to get stuck in a job I didn’t like.

         A free-spirited person like me would feel suffocated, but she was so structured that she could never understand. I agreed

         to let her help me and accepted that because everyone else thought it was a good idea maybe I should just conform and get

         a dumb job.

      


      

      Later that evening I headed out to meet my potential dog-walking client. As I walked up Twentieth Street I noticed people

         in their work clothes walking their dogs. I calculated in my mind what I could earn if only half those people needed my service.

         Finally I noticed a thirtysomething white lady with red hair standing on the corner with ebony and ivory Labradors on a leash.

         I smiled anxiously as I approached.

      


      

      Reaching out my hand, I said, “Hello, I’m London.”


      

      It appeared that she was shocked to see me. Maybe it surprised her that I was a black girl, but it took her a second. Finally,

         she said, “Nice to meet you, London. I’m Lynn.” Looking down at the well-behaved dogs that were nicely sniffing me, she continued.

         “These are my boys, Peter and Paul.”

      


      

      I stooped down to the friendly little guys and they playfully licked my hands. “Hey, little fellas. How are you?”


      

      Their tails wagged and their ears were relaxed. Lynn said, “Looks like they like you. My guys are very weird. They don’t like

         everyone, but I’m really busy. I travel a lot, so I need someone I can depend on.”

      


      

      I stood back up and said, “Well, I’m your girl.”

      


      

      She smiled. “Hopefully. Well, let’s walk down here to this pizza shop so that I can get your information.”


      

      The dogs brushed up against the sides of my legs as we headed to the pizzeria. They were both quite hefty. I wondered if I’d

         be capable of walking them with other dogs. I figured it was best if I secured this client and then decided how I’d handle

         multiple clients.

      


      

      We sat at the table outside the pizzeria and Lynn pulled out a long application. My thoughts must have been written on my

         face. She said, “The background app is pretty long.”

      


      

      “I see.”


      

      “If you want, you can fill it out now and I’ll wait. Or you can take it home and fax it back to me.”


      

      I shrugged. “I’ll do it now if you don’t mind.”


      

      “Oh no. I prefer you do it now.”


      

      I dug in my purse for a pen and finally Lynn handed one to me. As I filled out the application for the background check, she

         continued talking to me. Listen, lady, I can’t think and talk about two different things at once. Instead of saying this I smiled and entertained her as I jotted down my information. It took quite a while longer than it

         should have, but I think that in the process Lynn became comfortable with me.

      


      

      After I signed, both Lynn and I stood to leave. I petted the dogs and headed back home. On my way I was thinking that I’d

         closed the deal. And considering there was nothing in my background that would interfere with her wanting to hire me, I was

         certain she’d be calling in a week, after the investigation was done.
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