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Introduction


Have you ever felt like you have done everything conceivable to make a relationship work and there is nothing but drama anyway? Have you ever loved someone more than life itself, but they disvalue that love? Have you ever sacrificed something for another, only to have them not appreciate your generosity? All of us, as we all have feelings, have experienced something like this.

Life is strange. So many people cross our paths during our predetermined amount of years on earth. Many of them will be in our life from day one to the final hour. Many will come into our lives later and hang in there until the very end. Then there are the “other ones.” People who are only in our lives for a minute, a day, a week, a month, a year, or a few years. We cannot understand how the relationships with them can start out seemingly perfect and end in total madness.

Whenever I think of a love lost, I hear the words to “Isn’t It a Shame?” by LaBelle in my head. The questions asked throughout that song have always hit home with me. How can two people love each other, create children together, cohabitate, build a life together, and then end up hating each other in the end? No one enters into a relationship or marriage expecting it to fail. No one gives of their heart and soul in exchange for being mistreated, either mentally or physically. Yet, anger happens. Abuse happens. Cheating happens. Death happens.

While all of the above can be devastating, the truth of the matter is that old adage: “It is better to love and have lost than to never have loved at all.” No matter what the circumstances, no matter what the outcome, love is what makes life worth living. Love is the center of the universe. Love can move mountains. Love can also tear down walls. Love can also kill. Love is never painless.

I know that from personal experience. I have been hurt by those who claimed to love me. It was disappointing, but it does not mean that I will ever give up on finding the right one. There is a man out there who complements me on every level, who can appreciate what I have to offer more than he craves his next high, who can mirror my ambitions with his own, who can uplift me instead of trying to hold me back. Meanwhile and between while, I have children to raise, challenges to meet, and history to make.

Thanks to V. Anthony Rivers and Eileen M. Johnson for participating in this anthology. If you walk away from this book thinking that you should reevaluate your outlook on love, then we have accomplished our goals. I wish you success, I wish you happiness, but most of all, I wish you love.

Blessings,

Zane
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I would like to dedicate my novella to my husband, Demond,


and kids, Saadiq, Nasir, and Sanaa.

They have truly taught me the meaning of real love.





Jamellah pulled the heavy Persian rug toward the hallway and off the wall-to-wall carpeting. Grabbing the vacuum cleaner and wrapping the thin cord around her slim brown hand, she turned the power on and began the task of cleaning the carpet. Humming an old Commodores tune, she pushed and pulled the vacuum until beads of perspiration formed above her nut-brown upper lip. Not only was today Friday, her usual cleaning day, but she was expecting company. Not just any company, but that of the sexy black male persuasion. Kenny was thirty-three years old, the owner of a small but profitable construction company, and very married.

The fact that Kenny was married did not disappoint Jamellah. All of her boyfriends were married. As she always told her best friend, Fernecia, the more happily married they were, the better. Married men were low maintenance and that was right up Jamellah’s alley. Married men required no commitment, you didn’t have to deal with them 24/7, and they were usually extra passionate and extra generous. That’s the way she liked her men. She had actually started dating married men at a very young age after quickly growing weary of young, inexperienced boys who were in her face constantly. So at nineteen, she had gone out and met Clarence at an after-work happy hour. Clarence was a twenty-eight-year-old dreamboat who already had his own small investment banking firm, the fabled house on the hill, and his own Benz. He also had a very somber and sexually unresponsive wife. This was a disappointment for Clarence but a blessing for Jamellah. She and Clarence participated in a hot and heavy fling that lasted until she turned twenty-one. In those two years, he managed to give her a used but still fashionable Audi, a pair of stunning two-carat diamond solitaire earrings, and a nearly permanent headache from his complaining about how unhappy his home life was. So after getting him to secure the financing on a snazzy little town house and helping her to set up a small but lucrative stock portfolio, she gave him a well put together story. With well-rehearsed but very persuasive tears rolling down her cheeks, Jamellah told Clarence about how she could no longer sleep at night without him and how she wanted him to leave his wife. As much as Clarence wanted to be with the cute and sexually uninhibited Jamellah, he realized that the state they lived in was a community property state, and under no circumstances was he ready or willing to give his tight-lipped wife half in a divorce. After an Oscar-worthy performance, Jamellah told him that she might be willing to get over him in exchange for a few parting gifts. Relieved that Jamellah withdrew her staunch ultimatum and waved the white flag, he presented her with a nice diamond tennis bracelet, tuition for her last semester of college, a discreet and heavy deposit in her money-market account, and grateful thanks for the two years of her life that she’d devoted to him. Amazingly, they parted as friends, and would occasionally meet for a drink and a quickie.

Three months later, feeling pleasantly boosted with her car, town house, stock portfolio, and degree, Jamellah was once again on the prowl. Love could definitely wait a few more years. Right now, she craved more security. After landing a job as an entry-level adjuster for a large insurance agency, she soon began to use her huge office building as a hunting ground.

She paired crisp linen business suits with soft, lacy peekaboo camisoles and tall heels for a look that was professional yet sexy. Each morning, she painstakingly applied her makeup and arranged her extension-enhanced tresses to look like she had just stepped out of a magazine. Her good looks immediately drew the attention of several of her colleagues. Pretty soon, both her looks and her strong work ethic drew the attention of one of the company’s VPs. In the first six months that Jamellah worked for Southwestern Life and Casualty, not only did she do desk work but she also did her homework. She knew which of her suitors had the most pull within the company, who earned the most, who drove what, who was married to whom, and who could get her where she wanted to be.

After chatting with Hugh McDonough, vice president of operations, at the Christmas party, Jamellah soon made him her prey. From that point on, she always made it a point to look extra sexy at the Thursday afternoon staff meetings that he presided over. It also helped that she was always full of provocative conversation at all social functions.

Within three months of the Christmas party, Jamellah was taking all of the gifts that Hugh presented her with, and he, in turn, accepted all her free time and talent. From her prior research, she knew that his wife, Meredith McDonough, cared only about the Times-Picayune society page and the city’s black bourgeoisie.

Although Hugh was a lusty and insatiable lover and much older than she generally liked them, he was definitely the route that Jamellah needed to take.

By the time Christmas rolled around again, Jamellah had been promoted to a competitive yet promising position as an underwriter. She received this promotion partly because of her hard work but more so because of Hugh’s iron influence on the powers that be. With her cushy new job came a cushy new gift from Hugh. Jamellah gladly got rid of her old car for Hugh’s gift, a brand-new, shiny black Audi A8 that she drove to her office with pleasure and pride.

No matter how discreet the two attempted to keep their involvement, it was unmistakable. One minute Jamellah was trudging around the city assessing claims and the next she was three floors up in the building, her mind far from flood, fire, and accident damage. Of course, this did not sit well with the other sisters in the office. They had spent years at Dillard, Xavier, Southern, Alcorn, and Grambling, studying and preparing for corporate America. Some graduated magna and even summa cum laude and were shocked to find out that no matter how much education you got, you often wound up in a surplus pool of black college graduates fighting for entry-level jobs not even near your field. The shock went even further when they realized that a simple blow job or two could catapult a 2.5 GPA graduate like Jamellah into a job it would take them years to move up to. This of course led to their extreme dislike of her.

 

AT FORTY-FIVE, HUGH WAS handsome, wealthy, and wise beyond his years. However, for a brief time, he felt something for the twenty-three-year-old Jamellah that could have been mistaken for love. She returned the favor of his expensive gifts and favors with practiced sexual skills and unlimited affection, which he never got at home. Of course it would bother Jamellah when she would see Hugh and Meredith at social gatherings and on the society page, but she understood her place in his life and his place in her career. Hugh, in turn, would often get angry when the water-cooler talk by the agency’s black male employees was about Jamellah and her fabled sexual escapades. But since no one in the office building knew about his relationship with her, he had to keep his anger to a minimum in public, but when he was alone with her, he lashed out at her with contempt and disgust.

Contempt and disgust soon turned to jealousy and abuse, and that was when Jamellah decided that it was time to end their allegiance. Knowing that he would not agree with her decision, she came up with a surefire plan to keep her newfound prestige and at the same time end the troublesome relationship. With the urine of a hugely pregnant Fernecia and a Fact Plus pregnancy test, Jamellah managed to convince Hugh that she was carrying his baby. Afraid of the scandal the pregnancy would cause in the uppity black community and the jeopardy it would put his job and marriage in, Hugh quickly ended the relationship, but not without pacifying a threatening Jamellah. Not only did he give her three thousand dollars for a false late-term abortion, but Hugh also gave her five times that amount in hush-hush money. Jamellah could not believe her good fortune, while Hugh could not believe his stupidity. He made it a policy long before he’d met Jamellah not to get involved with anyone who was connected with his job. Now he was sharing an office building with a walking time bomb who could easily destroy his life. But for some reason, he had actually fallen in love with the young girl who had given him relieving icy rubdowns when he was in physical pain and soothing hot-oil massages when he wanted to feel pleasure.

Sometimes when his heart and his dick overpowered his reasoning, he contacted her and attempted to renew their ties, but his requests were met with firm refusals and idle yet convincing threats. After one of these threats, which sounded more lethal than usual, Hugh decided to wean and save himself from Jamellah. At the same time, he decided to show her that his love for her had not been in vain.

Jamellah was just coming out of the adjustment period in her new position when a corporate headhunter, who happened to be Hugh’s fraternity brother, contacted her about a better-paying and more secure position with an old and stable company in the northeastern part of the city. Overjoyed and aware that this was of Hugh’s doing, Jamellah promptly turned in her immediate resignation to Southwestern Life and Casualty.

 

THAT WAS A YEAR and a half ago, and now Jamellah’s salary was 25 percent larger and her conscience 100 percent smaller. Since then, she had been through three other married men who she’d become involved with for material reasons, and a single black attorney who she’d been involved with purely for pleasure.

At twenty-four, Jamellah felt that she was on top of the world. She had a great job, an expensive automobile, and a professionally decorated town house that was on its way to being paid for. She was childless, free, and beautiful, which to her were the most important things in the world. Her family marveled at her success and her friends were mystified by how quickly she’d climbed the corporate ladder and gained material wealth. They always knew that she’d get out of the New Orleans ghetto that she’d grown up in, but they never guessed that she’d come this far. Unbeknownst to her friends, Jamellah was whoring just as they were, only at a much higher price.

 

SATISFIED WITH THE CLEANLINESS of the carpet, Jamellah placed the Persian rug back over it. The beautiful pattern of the rug matched nicely with the solid royal blue carpet. A matching tapestry hung on the wall, and a simple yet tasteful replication of a Synthia Saint James painting was framed and hanging on the opposite wall. Passing an appraising and appreciative eye over her living room, Jamellah decided that Kenny would be impressed.

Rolling the vacuum cleaner into her hallway closet, Jamellah headed upstairs to prepare herself for Kenny’s arrival. Now, what does one wear to sweep such a fine man off his feet? Contemplating this, she hurried into her bedroom to see what she could do.

 

FERNECIA FRANKLIN SWIRLED THE last chitterling around her fork and popped it in her mouth with great relish. It had been so long since she’d eaten them. Too long, in fact, but her husband, Fernando, would never allow the smell of cooking chitterlings to permeate their museum-like home. Not only that, but Fernando did not even know how much his wife of two years loved chitterlings, pig’s feet, and the other soul food that she often sneaked back to BeeBee’s Soul Kitchen in her old neighborhood to eat.

Extracting five dollars from her Coach billfold, Fernecia left the money on the table as a tip for her doting young waitress, who was the proud owner of a mouthful of gold teeth. Shuddering at the thought of dental gold, she picked up her heavy, matching Coach purse and walked out of the dilapidated restaurant. Quickly walking across the parking lot toward her car, Fernecia glanced over both her shoulders. She was acutely afraid of getting mugged, and she was afraid of being seen by her girlhood friends, who she avoided at all costs. She had been born and raised here in the Third Ward. In fact, the run-down project she’d grown up in, where her mother and older, younger, and twin sisters still lived, was only two streets away. Earlier, she’d had a notion to go and visit, but that was quickly dismissed because she knew that Fernando would be furious if he found out. She also decided against it because she knew that her mother and sisters would not hesitate to ask her for huge loans that they had no intention of paying back.

She had the urge to enjoy a bit of the Indian summer that New Orleans was famous for, so she decided to take the long way home. She drove down Lakeshore Drive, easily navigating the curves. Coming to a deserted spot on the lake, she pulled into a space. Rolling down her windows and sliding back her sunroof, she inhaled deeply while glancing out at the serene Lake Pontchartrain. September was always her favorite month, and no matter how many foreign and beautiful places she traveled to, the lakefront was always her favorite refuge. The squeal of her cell phone broke her reverie, and she answered it after seeing her home number on her caller ID.

“Hey, Big Daddy,” she answered playfully.

“Where are you?” Fernando asked sharply, ignoring her coyness.

“I just finished showing a house near the lakefront and am on the way home,” she lied smoothly.

“You should’ve called. Try to hurry, I hate when we have dinner after six,” Fernando said before disconnecting the call.

Fern held the dead phone in her hand and let out a sigh. Sometimes, the man she loved could be so callous!

Making a left turn out of the parking lot in her steel-gray car, she headed south to I-10 East and her Pontchartrain Park home. Popping an Anita Baker CD into the drive, she hummed along with the songstress and navigated the freeway. When she neared the exit to her house, she put her window down and sprayed perfume on herself and the interior of the car, which smelled like the food she’d eaten only minutes ago. Exiting off the freeway and pulling over into the parking lot of a day-care center, she shifted the Acura into park and pulled out her makeup bag. After repairing her Claret lipstick, which she’d eaten off, and powdering the shine from her skin, she sprayed more Jessica McClintock perfume on her body and in her hair to mask the pungent and clinging smells of soul food until she could take a shower. Satisfied, she pulled out of the lot and continued on her way.

After about ten minutes, she turned onto a tree-lined street and drove past the houses of New Orleans’ black elite. Slowing down as she approached a large, split-level, hacienda-style home, she turned into the driveway. Seeing Fernando’s Range Rover parked, she smiled at her earlier decision to pull over and primp up. Parking in the carport, she pressed lock on her car-alarm activator and went into the house.

The aroma of spicy Mexican food met her as she stepped into her kitchen. Esperanza, the middle-aged Latina who was their part-time housekeeper and nanny, always cooked something delicious in the large, restaurant-style kitchen before taking the Metro bus back to her own seedy apartment building in the city. After opening the oven and savoring the smell, Fernecia closed it and went to look for her husband and thirteen-month-old son, also named Fernando but affectionately called Hugs.

Before proceeding down the hall, Fern stopped and took a deep breath. Slowly counting backward from twenty, she cleared her mind, felt her true person slip away and be replaced by another familiar being. She was now Fernecia Franklin, wife of Fernando Franklin. Everything in her life was near perfect and she wanted for nothing. She loved her husband and pleasing him made her happy. When her counting was down to one, she lifted the corners of her mouth and assumed her “game face.” Deep down, she hated having to assume another personality simply to please her husband and didn’t know how much longer she could do it. As she’d been doing this since the day she met Fernando and became a part of his world, the personality switch was now a force of habit. Fern felt so blessed to have someone like him. He’d basically rescued her from what could’ve been a ghetto disaster. She owed him, didn’t she?

Throwing her shoulders back, Fern shook out her weave and sucked in her stomach. Hearing the infectious sound of Hugs’s high giggle and Fernando’s deep laugh, she followed the noise to the sunken den. Her husband was crawling around on all fours while her son rode his back and laughingly struggled to stay on.

“Hey, you guys!” Fernecia called as she stepped down into the den. Walking toward them, she lifted Hugs up and gave him a huge kiss on his chubby cheek. Standing to his full height of six feet six inches, Fernando drew her into a close and comforting embrace. He smelled strongly of the splendid cologne that he’d worn since they’d met.

“How was your day, Fern?” his deep and articulate voice asked her.

Looking up into his dark cocoa face and deep brown eyes, she excitedly told him about her newly listed property in Gretna, on which a contract had already been drawn. He congratulated her over his shoulder as he walked down the hall. Balancing Hugs on her thick hip, she followed him toward the wood-paneled dining room.

Taking a seat at the heavy oak table, she put Hugs down and called to Fernando as he went into the kitchen to get the food.

“Can’t we eat in the kitchen? It’s just us and I really don’t mind.” Night after night, the three of them ate dinner in the large and museum-like room. No matter how simple their meals were, they ate off the best china, and only the finest silverware touched their lips. She felt that this was the silliest thing in the world. Although she wasn’t born with it, Fern always had a silver spoon in her mouth. Esperanza was a great help and a stellar cook, but Fern was a black woman, for God’s sake! Like so many others, the girl could burn. What sister felt comfortable with a Mexican woman cooking for her every night? Just for once, she wanted to come home, bake some chicken or something that she defrosted that morning, mix up some rice, chop up some vegetables, and throw it all on some plates. She wanted to sit at the jazzy little bistro-style table that they’d paid so much for when they were decorating the kitchen. She wanted to talk, and laugh, and joke with her husband. She wanted dinner to be a joy, for once, instead of an event. It seemed her whole life was onstage and there was an audience.

 

COMING BACK INTO THE dining room, Fernando was carrying the enchiladas, which he had placed on a beautiful glass serving plate.

“Did you hear me, baby? I asked if we could eat in the kitchen for a change,” Fern said.

“I heard you, and I was hoping that my lack of response would be your answer, but I guess it was not good enough. How many times do I have to tell you, only common people eat in the kitchen, baby. If I wanted to eat in kitchens, I would have rented us an apartment in your old stomping ground after we got married,” he replied firmly. He was actually wagging his finger at her, kind of like he was the adult and she was the disobedient child. “I grew up having dinner in a dining room and I don’t plan on having it any other way, so quit asking.”

Biting her tongue, Fern held back a flip reply. He always managed to hurt her feelings by making references to her upbringing. Fernando always took every opportunity to make her feel small, so much like the letter after Z.

Sighing, Fernecia looked down at Hugs, who was nodding off to sleep. She excused herself and got up from her seat at the table. She brought Hugs down the corridor to his room, which was decked out in Winnie the Pooh decor. Setting him down on his bed, she placed his stuffed Piglet in the crook of his arm, switched on his Eeyore lamp, and turned off his light.

Returning to the dining room, she sat in front of the full plate that her husband had served her. She was still full from her earlier meal, but she managed to take a few bites as she listened to her husband recount the day’s events from the all-black private high school where he was principal. Looking into his handsome face as he talked, she recollected how this same handsome face had rescued her from a dead-end life in the Third Ward.

 

FERNECIA WAS SEVENTEEN AND she and her best friend, Jamellah, worked their asses off and were rewarded with scholarships to Texas A&M University. They had both been planning to get out of the ghetto since they had been in the eighth grade. Successfully avoiding the pitfalls of sex, drugs, and early pregnancy that many of their friends fell into, they made it to their last year of high school. The week after they graduated, they boarded a Greyhound bus bound for College Station, Texas, and their bright futures. They both joined the small minority of girls from the New Orleans ghettos who had gotten out without becoming statistics. When the long bus pulled out of the station, they both stopped looking back and started looking toward the summer semester and their new lives.

The girls took to life at the large college campus with gusto. In their sophomore year they both pledged the same sorority and were listed in Who’s Who Among College Students. They concentrated on losing their ghetto ways and habits and on adopting the practices of their peers and well-bred sorority sisters. Soon, they were indistinguishable from the well-mannered and cultured girls that they shared classes and dorms with. Careful to hide their ghetto background, the girls told anyone who asked that they were from Metairie. Anyone who knew anything about New Orleans knew that Metairie was a wealthy and affluent part of the metro area.

At the beginning of their senior year, Jamellah was dating a lean but muscular football player whose roommate was a transfer student-athlete from Prairie View A&M University. Tired of seeing Fernecia date loser after loser, she decided to introduce her to her current boyfriend’s roommate. The four planned to go out on a double date on a Saturday night after a football game. As the girls waited outside the locker room for their dates, Fernecia almost changed her mind. For a while, she had the notion to dash back to her dorm, because she was sure that her blind date would take a look at her overweight body and crooked teeth and run. Just as she was about to put her plan into motion, the locker room door opened and Jalyle, Jamellah’s date, walked out with the most attractive man that Fernecia had ever seen. To Jamellah, he was much too big, but she knew he was right up Fernecia’s alley. Fernecia took one look at Fernando’s towering height, extra-beefy body, and dark skin and instantly knew that she would never look anywhere else. After six months of heavy dating, Fernando told Fernecia that he was ready to make a lifelong commitment. Fernecia felt ready to do the same, but she knew that Fernando, with his wealthy upbringing, would never accept her true background. So rather than tell him the truth, she started ignoring his phone calls and avoiding his visits.

By this time, Jamellah had moved back to New Orleans and was dating a man who set her up in a terrific-looking town house. She was in love and had transferred to Dillard University, where she would complete her last semester. With Jamellah gone, Fernecia was able to hide out without anyone growing suspicious.

Fernando finally caught up with her as she left the student union, where she had gone to pick up her graduation cap and gown. Cornering her, he demanded an explanation for her disappearing act. Tearfully and reluctantly, she broke down and told him that her mother was not a doctor, but cleaned a doctor’s house for a living. She also confessed that she didn’t do occasional charity work in the low-income areas of the city, and that she was actually from the Third Ward.

Slowly digesting the fact that almost everything the woman he loved had told him was a lie, Fernando decided that he still loved and wanted to marry Fern, as he lovingly called her, but he also knew that he had his work cut out for him.

When he introduced his parents to Fernecia at their college graduation, they immediately turned their already skyward noses up at her. Even with her careful updo and real strand of cultured pearls, they sensed that she was nothing but trash. Determined not to let his parents put a damper on their graduation day and on his love for Fernecia, he went ahead with his plans and proposed to her. Immediately accepting his proposal, she tried extra hard not to let the looks of horror on the faces of his parents make a permanent brand in her mind.

Fernando and Fernecia had a breathtakingly beautiful wedding at Saint Benedict the Moor Cathedral and a lavish reception at the prestigious ballroom of Fernando’s Masonic Lodge. To Fernecia’s chagrin, her mother and sisters had spread the word about the location, time, and date of the wedding to half of the Third Ward. Fernecia and Jamellah, who made a beautiful maid of honor, watched in disturbed horror as a large number of old acquaintances and neighbors marched into the reception and took over as if it were a house party. Fernecia’s mother made a scene as she demonstrated her skills in doing the Electric Slide. She was wearing her special mother-of-the-bride outfit that she had purchased down the street from her house at Chong Lee’s Beauty Supplies and Fashions. The bright pink dress overlaid with white lace contrasted starkly with the baby pink pearl-studded stockings and hot pink vinyl pumps. If anyone had told her that she didn’t look good, they would have had a major fight on their hands.

As if her mother weren’t causing a big enough scene among Fernando’s subdued parents and their expensively and tastefully dressed guests, Jamellah’s mother and her current boyfriend, who were both suited up in head to toe fire-engine red, were on the dance floor grinding away to all the songs from “Electric Slide” to “Ribbon in the Sky.” While this strange tableau was taking place, all the rest of the uninvited guests who had ridden uptown to the wedding on the Metro bus were causing a great commotion by drinking the expensive champagne like it was Boone’s Farm wine, and wrapping up large and numerous plates of wedding food in aluminum foil before all the guests could eat. Jamellah and Fernecia’s sisters, who were dressed like Soul Train dancers, flirted with all the male guests and groomsmen, married and unmarried alike. Despite the embarrassment of Fernecia’s guests, everyone ended up having a good time. Fernando’s parents and their friends had secretly enjoyed the free show that the ghetto guests had put on. Jamellah and Fernecia were overjoyed that they had both gotten degrees and that one of them had already landed a good husband. Fernando had a smile on his face because he had married the woman he loved and because he had received a wonderful serenade from his Masonic and fraternity brothers. Fernecia’s mother was happy because, in her mind, she had wowed all the guests with her gorgeous outfit and her skillful dancing. She was also overjoyed because she felt that Fernecia’s marrying into money would mean that she, as her mother, would benefit.

 

BRINGING HER FOCUS BACK to her plate of half-eaten enchiladas and her husband’s animated conversation, Fernecia was once again reminded of how far she had come. A few years ago, she would have been at her mother’s cheap dinette set eating smothered turkey necks and drinking cherry Kool-Aid with a sickening amount of sugar. Now she was sitting at her very own cherrywood dining room table with her husband and eating a meal that was prepared by her very own maid. As she absently laughed at one of her husband’s anecdotes about his day, she thought, Yes, Lord…. I have come a long way.

 

JAMELLAH WAS AWAKENED BY the sharp buzz of the alarm clock and the movement of her soft mattress. Momentarily forgetting that she was not alone, she jumped in instant surprise. Then, catching her breath, she turned just in time to see Kenny’s big and healthy body slide into her bathroom. Turning back over and looking at the clock, she noticed that it read two thirty, which meant that it was actually five thirty.

Jamellah had a system that was part of a much larger system. When she planned on bringing a man that she wanted to get rid of quickly into her bedroom, she set the alarm and the time on the clock ahead about four hours when he finally dozed off. Then, she would awaken him, and seeing how late it was, he would quickly get up and go home to his wife, which allowed Jamellah to be alone but bask in the memories of their earlier sexual activity and count the money or admire the gift that he left on her bedside table. But when she had someone with whom she wanted to spend more time, such as Kenny, she set her clock back a few hours so that he would think that it was still early and he had more time to get back home to his wife than he really did.

“I can’t believe that the time went by so slow,” Kenny called from the bathroom. Stepping out, he fastened the buttons on his now wrinkled shirt. “It’s still so early yet it feels like I’ve been asleep for hours.”

Suddenly glancing at the clock and then his Tag Heuer watch, he let out a loud groan.

“Awww, shit!” he exclaimed. “Your clock is a piece of shit. It’s damn near six o’clock. My wife must be having a shit hemorrhage.”

“Oh my God,” Jamellah improvised. “It must have stopped during the night. I’m so sorry, baby.” Smiling inwardly at her lie, she let fake tears of sorrow slide down her cheeks. Hearing her sniffling, Kenny came and sat down on the edge of the bed.

“It’s all right, Jamellah. It was just a mistake. Don’t cry, boo. I’m sorry for yelling.” Kenny could not stand to see a woman cry and at this moment he would have given Jamellah anything. Anything besides more of his time, that is, because now he had to go home and face his angry wife. “I had a great time, baby. You threw some hellified pussy on me!”

Chuckling at the face of the now smiling Jamellah, he stood and grabbed his blazer and headed toward the bedroom door.

“I’ll show myself out. I’ll call you and we can have lunch Monday, okay? See you.”

“Good-bye, Kenny,” Jamellah called in her best little-girl voice. She smiled as she recalled the night before.

They had eaten a delicious eggplant parmigiana that she’d prepared, and after polishing off a whole bottle of Martel, they headed upstairs for some serious lovemaking. After the two-hour sweat session, Kenny had fallen immediately asleep and stayed asleep until the alarm clock woke him up. Hearing the front door close, Jamellah jumped out of her bed and looked in the top drawer of her dresser. Right after Kenny had fallen asleep, she had carefully and quietly gotten up and dragged his pants to her bathroom, where she’d copied down his Social Security, driver’s license, and bank account numbers. She also helped herself to a crisp hundred-dollar bill that she knew he wouldn’t miss. First thing Monday morning, she would call TRW and request a copy of his credit report to see who and how much he owed. Then, she would call the banks’ automated systems and see just how much money he had in his accounts. After doing this, Jamellah would be able to determine whether or not he was a keeper. Getting back in her warm, king-size bed, Jamellah pulled the silk sheets and the warm down comforter over her head and went back to sleep with a large and satisfied smile on her face.

 

JAMELLAH STOOD BY THE bay window in her entranceway and waited for Fernecia to pull up. Just as she was about to go to the phone to call and see what was delaying her, she saw Fern’s gray Legend pull into her driveway. Grabbing her chocolate-colored Liz Claiborne bag, she stepped out and locked her door.

“Hey, Fern,” Jamellah said as she got in the car and gave Fern a kiss on the cheek.

“Girl, I’m sorry I’m late but Fernando decided at the last minute that he was going to his school to organize the new football equipment because the season starts next week. So I had to bring Hugs to the babysitter’s house,” Fernecia breathlessly explained.

Smiling at her best friend’s apology, Jamellah noticed for the thousandth time how cute Fernecia was. Although many people would consider Fernecia fat, Jamellah felt that she was merely superfine. She was about five feet eight and weighed well over two hundred pounds, but she carried her weight like she was less than a hundred. Her warm brown face was smooth, with a very tiny mouth, high cheekbones, and slanted hazel eyes. Braces that her mother could not afford to give her when she was a young girl now adorned her teeth and only added to her cuteness.

Along with social status, Fernecia had also gained a terrific sense of style.

Essence, Mode, and Belle were her fashion bibles and everything she wore complemented her large chest and heavy hips. She had blossomed from a dumpy fat girl into a well-dressed plus-size woman.

“Girl, I hope that Precious didn’t take anyone else because I really don’t feel like waiting,” Fernecia said. Precious was the only person besides Jamellah who knew that Fern’s shoulder-length auburn hair was actually a weave. She’d worn weaves since she started at A&M and was careful to conceal that fact. When she and Fernando became intimate, there had been some very close calls, but she had always steered his hands to another part of her bountiful body. When she could finally afford it, she switched from the near perfect bonded weaves that she did herself to the more sophisticated and undetectable fusion weave that she was currently sporting. She had no qualms about letting Fernando run his thick hands through her hair now that the tracks had been replaced by invisible drops of acrylic glue.

“I know that’s right,” Jamellah answered. “LaJoyce said that I was her only client this morning and there is no way I’m going to let anyone see me look this tore down!”

Laughing at Jamellah’s statement, Fernecia reached over and clicked on the radio.

“Oh, girl, remember this one?” Fernecia exclaimed as Jeffrey Osborne’s smooth voice flooded the car. LTD’s “Love Ballad” was one of their favorite girlhood songs and they were always overwhelmed with memories when they heard it. Singing along with Jeffrey’s affirmations of how he’d never been so much in love before, they continued down I-10. The song always reminded Jamellah of her mother, who used to always play the record when her old boyfriend Melroy would come over. Most of all, it reminded Jamellah of how hurt her mother had been when Melroy had told her that he couldn’t leave his wife and walked out of her life on that rainy August night so many years ago. It had taken her mother months to get over it, but she eventually got back in the saddle.

Feeling the big car come to a stop, Jamellah looked up out of her reverie and noticed that they had arrived at Lady Ebony Beauty Salon. Getting out of the car, she was determined to enjoy her day of beauty.

Stepping into the cool interior of the beauty shop behind Fernecia, she was immediately comforted by the sizzle of Marcel irons and the smell of Dudley’s Oil Sheen. After checking in with LaTagnia, the bubbly receptionist, the two women sat down in the comfortable chairs of the lobby until they were called.

Lady Ebony was one of the only full-service beauty shops in New Orleans that was not in the ghetto and that didn’t specialize in the ridiculously gaudy hairdos that black women in New Orleans were famous for. Plus, you could get a tasteful weave, braided style, nail services, color, cut, relaxer, or shampoo without having to deal with the sight of the B-girl hoochies who populated the city. You could sit back and enjoy complimentary Evian or soft drinks while you listened to the latest gossip, the gossip being the only thing that Lady Ebony had in common with any of the other New Orleans salons.

The interior was decorated in shades of gray, black, and white and the comfortable chairs were all gray steel and soft black cushions. A large television was set in the lobby and tasteful soul music was piped through the work area. All in all, it was a place where a black woman could go to get beautiful, regroup her thoughts, and forget about life for a while. “Precious and LaJoyce are ready for y’all now,” LaTagnia came up and said to Fernecia and Jamellah in her melodic Louisiana accent. Getting up, they followed her rhythmic hip-sway to Precious and LaJoyce’s designated areas.

 

AS PRECIOUS ATTACHED THE last few strands of weftless hair to Fernecia’s own thin hair, Malaika applied a clear top coat to her Parisian pink toe- and fingernails. She had come to enjoy being pampered in these last few years. As Malaika gathered her tools, Jamellah strolled in from LaJoyce’s cubicle with a headful of fresh shoulder-length auburn microbraids. The braids were virtually invisible and the total effect resembled bouncy and full curls. “Jamellah in the house!” she said as she swung her head from side to side and laughed. Her springy braids flew back, then forth, then right back into perfect order.

“Those look so good, Melly! Did you go a shade lighter?” Fernecia asked.

“You know it. So how are you gonna have her style yours?”

“Well,” Fernecia sighed. “It took so long to put this hair in, I don’t have the courage to wait to get anything complicated done. But I do want something different. What do you guys think?”

“I think you should let me pull it up into a simple ponytail and I’ll leave a few sexy tendrils here and there,” LaJoyce answered.

“I don’t know…” Fernecia hesitated. “What do you think, Melly?”

“Girl, go for it. But when Fernando sees it, he’ll be as horny as a goat because he’ll think about the old days.”

Laughing at her friend’s fresh sense of humor, Fernecia spun around in her chair to face the mirror and let LaJoyce work her magic.
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“REALLY, HOW DOES IT look?” Fernecia badgered Jamellah as they sped back down the I-10.

“Girl, I told you already. It looks tight. It reminds me of the A&M days! It also makes those chubby cheeks sleek,” Jamellah told her as she appraised Fernecia’s sophisticated yet playful ponytail.

“So what’s up with this new one? Is he a keeper?” Fern asked.

“Yeah. A keeper for his goddamned wife!” Jamellah laughed.

“Girl! You’re still at it?” Fernecia chuckled. “There are single men in New Orleans.”

“But not for me. Ever think about cheating on Fernando? One of them may be for you!”

“Biiitch! Now, you know better! I wouldn’t give a single man this pussy, he may want me for himself! Then you would have a free shot at Fernando,” Fernecia screamed as she tried to hold on the steering wheel through all her laughter. “So where you wanna eat?”

“Now, do you even have to ask? Take that next exit puhleeze!” Jamellah said as she whipped her lipstick out of its case. “I can already taste those wings!”

“Say that, girl! I want me some pig feet!”

Forgetting the proper English that they had become accustomed to using, they laughed and talked in their old Third Ward dialogue about what they were going to do and eat once they got to BeeBee’s. Within minutes, they were pulling up in front of their old childhood haunt. Fernecia pulled down the visor mirror in her car and inspected her new hairstyle once more. Satisfied, she repaired her Fashion Fair Chocolate Strawberry lipstick and looked over at Jamellah.

“You ready, girl?”

“Greedy, can you please wait until I finish powdering my nose?” Jamellah replied.

“Damn, girl! You already have enough powder on that damn nose to bake biscuits. What more do you need?” Fernecia laughed.

“Fuck you, fatty!”

Laughing, the women got out of the car and practically ran up to the front door of BeeBee’s. As soon as they opened the greasy but welcoming door, the aroma of greens, hocks, and crackling bread hit them like a brick wall. Without noticing each other, the girls both stopped and let nostalgia overtake them. To them this place was so full of memories, it was not even funny. For a moment, Fernecia was that skinny twelve-year-old, and her mother’s boyfriend of the moment, who just like all the rest was married, had given her two dollars to get rid of her so he could use her mother. Instantly, the grown-up Fernecia began feeling sorry for herself. Shaking off the sorrow before she sunk too deep into it, she glanced around, hoping not to see any familiar faces.

“Wanna sit over there in that corner?” Jamellah asked her.

Following Jamellah over to the right front corner, Fernecia felt several pairs of eyes on them. Although she knew that they no longer blended in with the rest of the Third Ward residents, it was still hard for her to believe that she and Jamellah had changed that much. Wiping off the red plastic seat of the chair, she plopped down and picked up the dirty, grease-coated menu.

After a few minutes had passed, Fernecia noticed that instead of looking at the menu, Jamellah was staring into space with a worried, clenched look on her face.

“What’s wrong?” Fernecia inquired.

“I was just sort of reminiscing. Thinking about how far we’ve come. You know, Fern, deep down inside, I still get scared of falling on my ass and having to go back to square one. Everything is still so fresh. I can remember all of the times I used to dream that I’d get out of the Third and never look back. Now I have to look back and face everything that I left there in order to carry on with my future, and looking back scares the hell out of me. Do you feel me?”

Feeling Jamellah’s words all too much but not wanting her to know that she also feared looking back, Fernecia plopped down the plastic menu, pasted on a happy and unconcerned smile, and said, “I think I want the stuffed turkey wings. What about you?”

 

THE CLEAR OPAL BUBBLES hissed and made soft swishing sounds as they burst around Fernecia’s thick thighs. The once steaming hot water had turned tepid and a chill was beginning to take over her body. Reaching over, she pulled the tub plug and let out some of the water. Turning on the hot-water tap, she refilled the tub with hot water. Squeezing more foam into the water, she settled back and closed her eyes.

Hearing Hugs’s screams and Fernando’s coaxing, she wasn’t ready to get out of the tub and face the life that she now called her own. Everything that she had always wanted was now hers, but she still couldn’t decide whether or not she was satisfied with it. She had a husband who pleased her mentally and physically, a son who she adored, and all of the material things she could want. But, at times, she still felt a certain emptiness that she could not explain. Maybe it was because she hadn’t experienced life and different men as much as she should have. Or maybe it was because she had such a distant relationship with her family. Maybe it was because of something she hadn’t discovered yet. Whatever it was, it crept up on her every so often and made her feel like the proverbial motherless child.

Fernecia felt the warm and salty tears slide down her face but could not explain their presence. The two initial tears soon turned into a rainstorm of weeping that she could not control. Feeling that she was no longer in control of herself, she began bawling as she hadn’t for years.

“Fern!”

The banging on the bathroom door, which she always locked, was accompanied by Fernando’s shouting.

“Fern! Open the door. What’s wrong?”

Fernecia stopped her crying and looked at the bathroom door as if it were a Sunday crossword puzzle with no possible solution. Dismissing the knocks and shouts, she abruptly went back to her bawling.

Hearing the pause and then the louder continued crying, Fernando grew angry on the other side of the door. Ever since they met, Fern had a habit of shutting him out of what was going on with her and inside her head. When they got married, he was sure he’d cured her by allowing her to be honest about her past. From then on, he’d expected openness, but for the past few months, she’d had the habit of shutting herself in the bathroom or the baby’s room for hours on end. When he complained about this, she began to go on long drives at all hours of the night when ever she seemed troubled. To him, it would have been much easier for her to talk to him and let him know what was bothering her.

“Fine. Don’t answer me. Just stay in there and feel sorry for yourself. If you don’t care, I don’t either.” Lying and instantly feeling bad about the lie he told, he turned away from the door and went to tuck Hugs into bed. Sometimes, he felt as though his wife were a world away.

 

COMING OUT OF THE bathroom wrapped in a terry robe, Fernecia sat on the edge of the bed. Releasing the robe from her ample body, she began to smear on Palmer’s Cocoa Butter, a staple from her girlhood. Enjoying the smell and smooth feeling of the lotion, her spirits were instantly lifted.

“As much of that shit as you use, we should buy stock in the company,” Fernando said from his post in the doorway.

Looking up, Fernecia wondered how long he had been standing there. Dismissing his joke, she squeezed more lotion into her hands and rubbed it into the skin on her smooth arms. Satisfied with the results, she snapped the bottle closed. Kneeling at the edge of the bed, she said a quick prayer and then slid under the starched cotton sheets of their bed. While most people preferred satin or silk sheets, Fern was a stickler for freshly washed and starched cotton sheets sprinkled with cornstarch baby powder. At first this aggravated Fernando, but soon, he too couldn’t sleep on anything but starched cotton sheets sprinkled with powder. When they went to his parents’ for the weekend, his mother thought the practice to be extremely odd and ghetto, but whatever her son wanted, she soon adapted to and accepted. Now, whenever they slept at his mother’s, the bed felt like their own.

Watching his wife with a smile on his face, Fernando felt relieved to see her seemingly happy. When they had first become intimate he was tickled to learn that Fernecia was in the 10 percent. She’d explained to him that 10 percent of the world’s population slept naked and generally felt more comfortable wearing no clothes. From then on, whenever he heard the words “ten percent” in any type of conversation, he could not stop the grin that crept onto his face. He could recall only a few times that Fernecia actually wore clothes to bed, not counting the times when she had her period and the last few months of her pregnancy. Those times, she explained, were times that she felt gross and needed to wear clothes. Other than that, she was quite comfortable being ass-naked.

Crossing the room, Fernando stripped down to his boxers and got between the sheets. Telling his wife good night, he rolled over with his back to her. Before Fernecia could count to twenty (which was the longest it ever took), Fernando had turned back around to face and embrace her. Too tempted by her warm and fragrant nakedness, he caressed his wife’s large and gracious body. Placing her face in his hands, he leaned in for a warm and sensuous kiss.

Soon taking the lead, Fernecia slid down and planted hot kisses on her husband’s navel. Going further downtown, she took him into her mouth and gave him the pleasure she knew no other woman was willing or able to do. When his groans of delight turned into yelps of mercy and pleasure, she moved back up his body and placed her mouth on his. Laying her flat on her back, Fernando slid down Fernecia’s body and with his mouth brought her to the climax he never failed to give her. Exhausted but not spent, Fernecia let out heavy, rushed breaths as Fernando took her breasts in his rough yet gentle hands and sucked, licked, and kissed them as if his life depended on it. Entering her, he gently and then roughly brought her to the point of no return. After what seemed like hours of his moans and her screams of pleasure, he collapsed on top of his wife. Totally satisfied, they both let out constant heavy breaths until they could once again achieve normal breathing.

“I love you,” Fernando whispered.

“And I love you too,” Fernecia quietly reciprocated.

For Fernando, the evening had turned out perfect. Starting out not so good but ending with their always passionate and perfect lovemaking. However, his ideal evening was soon ruined by the silent tears that he knew were now running down his wife’s face. When he reached out to touch her, his feelings were hurt by the unexplainable way she shook him off. Disappointed, he rolled over and soon indulged in some tears of his own.

 

SLAMMING THE PHONE DOWN when she heard Kenny’s wife murmur hello, Jamellah felt like an elevator that had dropped several floors to the basement. She’d been waiting all night for him in her sheerest lingerie and her coldest bottle of Merlot. Seconds of anticipation grew into minutes, which soon grew into hours. Polishing off the bottle of Merlot, she threw a Chinese silk robe over her body and grabbed her car keys. Speeding over to Kenny’s house, she passed it and parked two houses down. Slipping on the shoes that she had hastily thrown in the car, she tiptoed back down the street to his house. Standing under a tree and staring at the house, Jamellah felt both her courage and anger grow. Walking under the garage, she circled both Kenny’s and his wife’s cars, contemplating doing damage to both. Instead, she walked around the side of the house, peering into the first window she came to. A small part in the curtains revealed what seemed like a complete and warm home. Walking to the rear of the house, Jamellah hit the jackpot. On a large four-poster bed lay Kenny and his wife. Trying her best to turn away, Jamellah could not tear her eyes away from the tableau. As Kenny’s wife reclined on the seemingly comfortable bed, he lovingly ran a brush through her long silken locks. Bending over her, he planted a kiss on her eyes, then her nose, then her mouth. Spinning away from the window before she started to scream, Jamellah ran to her car as if the dead were chasing behind her. Sticking her key in the ignition, minutes went by before she could calm and comfort herself enough to turn the key and start the engine. Taking off, almost blinded by a veil of tears, hurt, and anger, she drove around in lost circles until she saw the sun rise above the New Orleans skyline. Only then could she find it in herself to go home to her empty bed.
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WALKING UP THE SEEDY sidewalk, Fernecia felt like she was walking to her own execution. Looking over her shoulder to make sure her Legend was still there, she turned back around and knocked on the torn screen door. Through the greasy glass, she could see the unkempt living room where she had learned to walk, talk, and think. She could feel that familiar feeling in the pit of her stomach.

Okay, Fern. Just remember, you’re only here to visit. You’ll be leaving here in a few minutes. You don’t live here anymore. Looking up, she saw her twin sister wiggling to the door.

Bernecia no longer looked like Fern’s twin. She now looked like a fat and run-down version of the stunning and statuesque woman at the door. Childbirth and constant partying had taken their toll on her once good looks. Now, looking at Fern was no longer like looking in the mirror. It was more like peering in one of the catalogs that had served as wish-books for them when they were young girls.

“Girlyouknowyou don’thavetoknockwhenyoucomehere!” Bernie exclaimed loudly. “Wherethebagsat? Whatyouboughtme?”

Hating to disappoint her sister, Fern made hasty promises to clean out her closet and bring Bernecia all of the things that no longer fit.

Walking into the door that Bernie held open for her, she was greeted by damp darkness and the smell of day-old chicken grease.

Half listening to Bernie’s story about a dope pusher who had taken her to get her hair done two weeks earlier, Fern was once again reminded of why she hated to visit. Her mother, all gold teeth and gold hair, soon came into the dank living room to greet her “rich daughter,” as she often referred to Fern. Proud of her daughter’s new status, she still dreamed and had faith that the rest of her daughters would somehow meet Fernandos of their own and be swept away from the ghetto, taking her with them.

For an hour, Fern sat listening to her mother and sister complain, prod, and beg. When she knew she could take no more, she opened her purse and wrote out two checks, one for her mother and one for Bernecia. Handing the checks to them, she was instantly disgusted when their complaints were replaced by fake inquiries about Fernando and Hugs. Growing more disgusted by the minute, she gathered up her purse and made a hasty excuse to leave, taking her full heart with her.

Jumping in her car and driving to the freeway ramp, she let the tears flow. Why couldn’t she have a family who was happy with her success instead of in love with it?

As the tears collected under her chin, she knew what she needed. Reaching for her purse, she dug out her cell phone and dialed Jamellah’s number.

Jamellah answered after the third ring.

“Talk to me!” Jamellah answered.

“Hey, it’s me.”

“Fern, what’s wrong, honey?”

“I…I just needed to hear the voice of someone who’s on my side.” After completing the sentence, Fernecia broke down in a myriad of fresh tears.

“Aww, Fernie…Look, gimme a few minutes. Let’s meet up and we can talk about this. I’m here for you.”

Instantly feeling better, Fern made plans to meet Jamellah in the mall. When all else felt caved in, she knew Melly would be there like a stone shelter.

 

FLORA AND FAUNA PRINTS competed with loud plaids and stripes for Fernecia’s undivided attention. There were chartreuses and watermelons alongside centurions and ochers. Throwing her arms up in disgust, she stomped over to a full-length mirror placed on a dressing room door.

She stared at the mirror, and a large but very attractive young woman stared back. She had warm, light brown eyes, lustrous hair, and a killer smile, complemented by silver braces. Instead of seeing this woman, Fern saw a fat, ugly girl with a hidden ghetto accent, trying to impress her in-laws for the first time. The fat girl inwardly cringed at her reflection and instantly hated herself.

“Whatcha looking for?”

Jumping at the voice that shocked her out of her thoughts, Fernecia turned around to see Jamellah beaming at her.

“I’ve been up and down this store three times and I didn’t find your big ass!” Jamellah joked.

“I was hidden over there, in those prints. I swear, these buyers must want big, beautiful women to look like big, beautiful tents. Look at some of this shit!” Fern exclaimed, motioning to the clothes around her.

Flipping through a rack of clothes, Jamellah’s face soon adopted a mask of heavy disgust. The prints and colors would do nothing for any figure, not even a stick figure.

“Ewwweee! Why are you even looking in this store? There have to be at least a million other places to shop besides this one. Unless you want to look like Ma Rainey, I suggest we go somewhere else immediately.”

“Okay. I usually find some cute things in here. Maybe they changed buyers. Then again, maybe I am even fatter than I was last time. Either way, let’s go, these clothes are depressing me.” Slinging her purse over her shoulder, Fernecia led the way out of Plus Size Paradise.

 

“LOOK AT THIS DRESS!” Jamellah exclaimed. “Better yet, look at the price!”

“Dang…How much is it?” Fernecia asked, examining the nicely cut linen dress.

“Forty percent off the ticket price. Here, go try it on.”

Walking toward the dressing room, Fernecia held the khaki dress close as if it were a new friend. Closing the door and removing her denim jumper, she slid the dress over her ripe figure. It slid down her curves and came to a rest seven inches above her knees. The crisply pleated linen did wonders for her large bustline, while the high empire waist took inches off her thick midsection. Twirling around, she felt and looked like the confident woman she knew she should be. She already knew that Fernando would have a conniption when he saw how short the dress was, but she also knew that this was the newest addition to her feel good–look good wardrobe.

The door to the dressing room swung open and out walked a woman who looked, in Jamellah’s opinion, just like Fern. Except this woman was a sexier, more confident Fern. Spinning around once again, she gave Jamellah a good view of the great dress and all it did for her figure. Overcome with emotion, Jamellah ran up to her friend and gave her a big, near suffocating hug. The salesgirls looked on in a state of confusion while Fern and Jamellah held each other and let the happy tears flow. Looking at each other’s face, heart, and soul, the friends knew that no words or explanations were needed for the show of emotions.

“Now, while you’re in such a good mood, let me tell you why I need a dress. Also, lemme tell you why you need one also,” Fernecia said.

Jamellah laughed. “Why, why, why did I know there were strings attached.”

Linking her arms with Jamellah’s and walking toward the cash wrap area to pay for her dress, Fernecia filled Jamellah in on the happenings for the following weekend.

 

FLOPPING DOWN ON HER bed, Jamellah reached out and pushed the stop button on her bedside answering machine. Every time she listened to Kenny lie about why he had been unavailable for the past week and a half, she grew sick to her stomach. Tired of his lies but too weak to move on, she felt like she was in limbo. Turning over onto her back, she started at her mosaic ceiling and weighed the pros and cons of Kenny.

She was young, single, intelligent, and beautiful. In her and everyone else’s opinion, she had the world at her feet. She wasn’t weighed down by children or other obligations. She was more than halfway to owning her house, and had a great car and a wonderful job. The only person that depended on her was Jamellah. She was totally self-sufficient and able to stand on her own two feet.

What she also knew was that she was also very addicted to some Kenny. She drove past his house at all hours, popped in at his job, and even went as far as calling him at work.

Although she knew this aggravated him, she continued to do it. In fact, she could not stop herself. In reality, she knew he was a married man who probably would never leave his wife. Knowing this, she still could not stop herself from yearning for him. He was what she wanted and very rarely did Jamellah not get what she wanted. She considered it a challenge when she hooked up with a man that “couldn’t be had.” The more inaccessible he made himself, the more she wanted him. The fact that Kenny was an obsession was staring her in the face, yet she continued to hope that it would turn into love.

When they got together, she rewarded him for his time by giving him great dinners, even better conversation, and an unlimited amount of herself. In return, he paid her with fake smiles, false intentions, and empty promises. The woman in Jamellah recognized this but the girl in her wanted it to be love. Either way, she knew that the situation was damned near impossible.

 

IN MANY WAYS, JAMELLAH wanted her own man. A man who could park his car in front of her house without being paranoid. A man who could spend the whole night without worrying about the time. A man who did not reek of another woman. But Jamellah was sometimes scared. Scared that she could not hold a man’s attention without another woman to take over when she grew tired, disgusted, or disenchanted. She was scared of being deserted, loved, cherished, and abused. Jamellah was just scared.

Seeing Kenny and his wife through the open window, Jamellah felt as if the last stone had been thrown. She decided then and there that it was time to go on with her life and make a change while she was at it. She was sick and tired of being sick and tired.

She spent the morning of each and every holiday in bed, mad as hell, with only her TV to keep her company. With every man came the same tired excuses and cancellations. She wallowed in her anger and cursed herself for being stupid over and over. Fern usually called around noon and harassed her until she reluctantly agreed to end her melancholy solitude and join whatever celebration was going on. Men had a funny way of having emergencies happen on the few days of the year that she really needed someone to be around, and Fern always had to rescue her during these times. Although she loved spending time with her best friend, she sometimes felt like the third arm. Sex always played a large part in her relationships, but she was tired of putting unnecessary mileage on her ass. Years of doing this had earned her some security, but she needed to stop before she became a used car, sitting alone and collecting dust, because no one wanted something that everyone else had already ridden in.

She’d done her share of trickery and deception, but it wasn’t all about game. She’d really invested a lot of time in these men and in the process developed feelings that always went unrequited. Jamellah decided that with the next man, she wanted to get what she gave.

Resolving to make things better, Jamellah packed away all the anger and sadness. The past was just that, the past. Rising, she put on a smile and walked toward her bathroom, humming a happy tune. Stopping to glance at herself in the mirror, she noted a few instant changes she wanted to make to her appearance. Tomorrow was the first day of the rest of her life and she was going to start her new life looking as fierce as possible!

 

“BABY, DOES THIS DRESS make me look extra fat?” Fernecia whined from her dressing room. “I felt really good about buying it but now I think I made a mistake.”

Letting out a heavy sigh, Fernando spun around to inspect his wife for the umpteenth time that night. What he saw was the pretty, plump woman that he fell in love with and was still so in love with. He just had to convince her of this.

“Fern, you look perfect. Your hair, your face, especially your dress.” Before she could object to his answer, the soft doorbell chimed. Glancing at the clock, Fernecia was both surprised and delighted that Jamellah was on time. In fact, her usually tardy friend was a few minutes early. Sliding into her new Kenneth Cole pumps, Fern lighted out of the room to greet her friend.

Opening the door, Fernecia was greeted by a girl who she thought looked like her best friend. It was Jamellah, just Jamellah without the dark eye circles and worried expression that she’d been wearing lately. She was decked out in soft dove gray and looked perfect in it. Her million curly microbraids framed her face and added to the beautiful total package. She was wearing the tallest pair of dove-gray platform heels that Fernecia had ever seen. The effect was wonderful.

The two friends stared, smiled, and admired until they were disturbed by the sound of Fernando clearing his throat. Turning toward him, they smiled at the sight of the handsome, gentle giant in his suave navy suit.

“Fernando, are you sure you don’t want to leave us home and go to pick up some broads to pimp?” Jamellah joked.

“Don’t know about that, Melly, but I do know that if you and my wife don’t hustle outside and get in the car, you’ll both be all dressed up with no goddamned place to go!” he smartly replied.

Laughing but heeding his words, they walked outside and got inside of his Range Rover. Hugs was with Fernando’s parents for the weekend, so they went straight to the ballroom where the charity function for the school Fernando taught at was being held.

 

WALKING TO THE ENTRANCEWAY behind Fernecia and Fernando, Jamellah felt reluctant to go through with the evening. Had she been in her own car, she would have promptly turned around and headed home. A function like this, where the black elite congregated, was sure to be packed with a few has-beens from her all too recent past.

Turning around and seeing Jamellah slowly approaching the entranceway as if it were the gas chamber, Fern took her arm and led her through the doorway. The mellow, soft sounds of Frankie Beverly and Maze could be heard, and in the low, dim lights, the black important people of New Orleans danced, swayed, and name-dropped.

Walking up to Fernando as he was turning to them, the girls assumed the air of good breeding and quality that they had adopted in their college years.

“This is my wife, Fernecia. I don’t think you’ve met her,” Fernando was telling the swollen Barry White look-alike he was talking to.

“And who is the other fine female with her?” Barry bellowed, more to Jamellah than to Fernando.

“And that is her lifelong friend Jamellah. The two are inseparable…Think you could get her off my hands so that I could spend some time alone with my wife?” Fernando joked.

Cringing inwardly at the thought of being anywhere with the Jheri-curled and potbellied man, Jamellah made a mental note to punch Fernando when they were out of public view.

Before Barry could answer, the sound of someone tapping into a microphone could be heard. Turning her attention toward the stage, Jamellah was surprised but not shocked as she watched her old lover, Hugh, walk to the front of the decorated stage with a microphone in his hand.

“I want to start by thanking everyone for coming out for Harvest Acres’ third annual Harvest Moon Charity Ball,” Hugh began. “Every fall, we gather here and show our love for Harvest Acres. If it were not for alumni, and great benefactors like you and me, our prestigious school would go defunct. Thanks also go out to my lovely wife, Meredith, for the beautiful decorations and to all of you who bought and sold tickets to this ball on behalf of Harvest Acres. Harvest Acres started seventy-five years ago as a one-room school shack for Negroes. Today, it is a three-story, fifty-five-room high school for young black men who will soon take their places as movers, shakers, and world leaders.” Gazing over the well-dressed crowd, Hugh’s eyes momentarily locked with Jamellah’s. Tearing his eyes away, he continued on. “Now, let us eat, dance, drink, and be merry as we all paid fifty dollars per ticket to do!”

The crowd roared with laughter at Hugh’s joke as Jamellah’s head roared inside. She had been spotted by Hugh and was unconsciously searching for the nearest escape route.

Fernecia laughed. “Well, girl, first chance, last offer. Barry’s twin wasn’t all that bad!”

“Ewwwe!” Jamellah said with a disgusted look on her face.

“You guys can laugh and ‘ewwwwwe’ all you want…‘Barry’ laughs all the way to the bank,” Fernando said. “I’ll bet you all didn’t know that he is the Wilson in Wilson, Carter, and Albrecht.”

“Wilson, Carter, and Albrecht as in trial litigators?” Fernecia asked in disbelief.

“No other,” Fernando answered.

Jamellah gave Fern an “Ican’tbelieveIletthatonego” look and returned to her thoughts of escaping. Just as she was about to open her mouth and plead a headache, the smell of his cologne permeated the air. Turning to follow the smell, she observed Fernando exchanging intricate handshakes and hugs with a man who was a slightly smaller and even darker version of himself. Fernecia looked on in amusement as Jamellah dropped her mouth open to let her tongue wag and then closed it to assume an air of nonchalance.

“So who are you here with?” Fernando was asking the pot of dark honey.

“I’m with Glen, but he bumped into Shelda a few minutes ago and I haven’t seen the brother since,” the dreamboat said. “Who are you here with?”

Spinning around, Fernando waved an arm to indicate Fernecia and Jamellah.

“Fern, baby, you remember O’Kelley Pounds, don’t you?”

“I think so…You’re his lodge and frat brother, plus you have a dog named Diamond?” Fern guessed.

“Good memory, except Diamond is now my mother’s burden. Carpet was getting too expensive,” the life-size Hershey’s bar chuckled, showing perfect ivory teeth.

“And this is Jamellah, the third wheel for the evening,” Fernando said dryly.

Turning toward O’Kelley slowly, almost as if he weren’t there, Jamellah gave a weak hello and turned back toward Fernecia. She could feel his eyes burning holes in the sides of her face and on her body, but she pretended not to pick up the vibe.

The beginning chords to Luther Vandross’s “The Night I Fell in Love” could be heard. A glance between the married couple was all it took. In no time, Fernecia and Fernando had walked to the dance floor and were swinging as if they had just stepped off of Soul Train. By doing this, they had left poor Jamellah all alone with the delicious O’Kelley.

Jamellah was about to make the mistake of excusing herself from O’Kelley to check out the food when she spied Hugh making a purposeful beeline toward her.

Turning to O’Kelley, she gave her most dazzling smile and said, “So, do you know how to swing out?”

Not waiting for an answer, she gracefully made her way to the dance floor, exhaling with relief as she and O’Kelley began to dance. Looking at the edge of the crowd, she could see that Hugh was staring at her with a pained and lustful look on his face. Quickly averting her eyes, she looked up charmingly into O’Kelley’s face and said, “I hope you have enough energy in you for a few more—I love to dance.”

Grinning like the cat who swallowed the canary plus a double bowl of cream, O’Kelley nodded, grinned, and swung Jamellah around in a perfect turn. Beaming at her, he knew it was his lucky night.

 

THE BIG, BLACK CHEVROLET Yukon was parked in the parking lot of the ballroom among the luxury cars and expensive SUVs. It stood out and looked just as good, if not better than the other cars. Deactivating the Viper alarm and hitting the keyless entry button, O’Kelley walked to the passenger side and opened the door for Jamellah. After taking her hand and helping her inside, he reached over and pulled her seat belt into its lock. Giving her a dazzling and satisfied grin, he walked over to the driver’s side and started the engine. Opening a case, he grabbed a CD and pushed it into the CD changer. The funky and luscious sounds of Slave filled the air. Buckling his seat belt, O’Kelley pulled out of the parking lot.

“Oh no! You didn’t!” Jamellah exclaimed.

“I didn’t what?” O’Kelley asked with concern in his voice.

“Oh no, you didn’t put this on! I can’t believe someone else besides me has soul!”

“Well, meet Mr. Soul,” O’Kelley joked, sticking out his hand for her to shake. “Slave is one of my favorite old-school groups. Many of these new groups need a lead singer like Steve Arrington to take them to the top…But they don’t hear me, though!”

Sharing a long laugh, Jamellah savored learning the fact that they already had something in common.

“So what’s your favorite track?”

“Well,” O’Kelley answered while slowing at an intersection, “I like ‘Weak at the Knees,’ but ‘Dancing in the Key of Life’ is my jam.”

“Okay…now I know that you’ve been eavesdropping on me before you met me because those are my songs!” Jamellah laughed.

Noticing that she was laughing by herself, she turned to O’Kelley to see why he had grown quiet.

“What’s wrong?”

Turning to her with a sheepish grin on his face, he handed her a cell phone.

“You know, Jamellah, it would be nice if we called Fern and Fernando to let them know how and why you disappeared from the function.”

Laughing and feeling guilty that she had completely forgot about her friend and her husband, she took the phone and punched in the numbers to Fernecia’s Motorola pager, which she knew Fern always kept stuffed in her bosom. Fern was the kind of mother who always worried about Hugs but was still too cheap to keep her cell phone powered on all the time. When the call was connected, she punched in O’Kelley’s cell phone number as he recited it. Pressing pound and hanging up, she handed the phone back to him.

“What’s wrong now?” she asked, noticing that he wore a semi-worried expression.

“Ummmm, Jamellah…I know it’s kinda late for me to be asking you this, but how do we get to your house?”

Laughing, Jamellah gave him directions and sat back to enjoy the ride across town.

Lost in her good thoughts, she jumped at the ringing of the phone.

“Hel—” O’Kelley answered, not getting a chance to finish the greeting.

“Girl, where is your rusty ass?” Fernecia screamed into the phone.

“Oh hi, Fern,” O’Kelley chuckled before handing the phone to Jamellah.

“Hey girl, whatcha doing?” Jamellah said nonchalantly to Fernecia.

“Sitting here with Fernando in the parking lot, waiting for your ass to pop back up.”

“Well, when O’Kelley and I left, you guys were too busy cutting the rug to Earth, Wind and Fire to notice us. We got tired of waiting and decided to leave,” Jamellah said.

“Melly,” Fern said in a low voice so O’Kelley could not hear. “How much do you know about this guy?”

“Well,” Jamellah answered. “Any friend of Fernando’s is a friend of mine. I introduced you two, remember?”

“You know I can’t help playing the mother role sometimes. Anyway, call me tomorrow with all the details and in the meantime, I’ll get the scoop on him from Fernando. Be safe.”

“Toodles,” Jamellah said before pressing the off button on the phone.

Turning toward O’Kelley, she gave him a delicious catlike smile and sweetly said, “So, tell me a little bit about yourself.”

 

O’KELLEY MADE A RIGHT turn into Jamellah’s driveway and parked in back of her Audi. The forty-five-minute drive across the city had given them a chance to learn some pretty interesting things about each other and discover a few of the many things they had in common. A mutual love of black automobiles and Asian food only scratched the surface of the interests they shared.

“So, O’Kelley, would you like to come in for some Kahlúa and coffee?” Jamellah asked.

“That really sounds tight, but I wouldn’t want to make you uncomfortable,” he answered.

“Oh, you wouldn’t make me uncomfortable. I’ll be up for the next few hours anyway. Weekends are my time for staying up late and sleeping in.”

“Well, pretty lady, if you insist,” O’Kelley replied.

 

FLIPPING ON THE LIGHT in her foyer, Jamellah led O’Kelley inside her lavishly decorated town house. She gave herself an imaginary pat on the back for cleaning up earlier out of sheer boredom. Her place was spotless and smelled delicious, like the dried citrus peels that she constantly kept simmering on her stove.

O’Kelley stepped into Jamellah’s domain and instantly knew that it would be hard for him to ever leave. Not only did she have a great sense of style and a flair for decorating, she knew how to make a place feel like home.

Walking around her spacious living room, Jamellah turned on two touch-sensitive lamps and then crossed the room to dim the room’s main lights. “I’ll be right back with our cordials,” Jamellah called as she walked into her kitchen. “Make yourself at home.”

Walking around the room, O’Kelley stopped to look at some pictures on Jamellah’s mantel. Casting his eyes over the beautifully framed snapshots, his eyes stopped on a picture that Jamellah had taken at Fernando and Fern’s house the previous Christmas.

Jamellah was sprawled out on the floor with Hugs, surrounded by torn Christmas wrap and bows. She and Hugs embraced each other and gave the cameras huge smiles. While her smile was perfect and she seemed to have been so happy, he could sense emptiness in her eyes. Not so much emptiness as longing. The longing to be with her own family, in her own house, opening gifts with her own child. The longings that he also had.

In the three hours that O’Kelley had been acquainted with Jamellah, he already determined that he wanted her. He had grown up in an upper-middle-class black household with a genuine, June Cleaver–like mother and a philandering father. O’Kelley had grown to hate the women who called their house night and day, harassing his mother and searching for his father. His mother had been passive, but O’Kelley knew that deep down inside, these things had eaten away at her. Although he loved his father, who still lived with his mother in their same spacious Hammond home, he would never forgive him or his whores for hurting his mother. He despised women who made it a habit of trying to break up happy homes and families. His father had since apologized to his mother, whom he showered with expensive cars, clothes, and gifts to make up for the hurt and lost time. His mother, being the wonderful and big-hearted person that she was, accepted her husband’s apologies and his newfound love for her. O’Kelley wanted all the things that his parents had, minus the hurt and extramarital affairs. And somehow, he knew, Jamellah was capable of giving him these things.

“Here you go,” Jamellah said as she handed O’Kelley a steaming mug of coffee spiked with Kahlúa. She had returned with the two cups, wearing a soft black satin robe. It was pulled tight across her chest and hips and was enough to make the average mind wander.

“Thank you…this is quite a place,” he said, meaning the room but taking a sweeping inventory of Jamellah’s luscious body. “How long did it take you to collect all of this?”

“Well,” she said with a secretive grin, “I started a few years ago, picking up pieces however and wherever I could. And when I looked again, voilà, I had a collection.”

“Mind if I put on some music?” O’Kelley asked, standing.

“Go right ahead. I can usually tell a lot about a man and what he has on his mind by what he puts on.”

Walking toward the entertainment center, O’Kelley began to look through the scores of CDs, cassettes, and records that were shelved tastefully in alphabetical order. Pulling out a Phyllis Hyman CD, he placed it into the disc changer.

Jamellah was not fully aware of his choice until she heard the first few melodic chords of a very familiar song…I’ll be damned, she thought. He just put on “It’s Our First Time Together.” Looking up at him, she noticed that he was planted right in front of her.

“I feel that we didn’t have enough dances at the party. What about you?”

As Jamellah nodded, O’Kelley reached out a hand to her and pulled her up off the couch. He took her into his scented arms and they began a slow, seductive rock while Phyllis’s honey poured out of the speakers. Placing his left hand under her chin, he tilted her face up until they were gazing deep into each other’s eyes.

“Jamellah, I don’t know you but I want to know you…I don’t know you but I know that I want you. Not just for now, not just for tonight. I want you for always.”

“But,” Jamellah whispered, “how can you know this already? How can you know this if you don’t know me?”

“Because I know,” he said confidently. “I know that I want you. Not just all of you and what you have to offer. I want your good, your bad…I want your all.”

Jamellah giggled. “That’s a lot to ask for. You’re asking for trouble.”

Moving her face so that she was looking back into his eyes, O’Kelley responded to her with the same serious expression that he had been wearing when he made the admission.

“I don’t care. Just give me a chance to give you what you want. Give yourself the chance to give me what I want, Jamellah. If we just gave ourselves a chance, we could be two very happy people.”

Softly, so softly that he almost didn’t hear, Jamellah responded, “I will, O’Kelley. I will.”

Wrapping her even tighter in his arms, he brought her face up to meet his.

Parting her lips with his own, he opened her mouth and tenderly began to explore it with his tongue. Feeling the slow burn, Jamellah responded by returning his passionate kiss. She was completely enthralled by his kiss. Pulling away, O’Kelley looked again into her eyes with his passion-filled ones. Drawing her to him, he continued the fire-starting kiss that they were both caught up in. Jamellah reached out and began to rub the smooth skin of his cheek. Feeling his penis grow hard against her satin-covered pelvic area, she began to return his kisses in a needy frenzy. Sensing this need, O’Kelley knew that it was time to take the lead.

Laying her down on the soft Persian rug, he let his hands part the low neck of Jamellah’s wrap. Untying the sash at her waist, he watched in amazement and admiration as her very large and firm breasts tumbled free.

“Tell me you want me,” he whispered as Jamellah sank to her knees in front of him. Resisting the strong temptation of what she was about to do, he pulled her back up. “Tell me you’ll give us a chance, Jamellah.”

Becoming mildly frustrated, Jamellah let out an audible sigh. She had only known O’Kelley for a few hours and he was talking about a relationship. Sex in this situation was fine, but a relationship? Deciding that she really wanted to have sex with him, she willed herself to agree to anything for the time being.

“Yes, O’Kelley,” she said breathlessly. “Yes, I want to give us a chance.”

“Baby, I promise you that you will not regret it,” he happily and lustily replied.

Sinking back to her knees, Jamellah reached out to undo O’Kelley’s zipper.

“Baby, don’t. You don’t need to do that.”

“But I want to,” Jamellah whined.

“Only whores do that, baby. I want you to be my lady, not my whore.”

Before she could protest any further, he had bent his head to her caramel breasts. Taking one into his mouth, he sucked gently and savored her taste and smell. Swirling his tongue around her nipple, he took his other hand and began to caress and fondle her other nipple.

Not being able to stand anymore, Jamellah gave O’Kelley a gentle push onto his back and pulled his pants down the remaining length of his body. Taking his solidly erect penis into her hand, she angled it straight up and gently eased it into her waiting vagina. Slowly lowering herself, she almost climaxed right away from the feel of his rock-hard member. Even slower than she had lowered herself, she rose back up the shaft so slowly that she could hear him gasp. When he called out for mercy from the slow torture, she slammed herself back down, swallowing his penis with her vagina. Clenching her PC muscles, she could hear him moaning louder and louder as he felt her muscles biting down on him. When his moans became shouts, she raised herself off him and got down on her hands and knees. Within seconds, he had entered her from behind and was slamming into her vagina as if his life depended on it. Feeling herself near climax, she tried to control herself but couldn’t.

“I’m coming…Oh gosh, I’m coming!” she shouted.

She could hear O’Kelley loudly gasping and moaning behind her, and before she could pull away, she felt his orgasmic juices flooding her insides. Remembering that she had been too caught up to fit him with a condom, Jamellah pulled away from him and ran toward her bathroom.

“Where is my fucking douche bag when I need it?” Jamellah muttered to herself, slamming a bathroom cabinet closed and trying to catch her breath. Opening and slamming closed drawers and cabinets, she finally located it under the sink. Filling the bag with solution, she squatted over the toilet and frantically tried to rid herself of the traces of their lovemaking. Repeating the process, Jamellah rose from the toilet and stepped into the shower. While she was lathering her body and trying to calm down, she heard soft knocks at the door.

“Jamellah?” O’Kelley called out. Not getting any answer, he gently pushed the door open. “Is something wrong?” he asked, his voice full of concern.

Jumping at the sound of his voice so close, she stuck her head out of the shower. “I am fine…I guess I am kinda surprised about the way that things went down.”

“I am sorry, Jamellah.”

“No, no…you didn’t force me to do anything. I wanted it as much as you did.”

“Well, when you get out, would you like to go somewhere and get something to eat? This area of town has a few cool all-night cafés.”

“I’d like to but I am so tired. Plus, I am supposed to meet Fern tomorrow morning at a ridiculous hour. Can I take a rain check?” she asked.

“Sure. I’ll leave my numbers and you can give me a call. I’d like to hook up and spend some quality time.”

“Sounds good,” Jamellah said.

Approaching the shower, he brought his face to hers and gave her a kiss.

“I had a wonderful time,” he whispered. “I can’t wait to see you again.”

“Me too,” she answered.

“Call me,” he said, turning away.

“Okay,” she told him, starting to grow aggravated and wanting to return to the warm water.

After a soothing and refreshing shower, Jamellah stepped out and wrapped herself in a thirsty terry-cloth robe. Walking into her bedroom, she flopped down on her bed. As thoughts of “What did I do” invaded her head, she drifted off into a dreamless sleep.

 

“I KNOW THAT YOU aren’t still asleep!” Fernecia screamed into the phone as Jamellah contemplated placing it back in its cradle.

“What time is it, Fern?”

“Really early. Only two p.m.,” Fernecia replied sarcastically.

“Damn! I can’t believe I have been sleeping that long.”

“So, did the dick put you to sleep?” Fern chuckled.

“As a matter of fact, he did. It took so long for him to get his shit and get out of my house that he made me tired.” Jamellah laughed. “Gotta give it to him, though, it was pretty good.”

“So can he work it or what?”

“Girl, he can work, twerk, and anything else you can think of!”

Screaming into the phone, Fernecia laughed at Jamellah’s tawdry humor.

“So, are you guys hooking up today?”

“He told me to call him but I am not so sure that I’ll get around to doing that,” Jamellah said frankly.

“Well, honey, if you knew what I knew, you would call. Fernando gave me the scoop. The brother is not married, has no kids, and has been saving his money ever since he landed a job. Already has a smooth ride, which you already know about, and owns his own house. Not renting an apartment, not renting a house. Not paying a mortgage but he owns a house.”

“Well, girl, maybe I did right to throw this pussy on him,” Jamellah said, feeling instantly brightened.

“Who haven’t you thrown that pussy on?” Fernecia joked. “I am sure he was very grateful. Well, gotta go, but I’ll give you a holler later on, that is, if you’re not too busy throwing the pussy on him again.”

Erupting in giggles, Jamellah agreed to catch up with Fern later and hung up the phone. Turning to her nightstand and seeing where O’Kelley had left his home, cell, pager, and work numbers, she rolled back over and reached for the phone. It was turning out to be a lovely day after all.

 

HANGING UP THE CORDLESS phone, Fernecia placed it back on its base and turned toward her bedroom. Fernando was blocking her way into the hall. She had no idea how long he had been standing there and really didn’t care. Ducking under his extended arm, she started off toward her bedroom.

The conversation that he’d walked in on really unnerved Fernando. With all the time and effort he put into making Fernecia his perfect woman, she refused to get rid of the last tiny bit of raunchiness that was embedded in her. He’d picked her up when she was nothing and made her into what she was today. When she first obtained her Realtor’s license, she struggled. What she didn’t realize was that he’d been the co-borrower and silent partner in the duo that purchased her first listing. The office building, which was located in Lafayette, was leased out to full capacity. The healthy lease checks were quietly deposited into one of his personal accounts that she had no knowledge of or access to. This same account was used for little luxuries like the new Acura she drove and the nice jewelry he always presented her with.

Because of that quick sale, her career skyrocketed. Her firm had been wary of allowing a rookie straight out of college to handle a property so large, but she’d done it in record time. Pretty soon, everything she listed turned to “Sold” and it was all because of him. Did she appreciate it? Obviously not. Her new life couldn’t be that important to her, because she made it clear that she missed the world she came from. On several occasions, he noticed her sitting in her car, frowning in the direction of their house, like it was some type of chore to walk through the door to greet him. This pissed him off. The fact that Fernecia spent so much time with Jamellah also made him sick. Of course he realized that without Jamellah, he never would have met his wife, but let’s face it, the girl was trifling. She reminded him of an eight-ounce medium-rare filet mignon, a side of fragrant creamed spinach, a luscious lobster tail, and a glass of the finest red wine—all served on the lid of a garbage can. She looked great on paper and even better in person but had the reputation of a common street hooker. In college, he instantly fell in love with Fern but was a bit reserved about committing to her because of her choice of friend. It was common knowledge that Jamellah slept with any- and everybody. Not much had changed since their days at A&M. Geographically, New Orleans was large, but people were separated by only three degrees. Someone always knew somebody who knew somebody and people talked.

Over the past three years, he’d been privy to much talk about Jamellah and her escapades with men all over the city. As a matter of fact, that very afternoon on the golf course, Hugh gave him a very detailed account about his dealings with Jamellah. He pretended to be amused but he was furious. When Hugh and his wife, Meredith, let it be known that they were searching for a new house, Fernando immediately recommended his wife, who located their dream house. The deal was closed the very next week. They had so much respect for and gratitude toward his wife, but how long would that last? His friends envied his marriage. When they came around, Fernecia was perfect, like the tamed shrew. When they entertained, she always offered the right drinks, always gave intelligent input on all the right conversations, always wore the right clothes, and always put the right mix of people together. He had built the perfect beast. Gave her a life that was sweeter than her sweetest dreams, yet she missed her old life. He needed to give her a quick reality check. Remind her of who she was then, who she was now, and who made all that possible. He would also remind her of how quickly he could send her back to where she came from.

“How was golf?” Fernecia called from down the hall, rousing him from his diabolical thoughts.

“It was fine. In fact, my day was fine until I came home and caught my wife talking like a whore on the phone to a whore.”

“You really need to watch what you call my friend,” Fernecia hotly replied, stepping into the hallway. “It was that whore who introduced us and I didn’t hear you complain then.” Ducking back into the bedroom, she slammed the door. With Hugs away for the weekend, she planned on catching up on some much needed rest.

As soon as she had slammed the door shut, she heard it fly open. “Don’t you ever, as long as you live, slam another fucking door on me!” Fernando screamed. “Before I came along, you didn’t have any doors to slam, remember?”

“Ohhh…I’m scared,” Fernecia said, giving a fake shiver.

Taking a deep breath, Fernando fought the urge to slap her.

“Fuck you,” she said simply, staring him down with a cold gaze. Dismissing him, she turned her back and began to undress. After all her clothing had been removed, she continued to ignore him and slipped between the sheets, turning her back to him. A nap, not an argument, was what she needed.

“I told you, you need to watch your goddamned mouth.”

Letting out a sleepy sigh, Fern plumped up her pillow and assumed a sleeping position.

Seeing that his wife was ignoring him, Fernando grew angrier. Lately she’d had a mind of her own. When she wasn’t being flip, she was ignoring him and slipping into her own little world. He had put up with her moods for long enough and felt that something had to be done.
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