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chicken (chi•k[image: reverse_e.png]n) (origin, Middle English chiken, from Old English cicen young chicken; akin to Old English cocc cock)

n 1 a : the common domestic fowl (Gallus gallus ) kept for its eggs or meat, especially a young one b: any of various similar or related birds or their young c: meat from such a bird 2 slang a : COWARD b : any of various contests in which the participants risk personal safety in order to see which one will give up first 3 slang : a young woman 4 [short for CHICKENSHIT] vulgar slang : petty details 5 : a young gay male, especially as sought by an older man 6 [short for CHICKENHEAD] vulgar slang (origin, hip-hop) a : a woman who seeks men for their money; GOLDDIGGER b : a promiscuous woman or girl c : a crack addict who performs oral sex for crack or money d : a young woman e: a female who is a talkative nuisance, seeming to “cluck” too much and wander about without purpose, like a chicken f : GROUPIE

adj 1 a : AFRAID b : TIMID; COWARDLY 2 slang a : insistent on petty details of duty or discipline b : PETTY; UNIMPORTANT

intransitive verb 1 [usually used with OUT] slang : to act in a cowardly manner; lose one’s nerve
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PART 1

Cluct






Photo Finish


 

“Is it bad luck to be eaten the night before you get married?”

A uniform gasp cut through the room.

“Reesy,” Misty said as she rose from the velvet sofa—one of three in the bridal chamber. “That’s way too much information for you to be sharing.”

She smoothed the front of her eggshell-colored dress and checked for wrinkles on the short train that trailed behind. She looked over at her best friend, Reesy, sitting at a small cherry-wood desk, wearing an elaborate ivory wedding gown, getting a manicure.

“It’s bad enough you’re going out of your way to do everything bass-ackwards,” said Reesy’s mother, who was uptight because she couldn’t dictate the structure of the occasion. “Do you have to defy every convention? You’re the only one who’s supposed to be in any kind of white. This is your day. A bride should be the centerpiece of everything at her wedding.”

Reesy glanced up at her mother, their eyes meeting in a brief standoff. Tyrene Snowden’s severe gaze remained fixed upon her daughter. After a moment, Reesy laughed and looked down at her hands.

“Please, Tyrene. We all know it ain’t no virgins in this room, but isn’t it nice we get to pretend? Be happy and let everybody fake the funk for a minute. When was the last time you got to wear white?”

Tyrene tossed her turbaned head and walked to the window, the hem of her bone-hued African gown making a shuffling sound as her tiny heels clickety-clacked across the floor. The fact that Reesy never addressed her as “Mother” never seemed much more than one of several annoying traits of an insolent only child. Tyrene found herself resenting it now.

“I hope motherhood will finally make you grow up,” she said, her back to everyone. “Everything in life is not a joke. Some situations warrant a level of respect.”

“Who’s laughing?” Reesy asked. “I’m not about to lie to anybody by walking down that aisle like I’m some sort of saint. How stupid is that anyway, wearing white when you’re pregnant?”

She wished Tyrene would shut up. The last thing Reesy wanted today was the typical heaping plate of antagonism her mother dished out.

“You’re only three and a half months,” Tyrene replied. “It’s not like your stomach is huge.”

Tyrene was right. Reesy wouldn’t appear pregnant to someone who didn’t know. She was still all long limbs and taut muscle, her body not yet giving over to the softness of maternity. Her breasts were lush, but not stuffed, as was her perfect erstwhile stripper’s rear. Reesy’s tight, graceful dancer’s body was still the envy of her friends.

“I’m pregnant, period,” she said, “which means I’m not pure, which everybody, including my fiancé, already knows. Please. If I had a dollar for every man who’s seen my naked—”

“Reesy.” Grandma Tyler’s brow was a series of subtle creases. Soft furrows, not the severe folds that come from the familiarity of worry. Her small, delicate frame was tucked in an armchair near the window, enveloped in chiffon. “Don’t mess with your mama. Besides the fact that she’s been waiting a long time to see this day, she’s right. It ain’t fit to have everybody dressed like you.” She picked an invisible piece of lint from her dress and flicked it away. “You s’posed to stand out. This day is for the bride.”

“Bump all that bride business,” Reesy answered. “The fact that I’m doing this at all is outrageous enough. And we’re not all dressed exactly alike. You’ve got on ecru, Tyrene’s in bone, Misty’s in eggshell, they’ve got on cream.” She pointed at Peggy James and Shawnee Warren, bridesmaids who had been in Misty’s wedding just four months before. “And I’ve got on ivory. It’s not all the same color. It’s more like…variations on a theme.”

“What’s the difference?” Tyrene countered. “It all looks absurd.”

“The difference is, I needed a show of solidarity from my girls, alright? Can I at least have that much on my wedding day?”

Reesy looked around the sumptuous chamber filled with towering vases of long-stemmed white lilies, row upon row of white roses, and endless bouquets of baby’s breath. Everything white. The pungent floral scent that permeated the space was as overwhelming as the presence of the color itself.

“Look at all this stuff. Shades of white everywhere. Tyrene, your ability to whip up a last-minute extravaganza never ceases to amaze.” Reesy’s eyes scanned everyone, her yellow cheeks flushed with color. “Don’t you feel like a virgin?” she said to Misty. “Don’t y’all feel brand-new?”

Peggy and Shawnee gave each other a quick glance.

Tyrene looked back at her daughter with fire in her eyes. She needed to explode at something. The fact that her Reesy was desecrating such an important event and disregarding everything she had to say about it had her building to a rapid boil.

“Sometimes superstition is based in truth,” she said.

“Oh my. Now the super-attorney who never tolerates foolish talk wants to scare me with ancient folklore. Ooooooh.” Reesy waved her hands. “I ain’t got on nothing old, nothing new, nothing borrowed, or nothing blue.” She threw her head back and laughed, an over-the-top move that startled them all. She was deliberately taunting her mother now.

“Tyrene, think about how ridiculous you sound,” she said. “If my marriage can be doomed because I wasn’t the only one wearing a certain color, then it didn’t stand a chance to begin with, now did it?”

The other women were quiet. The air was electric with the tension that hung between mother and daughter.

Tyrene didn’t respond, but the sound of sucking teeth could be heard clear across the room.

“I’m only doing this wedding for y’all anyway,” Reesy said. “If it was up to me, Dandre and I would be in Vegas right now. This Valentine’s Day whooptee-woo is definitely not my style.”

Tyrene huffed and clickety-clacked her tiny bone heels out of the room.

Reesy ignored her mother as Vixen Ames, the bridesmaid who had been giving her the manicure, grabbed her fingers so she could finish shaping the nails.

“Not too hard, Vix. These aren’t acrylic.”

Misty, still standing, walked over to Reesy and touched her braids, which were bound on her head in a topknot. Soft tendrils fell around her face.

“You’re beautiful,” Misty whispered above her.

She understood what Reesy must have been feeling. They’d been friends for more than twenty-five years, since the second grade. In the past few years, Misty had bounced from Fort Lauderdale, to Atlanta, and now New York, in search of the next best things in career and love. Reesy followed wherever she went, trying her hand at everything from exotic dancing, a disastrous turn as Misty’s administrative assistant, and starring in a popular off-Broadway production.

The two were always side by side, looking out for each other.

After what felt like a lifetime of borderline-psychotic, drama-filled relationships, Misty had married the man she considered her soul mate in a touching ceremony just a few months before. The wedding had been a heady moment for her—a celebration of life, love, and expanded possibilities. She knew Reesy was just as giddy about Dandre, despite how cool she seemed now.

“I don’t know why you’re trying to act so hard,” said Misty.

“You know you’re as excited about this as every one of us in here.”

Reesy didn’t answer. Misty leaned closer.

“If you’re scared, say you’re scared. I know you, remember? I know how you act when you’re nervous about something.”

Reesy looked up at her and grinned.

“The only thing that scares me is the thought that I’ll never see another dick again.”

Misty gave her head a gentle shove and walked away.

“You’re never going to change, are you, girl?” Peggy said.

“What for? Just because I’m getting married? It’s gonna take more than that to get me to hang up my hat.”

The girls all laughed.

“So…who was it that ate your pussy last night?”

The question came from a raspy voice across the room. Grandma Tyler sat in the armchair, poker-faced, waiting. Everyone but Reesy was shocked.

“I’ll never tell,” she said.

“That means Dandre,” Misty replied. “Don’t let this old dog make y’all think she’s got new tricks. That man has her strung out. Otherwise she wouldn’t be here right now.”

Reesy looked down, trying to hide the delirious joy squishing its way through every pore of her being. In a few more minutes, she would be Mrs. Dandre LeRon Hilliard.

The thought of it made her feel like she could fly.

 

Tyrene stood in the hall outside the bridal chamber, her lips pressed tight.

“Unfasten your trap, woman,” her husband said, coming up behind her. “Today is a happy day. You’ve got to relax.”

“How can I when our daughter never does anything right?” She was so upset, she was shaking.

“That’s not fair,” Tyrone replied. He leaned back in surprise when he felt the tremors running through her. “What’s wrong with you, woman? Why on earth are you shaking so?”

“Because,” she said. “That daughter of yours. Teresa is so contrary, always has been. She has to ruin everything, even her own wedding day.”

Tyrone gave her a sympathetic smile.

“You’re just angry because she didn’t do things your way. That doesn’t mean she’s wrong. Let go, Tyrene. I have. Let her be free to be the woman she is. Sela.”

Sela was his word for “amen.” He’d been saying it for years. He’d never meant it as much as he did now.

Tyrone turned her around so she was facing him. Her eyes were glistening as she looked up at the distinguished, stalwart, confident man who had been by her side for more than forty years. His stout, imposing stature perfectly offset her wiry, diminutive figure.

Her gaze drifted to his beard. She knew every hair of it—the gray ones, the black ones, and the curve of the follicles that housed them. She knew where his bones were buried because they were her bones too.

They’d been revolutionaries, side by side as Black Panthers in the sixties. They’d even changed their names together; her birth name was Agnes Marie, his was Daavid. He was a man she’d made millions with. She’d built a stronghold with him in South Florida that was admired and unrivaled. There were no other law firms like theirs. They’d turned down judgeships and public office to be together to run their empire. And though she would never admit it, her strength came from him. Without Tyrone, Tyrene was but so much sound and fury, signifying nothing.

“Let our daughter go,” he said. “That can be our gift to her.”

“I don’t know how,” she said in a small voice. “I’m afraid to.”

Tyrone grabbed her in a tight hug, the full beard brushing a familiar spot along the top of her cheek.

“She’s got a good man,” he said. “I’m as sure of that as I am of my own name. Relax, dear. We can’t hold her anyway. Our baby girl broke loose from us a long time ago.”

Tyrene leaned into him, her arms wrapped around his thick waist. She took a deep breath, then released it, letting her tense body go limp against her husband.

The door to the bridal chamber opened as Shawnee stepped out in search of the bathroom.

Tyrene’s eyes met Reesy’s. Both women’s lips turned up in the same soft curve of a smile as the door between them inched itself closed.

 

The bridal party stood together at the front of the room.

The big-faced pastor beamed, his eyes closed, nodding his head in silent appreciation as the beautiful sounds of chamber music washed over everyone, engulfing them all in a big ball of bliss.

Tyrene held Tyrone’s hand. Grandma Tyler clutched her palms together, shaking her head with heartfelt joy.

Dandre’s father sat on the other side of the aisle, a flaxenhaired, nubile trinket a mere one-third of his sixty-six years attached to his elbow. One would never guess he was in his sixties. George Hilliard, M.D.—Hill to his friends—was a handsome man: six-four, fit, athletic, with a thick mane of salt-and-pepper curls trimmed neat and low and a well-manicured goatee that gave him an air of suave mystique and sophistication. He had thick brows and whimsical eyes that danced like he was on his way to a good time, or had just come from one.

He was going through what he called his white-girl phase. Alyssa, the bauble beside him, was ripped straight from the pages of Blondes for Dummies or Tiger Woods’s Women 101: she had the requisite fake boobs, the perfect golden salon-induced tan, an ass that had been stair-stepped to life, the bluest eyes, the perkiest nose that money could buy, and hair so sun-streaked, it gave off a glare.

Hill had promised his friends in the know that this phase wouldn’t last for long. He was a Howard professor, for goodness’s sake, and felt an obligation to uphold the virtues of all things black and historical. He didn’t dare sport his ofays, as he called them, anywhere near campus or around D.C. It was pure indoor action when he was on his own turf. But this wedding was in New York, a good-enough distance away, and Alyssa was a road-trip kind of girl. He intended to give her up in time, but she was so much fun. Alyssa was agile and willing, and so were some of her friends, so he was finding her a bit difficult to cut loose. At least for the nonce.

His hand was on her golden upper thigh as his head teetered in an awkward balancing act. He was trying to hold it as straight as he could. The struggle came compliments of a Courvoisier stupor gained at the glorious bachelor bash he’d given his only son the night before.

“That party was one for the books,” he said to Alyssa, his voice a mix of gravel and stone.

“Ssssh,” the pastor admonished, not bothering to investigate the source of the disruption. Tyrene rolled her eyes and harrumphed at Hill and his white girl. The two of them didn’t sit well at all with her former revolutionary spirit.

Hill pinched his lips together and slid his hand a little higher up Alyssa’s well-toned quads.

The chamber music played on.

It was a somber, sanctified moment, a tiny window of time slated to occur after the bride’s arrival at the altar, just before the vows. The sentiment was one of magical intensity and unmitigated love among family and close friends.

Misty and Rick made eyes at each other, remembering their own recent nuptials. Dandre and Reesy stood close, side by side, the minute space between them tingling with the thrill of imminent merger.

“Wow, what’s this?” a loud voice declared, piercing the staid atmosphere like a shark’s unexpected fin slicing through shallow water.

It came from a slender woman wearing all black and a delicate black veil. She was sitting at the back of the room. She bent and reached under her pew and came up with a brown manila envelope. She made an elaborate display of tearing it open. A plump lady in an electric blue hat and dress sat beside her. She leaned in for a peek.

Reesy turned, annoyed at the interruption. This euphoric and hallowed period of musical silence was the only other thing she’d requested, besides having all the women wear some form of white.

“What’s going on?” she asked no one in particular as she glanced back at the crowd.

“Oh…my…God,” the veiled woman screamed, as she dropped a glossy eight-by-ten photo from the envelope into her lap.

The lady in the electric blue hat reached out with her plump little fingers and snatched the picture. She stared, her fat bottom lip hanging open as she turned the photo upside down, left-side-right, cocking her head like a dashboard pup.

“Lawd hammercy,” she gasped, showing it to her husband, who was all teeth and grins at what he beheld. The plump lady in electric blue reached beneath her seat and came up with a manila envelope of her own, holding it aloft.

“Does anyone else have one of these?” she shouted.

Heads disappeared and popped up all around the church as everyone went in search of what the screaming woman had seen. Manila envelopes appeared in great number, and the vu gar sound of ripping paper clashed with the pristine melody the oblivious organist continued to play.

Reesy’s heart went kerthunkety-plunk as she watched the brouhaha going on around her. She glanced at Dandre, her eyes full of question, but all she saw was confusion and a kind of primal, instinctive fear, something in his face that seemed to border on terror. The energy he gave off was, in an odd way, familiar; it was a feeling she faintly recalled having experienced before. Dandre was uncomfortable under her gaze. He turned to face the crowd behind him, in search of a clue as to what was going on around them.

Tyrene bent with reluctance and felt under the seat, coming up with an envelope of her own. Her narrowed eyes were on Dandre as the well-manicured talon of her right forefinger slid under the flap and sliced it open with an effortless sweep. Dandre’s brow was beaded with sweat. He adjusted the tie that now seemed to grip his neck with the boldness of a noose. Tyrene inhaled deep, holding her breath as she removed the glossy photo.

It was her future son-in-law—in full naked regalia—his wet face and eager red tongue preoccupied, pressed front and center between long cocoa brown legs spread an astonishing width, worthy of the best contortions Universoul Circus had to offer. The gaping legs were attached to a cocoa brown woman with big, meaty breasts and an ass so magnificent, so huge, it loomed beneath her like an unnatural bubble. Dandre’s penis was also busy, stuffed deep inside the mouth of a petite yellow girl with fiery-red locks and a raging thicket of black pubic hair.

She dropped the photo with both hands in a grand gesture, as if it were a grenade, raising her palms to the heavens in horrified supplication. The organist froze, his fingers immobile above the keys. Reesy now knew for certain that what was happening was something dreadful. She raced from the altar over to her mother and scooped the picture up from the floor.

“No, Reesy,” Dandre said, remaining in place. “Put it down.”

Reesy knelt holding the photo, her pupils dilating. She couldn’t take her eyes off Dandre’s dick, deep, deep, deep in the redhead’s mouth. She noticed spit on the shaft and her stomach tilted. She was still kneeling when Tyrene, outraged, grabbed her in a hug, further causing her insides to simmer and churn. The place was abuzz with the sounds of raucous chatter as all eyes darted from Dandre to Reesy and back again.

“All men are muthafuckas,” a voice proclaimed with ferocious disgust. It was Julian, the choreographer of Black Barry’s Pie. The show was due to open on Broadway in a few months with Dandre as the primary backer, but the pregnant Reesy wouldn’t be starring in it.

Julian was so spellbound by the photos, he couldn’t look away. “Better to know he ain’t shit now, Miss Thang, than to have to find out about it later.”

His lover Tonio sat beside him, nodding in agreement. He pried the pictures from Julian’s grip.

Someone in the church was crying, wailing and howling like a dying dog.

“This ain’t right,” whoever it was moaned. “God knows what this boy is doin’ in this pitcha with these gals shonuf ain’t right.”

“It damn shole look like it feel good, though,” mumbled the husband of the lady with the electric blue hat. She jabbed him hard in the stomach with her solid, fleshy elbow.

“Ooof,” he said with a cough. He was silent after that, the blow knocked the wind out of him for a good five minutes.

“We can sue him, you know,” Tyrene whispered to Reesy. She seemed energized with the satisfaction of knowing, had she been in control, things would have been better, different. These were the moments she lived for, the chance to do self-righteous damage control. Her daughter had been publicly wronged and, dammit, there was going to be hell to pay.

“He won’t get away with it,” she continued. “I told you all of us wearing white was bad luck. It was wrong to make a mockery of something as sacred as marriage.”

Reesy glared at her mother.

“Get off me, you bitch,” she said, pushing Tyrene out of the way. “You wanted this to happen.” Tyrene fell back on her bone-colored African-gowned butt, her bone heels clickety-clacking first on the floor, then kicking in the air. Reesy stumbled forward up the aisle, her stomach toiling and troubling as she headed for the door.

Misty had been standing at the altar in shock. The sight of Reesy running rattled her from her daze. She rushed after her friend. Dandre made a move, but Rick grabbed him by the arm.

“Just stay put, man,” he said, shaking his head. “This is a really bad scene. It can’t get no worse than this.”

Dandre stopped, his cheek twitching as he looked at Rick’s hand on his arm.

“What the fuck just happened?” he asked. “I don’t understand.”

“This had to be one of your women, man,” Rick said. “I would have thought by now you had your house in order.”

“I did,” Dandre said. “I thought I did.”

“I’on know, this is some dumb shit. This is like some kind of urban myth that you hear about, but, you know, that kind of stuff doesn’t ever happen for real.”

They heard a sick, shrill scream outside.

Dandre broke away from Rick and ran out of the church into the brisk February air, followed by everyone else.

They arrived to see Misty in an awkward squat at the top of the church’s front steps. Reesy lay at her feet in a heap of ivory chiffon, silk, and taffeta.

“She fell on the steps,” Misty said, her faced streaked with mascara and tears. She looked up at Rick and Dandre. “Call 911. I can’t get her to come to.”

Rick pulled his cell phone from the pocket of his tux and dialed.

“How could you do this?” Misty asked Dandre in a pleading voice. “How could you do something like this to her…today?”

Dandre dropped to his knees, cradling Reesy’s head in his arms.

“Get away from my daughter,” Tyrone bellowed as he approached. “This is all your fault.”

“This isn’t my son’s fault,” a voice behind Tyrone answered.

“This is the doing of some crazy bitch who doesn’t know how to let go. My son can’t control that. How the hell can you expect him to? These chickens are crazy nowadays.”

“Oh, you’re a fine one to talk,” Tyrene said, getting in Hill’s face. “We’ve heard about you, you corrupt son of a—”

“Tyrene.”

Tyrone pulled his wife away, her heels clickety-clacking.

Dandre ignored them as he rocked Reesy in his arms with gentle motions. He felt as if he were walking in a fog.

“Lawd Jesus, my baby’s bleeding.”

It was Grandma Tyler. She pointed at Reesy’s waist. The front of the ivory dress was stained with red flecks, and a small pool of blood was gathering beneath it.

Dandre’s head was spinning. He could see the hemorrhaging, but it didn’t register enough to make sense. The din above him was overpowering as indecipherable words flew around his head, along with random blows and boxes to his ears delivered by anonymous assailants. In the midst of the pandemonium, all he could hear was the clickety-clack of Tyrene’s tiny bone shoes as she paced around him.

He focused on her feet as they passed him again, but now they didn’t seem so very tiny. And the heels were black. Patent leather. Stiletto. With cocoa brown ankles sprouting out of them. He followed the legs all the way up as they passed.

The woman with the delicate black veil, not Tyrene, was attached to the ankles. His eyes met hers for a brief moment as she looked down at him sitting on the steps, holding the head of his bleeding, unconscious fiancée. Dandre watched the veiled woman as she walked away.

The swaying motion of her magnificent bubble ass was hypnotic.

“Is that who I think it is?” Rick asked as he came up beside him.

Dandre couldn’t hear him above the roaring in his head.






UFO’s


 

All was dark for the first few seconds. Reesy blinked a couple of times and the hue of things changed a little, fading up into a deep boggy gray.

“Wha…?” she said with a struggle and a cough. She tried to lean forward and everything did an instant spin. She fell back, blinking again, looking around for Vanna and Pat. They must be near. She already knew where the wheel was.

“Tweety?”

The raspy voice was a familiar anchor that made her relax a little. The room was still spinning, but it was beginning to slow. Something warm touched her right arm.

“Tweety, baby? We’re right here. You hear me? You’re gonna be okay.”

Reesy blinked again and the bog began to lessen. She could make out a shape in the direction of the voice that spoke to her.

It was real short, whatever it was. A midget. It was a gray midget. A gray midget was next to her, touching her arm and calling her Tweety.

She recalled reading about something like this once, in a book by this writer, some guy, what was his name? Whitley something. She remembered the name of the book. Commu nion. This happened to him too. He woke up in the middle of the night and found gray things, midget things, touching him on the arm just like this. That’s what it was. An alien. An alien was standing beside her and, to throw her off, was calling her Tweety like Grandma Tyler did.

Those damn aliens, she thought. That’s how they rolled, the deceptive little fuckers.

She was relieved to know where she was, at least. She’d been abducted and this was the mothership, she supposed. That explained everything—the hazy room, her being groggy. She cleared her throat and coughed again.

“I thought the Grays were tall with big slanty eyes and the Blues were short with jumpsuits,” she said to the midget.

“Where’s your jumpsuit? What are you, defective?” She breathed deep, exhausted and frustrated. “That’s just my luck. I get abducted by some broke-down, B-team aliens. Just don’t stick one of them damn needles in my belly. I’m pregnant. Y’all need to back up off the experiments with me.”

“Oh Lawd,” the raspy voice choked. “She done gon’ crazy, y’all. Somebody, anybody, Lawd Jesus, my lil’ Tweety done lost her mind.”

A wail went up in the room and Reesy heard the sound of scurrying feet.

“Stop it,” she said. “Stop trying to trick me like I’m not in outer space. I know how y’all get down. Quit pretending to be my grandma.”

The shadowy midget grew taller and hovered close to Reesy’s face.

“Tweety, baby, we ain’t no aliens,” the now-big midget rasped.

“We’s your family. You in the hospital, baby. You fell down the stairs at the church and bumped your head real hard.” The big midget turned to something behind her. “I wonder if she done lost her mind. Y’all thank maybe she got a percussion or something?”

“Wha…?” Reesy asked. “Fell at church? Bumped my head?

How did…?” She blinked again and things began to come into clearer focus. The face above hers was yellow and, although a bit wizened, it wasn’t gray. The eyes, full of tears, were not slanted, but warm and familiar. At the sight of her grandmother, Reesy felt better. She leaned forward to hug her. A sudden pain in her abdomen stopped her midway.

“No, Tweety,” Grandma Tyler said, giving her a gentle push back onto the pillows of the hospital bed. “Lay down. You need to give your body a rest.”

Reesy looked into her grandmother’s face and saw something in it that roused a sense of panic.

“My baby,” she said, grabbing Grandma Tyler’s arm. “Is my baby okay?”

The sound of several scuffling feet came closer. Somewhere in the scuffle was the sound of clicking heels.

A hand touched Reesy’s left arm and another familiar voice spoke to her.

“Reesy, just lay back. The doctor wants you to rest. You had a bad fall, but you’re going to be fine.”

Reesy looked up into Misty’s teary face. She wondered why everyone around her was crying in the midst of trying to reassure her that she was going to be okay.

“I hope he burns in hell for this, doing this to my daughter,” a sharp voice uttered in the background. The sound of sharp heels made their way across the floor again.

“Hope who burns in hell?” Reesy asked. “What happened? Is my baby okay?”

She looked to Grandma Tyler for an answer, but the older woman just sank back into the chair she’d been sitting in next to the bed, still clasping her granddaughter’s hand.

“Misty?” Reesy asked, turning to her left. “Is my baby okay? Did I have a miscarriage? Will you tell me?”

Misty gazed into her friend’s eyes, knowing she would want to hear the truth if she were in her position.

“You lost the baby, Reesy,” she said, clutching her hand with both of hers. “It was a pretty bad fall.”

“Gotdammit,” Grandma Tyler said. “That fuckin’ boy needs his ass whooped good.”

“Why’d you tell her?” Tyrene screeched.

“Because she wanted to know,” Misty said. “You can’t hide it from her forever.”

Reesy closed her eyes, pushing back salty water that squished out anyway. She took three deep breaths and opened them again. Misty waited for the sobs to commence, but they didn’t.

“That bastard’s gonna pay for this,” Tyrene declared in the background, her hands flying about. “She could have died because of his nonsense. Pictures in the church, that woman in black with that big ol’ ass. And what about the girl with the red hair sucking on him? Everybody in there got a good look at his, his…his business.”

“Big business,” Grandma Tyler muttered. “Hung like a horse, he was. Surprised he ain’t rip Tweety in half with that.”

“Umph,” said Julian under his breath. “Rip me in half.”

“Who you want to rip you in half?” asked a jealous Tonio. “I thought you said all men were muthafuckas.”

“Stop it, all of you,” Misty said.

“What kind of person would let himself be photographed doing those kinds of ungodly things?” Tyrene inquired. “A pervert, that’s who. A psycho. He did us all a favor. Teresa could have been marrying a rapist, for all we know.”

“He’s not a rapist,” Misty said.

“How do you know?” Tyrene barked. “Family and friends are always the last to find out. I’ve seen plenty of supposed upstanding men with nasty habits hiding in their closets. Look at that fool you lived with that used to work at our firm. Sucking on your breasts and wetting the bed like a big ol’ overgrown baby. How long did it take you to find out that he had that in him? A good three years, if I remember, and you were right there in the house with him.”

Misty’s jaw fell open and she glanced at Reesy, whose eyes were now closed again.

“Yeah, I knew about it,” Tyrene said. “You think we’d want to keep a nut like that on our payroll? It’s a good thing he quit before we had a chance to fire him.”

Reesy heard something that sounded like her father clearing his throat.

“It’s a crazy world out there, Tyrone,” his wife continued.

“You and I both know, as bad as this situation seems, our daughter was just saved from life with a lunatic-rapist-freaknastyorgymonger.”

Reesy wondered where her mother learned the word “freak-nasty.”

A door squeaked open.

“Can I see her?” asked a voice that struck an immediate chord. “Is she awake? I just want to know if she’s okay.” Reesy’s skin bristled with an unnatural chill.

“Get him out of here,” Tyrene screamed. The sound of her voice resonated throughout the otherwise quiet floor.

A team of nurses rushed into the room to squash the ruckus. Everyone was told to leave. That many people shouldn’t have been in the room anyway, they were informed. It was a small space in the emergency section, and it wasn’t designed for clutter or a crowd. The doctor had promised Tyrene that Reesy would be moved to a larger room later in the day.

One of the nurses, a buxom woman with intolerant eyes and a Jersey accent, lingered behind to make sure everyone left the room.

“Can these two stay?” Reesy asked, straining to be heard.

“Please?”

She clutched Grandma Tyler and Misty’s hands.

“You need to rest, Miss Snowden,” the nurse said. She mo tioned toward the door for the two women to go. “You’ve had people with you all day. The sooner you rest, the quicker you’ll be outta here.”

“Let my grandma and my girlfriend stay,” Reesy said.

“Please.” She tried to hide her saddened surprise at hearing the woman use her maiden name. She had planned on taking Dandre’s surname, Hilliard, with no hyphenations. She was looking forward to doing everything the traditional way. But she was still Teresa Snowden and—from the looks of all the disaster around her, the stone in her heart, and the void in her womb—she was going to stay that way.

“They have to leave,” the nurse replied, stoic as she went about escorting the others from the room. “There’s been too much disruption in here already.”

“Have a heart,” Reesy pleaded. “I just lost my baby.” The nurse stopped what she was doing, turned, and looked at her. Their eyes met. “Today was supposed to be my wedding day.”

The nurse glanced over at the big, fluffy dress stuffed into the tiny closet.

“Fine,” she said in a softer tone. “But there better not be any more disturbances in here.”

“There won’t be,” said Misty.

The nurse nodded, pursed her lips, and left the room.

 

Two hours later, Tyrone and Tyrene were still sitting in the waiting room of the emergency area. Dandre and Rick sat in a far corner, out of harm’s way. Mary, Rick’s administrative assistant, sat with them. She too had been the recipient of an unwarranted dose of Tyrene’s hate-gazes. Her long chestnut brown hair was pulled over her right shoulder and hung way past her elbow. She was a pretty girl with a turned-up nose, a happy face, and a loyal heart. She considered Reesy a dear friend, but Tyrene didn’t seem concerned about that.

Julian and Tonio were sitting together, also away from every one. Tonio was chastising him about something; it was apparent in their body language. Julian’s arms were folded, his thoughts adrift. He was worried about Reesy, and the intensity of the day—including that eye-popping photo of a naked Dandre, which he found exquisite—had set off within him a series of convoluted, colliding feelings. Tonio leaned forward in his seat, his lips rapid-fire, his finger a pendulum moving in time to his mouth’s beat. Julian rolled his eyes and cocked his legs open so his ubiquitous bulge could breathe. He loved it when they fought. He couldn’t wait to get Tonio out of there so he could work out some of his inner conflict.

Hill sat two seats down from Reesy’s parents, still struggling with the dregs of his hangover from the bachelor party. The melee at the church had reduced the headache to a dull thump, but it was there nonetheless, threatening to revisit. He was doing his best to avoid Tyrene’s unforgiving glare. Alyssa was awaiting his return back at the Hotel Parker Meridien, where all the out-of-town guests—and some of the in-town ones—were staying, compliments of Hill. He didn’t think it wise for her to remain at the hospital. Tyrene’s venom had proved much too potent for Alyssa to withstand. After an assortment of “white hussy”s and “slutty skank”s had been fired at the girl, Hill had given her cab fare and sent her on her way.

After her exit, he and Tyrene exchanged another round of words, more than he cared to remember. He wasn’t quite sure why she was so angry at him. He didn’t recall doing anything that would cause her offense, and Reesy’s falling at the church was an accident, everyone could see that.

Dandre had told him weeks ago that his soon-to-be mother-in-law was a bit contentious. In retrospect, Hill realized his son had been both generous and kind in his description. Tyrene said some pretty foul things to him. Amid the clamor of all the other people with emergencies crowding into the space, fighting for attention, her shrill bitching superseded everything.

“Your son did this,” she said. “What do you have to say about that?”

When Hill didn’t respond fast enough, she kept at him.

“I’m glad the wedding was interrupted,” said Tyrene, shaking her finger in his face. “You and your son have the morals of eels.”

Hill stepped away from her, confused, making a mental note to look into the lifestyles of the slick and slithery.

It took tremendous effort from Tyrone, three hospital administrators, and a threat from security to bar her from the premises to tone her down. Hill was astonished at so much ferocity coming from such a small package. All that volatility, the fireworks. She was a rocket, but nice and compact. Like a little Cocola bottle about to go off.

Too bad she’s so evil, he thought. He considered her quite attractive and spunky, for an older bird. She had to be in her late fifties or so, but she was sexy. She was petite with a tight body. A real spinner. And with the way she’d cursed at him, he figured she must be hellfire once you got her in the sack. Hill glanced at her sidelong and found Tyrene still staring at him, her mouth twisted like that of a viper about to spit acid.

He cleared his throat and looked away. Whatever. He could show her some tricks that he bet Big Man sitting next to her didn’t know, but oh well. He liked his meat young and tender anyway. Pullets, not hens. They had to be robust, the flush of life and excitement still fresh in their skin, at the peak of health and sexual pliability.

With the exception of one person, Hill had never been with what he considered an older broad, which meant anyone above the age of thirty. He had been thirty-three when his wife died in childbirth. It took him five years to recover from her loss. He’d felt such an overwhelming sense of guilt, as if he had somehow failed her and his son. She had been the love of his life. No one else had come close since, and he knew, at sixty-six, no one else ever would.

They’d been together for twelve years, since his junior year in college, when she died. He married Eileen Merrill—a tall, elegant, pretty brown girl with dimples and a delicate bone structure—a week after they both graduated. They agreed to wait for him to complete medical school and his internship before they had children. Eileen was patient, loving, supportive, the perfect doctor’s wife. Hill doted on her, supplying every creature comfort that was within, and sometimes beyond, his means. He insisted that she not work. It wasn’t right, he said, for a doctor to have a wife who took care of anything but her family’s needs.

Everything in their lives went according to plan, except for one slipup when he was thirty. Eileen became pregnant while he was still an intern. She miscarried. The pregnancy had been ectopic, the egg lodged and grew in Eileen’s fallopian tube instead of her uterus. The tube ruptured, sending her to the emergency room in excruciating pain. Her then-doctor said it was a miracle the damage hadn’t resulted in the need for a full hysterectomy. There was a great deal of scarring, and since she was left with just one fallopian tube, he doubted she would ever get pregnant again; and if she did, it wouldn’t be easy. His prognosis for her ability to carry a child to term was even bleaker.

Three years later, Hill had his own practice and was doctor to his wife. Despite the earlier prediction, she was pregnant again, and they were being careful about everything. He was the attending obstetrician. Eileen had experienced many complications, but she and the baby were fine. Hill had seen her through what he thought was the hump—a rough nine months that included a lot of hand-holding, morning, noon, and night sickness, a battery of rashes, unidentified aches and pains, and an underwhelming appetite. But there in the hospital, his wife yielding before him with their entire future in his hands, he had failed her.

For starters, the cord was wrapped around the baby’s throat. Tiny Dandre emerged blue and asphyxiated, and had to be resus citated back to life. Then Eileen began hemorrhaging, and all the blood-clotting medicines, textbook solutions, and expert assists of Hill’s short-lived career couldn’t save her. Eileen’s death on the birthing bed was as shocking to him as the sight of the newborn in his hands that he’d help bring into the world.

Hill had since committed himself to a lifetime of saving mothers and babies, and making sure his son wanted for nothing. Beyond that he liked two other things: acquiring things and girls, girls, girls. Nothing younger than nineteen, and, for certain, nothing older than thirty. He liked his chicken hot out the grease.

Nope, he hadn’t been with another woman anywhere close to Eileen’s age since her death. She’d become iconic to him. But just as he had canonized her in memory, her age had become his greatest taboo. Something about her being older than thirty had planted the subtle seed in Hill’s mind that she hadn’t been sturdy enough. That, past the age of twenty-nine, she couldn’t take what nature had to dish out.

Reesy was thirty-two, and she’d fallen down the stairs at church and lost the baby. But he’d seen twenty-somethings take similar falls and lose babies too. In fact, he had tons of statistical data and firsthand experience that proved his over-thirty theory wrong on many counts. But there was that perpetual image of the delicate Eileen, thirty-three, bloody, and dying right in front of him. That vision influenced his thoughts more than any rational statistics could ever hope to. It was the thing that always prevailed.

But this little hen in the bone-colored turban was triggering something randy in him. Made his old woody want to peck her. Perhaps it’s the Courvoisier talking, he wondered, or perhaps his white-girl phase was passing. In a fleeting moment of panic, he prayed he wasn’t entering an old-broad stage.

Hill could hear her yammering in Dandre’s direction now, but he was too exhausted to go to his son’s aid. Rick was there.

He’d run interference. Hill checked out the cutie sitting with them, but his loins were not stirred. He smirked. The white-girl phase must be passing indeed.

No old broads, no old broads, he chanted in silence. He cut his eyes at Tyrene and felt his manhood swell.

But she’s old, he lamented. And she’s evil.

“Pipe down, Tyrene,” Tyrone said in a booming voice. “This is a hospital, for God’s sake. Screaming at everybody won’t solve anything.”

And she’s married, Hill noted. She’s old, she’s mean, and she’s married.






I See London,

I See France


 

Reesy needed some ice chips.

“I’ll go get it,” Misty said.

“Thanks, Miss Divine.”

Misty smiled. Reesy hadn’t called her that in a while. That playground nickname had survived many moments. Just hearing her say it spoke volumes of trust.

Reesy watched Misty take a big plastic cup from the table beside the bed. She was used to being Misty’s anchor in times of emotional crisis. It felt strange being on the receiving end.

“Be right back, sweetie,” Misty said as she pushed the door open and disappeared down the hall.

 

“You okay?”

Misty slid into the chair beside her husband. She had just given Tyrone and Tyrene an update.

“Yeah, baby, I’m fine,” Rick said, kissing her on the forehead.

“How’s Reesy?” Dandre asked, his eyes red, his face desperate. She could tell he was torn up about what had happened, but she didn’t know how to help him. Fate had played itself out and his past had caught up with him in the most horrid way.

“She’s alright. You know. About as alright as a person can be in the face of something like this.”

Dandre dropped his head and began to sob into his hands.

“You need to cry,” Tyrene yelled.

Mary rubbed his back.

“It’s okay, Dandre,” Misty said. “She’s alright, really. I came out to get her some ice chips. Her mouth’s a little dry.”

“Can I take it to her?” he asked, looking up with wet lashes. A five o’clock shadow was beginning a slow crawl across his face.

“No, that won’t fly right about now,” Misty said. “She doesn’t want to see you. You have to understand that. This day was a lot for anybody to swallow. It was extremely hard on her.”

He looked like a man who’d just been given a death sentence.

“But I lost a child too,” he said. “No one seems to get that. I love Reesy so much. I was looking forward to our life together. I slept with my hand on her stomach every night. Did she tell you that? We made life together. And just like that, it got taken away.”

Dandre’s sobs were so heavy, Misty got up and went over to him and held him as he cried. Hill watched them from across the room, remembering his own awful moments in the hospital with Eileen. It dawned on him that his son was the same age he had been when she died.

He went over to them. Tyrene watched him as he strode across the room.

“That’s his role model,” she said to Tyrone. “That’s where he learned everything he knows. From Pervert Senior.”

“Just stop it, would you?” he said. “Everybody’s hurting here. There’s no need to point fingers.”

“So you’re saying those pictures didn’t bother you?” she asked. “You’re saying it’s okay that our daughter marry a man who has orgies with women with red hair and black privates?”

The inside of Tyrone’s head felt like it was roaring with the waves of a violent ocean. Tyrene’s natter had taken its toll. He stood, planning to stretch his legs and body in an effort to clear his mind.

“What are you doing?” Tyrene asked. “Sit back down here, Tyrone. I’m talking to you.”

She yanked at his hand and Tyrone felt something inside himself snap. He pulled away, his eyes stern.

“No, you didn’t just snatch your hand from me,” she said through gritted teeth, as though reprimanding a child.

“Fuck you, Tyrene,” he replied, his voice a loud boom that caught the attention of everyone.

Tyrene uttered a small, strangled cry of surprise. Her mouth remained open as she watched her husband walk away over to the automatic doors and out of the building. He stood a few feet from the doors with his eyes closed, breathing in the chill evening air.

Tyrene couldn’t believe he’d left her there. It shut her down cold. It had always been the two of them against everything. Her mouth clamped shut as she tapped her foot against the worn linoleum.

 

“I need to get back to the room,” Misty said. “Dandre, everything’s gonna be alright, okay? Just give this some time. Let God work it out.”

Dandre nodded as his father stood in front of him. Hill had given him a handkerchief and Dandre was dabbing at fresh tears. Misty watched the two of them, wondering why something like this had to happen. They were both good-looking, compassionate black men. Both had chased way too much tail in their day. Heck, she thought, Dr. Hilliard was still doing it. As for Dandre, Misty knew he loved Reesy with everything in him and that his bed-hopping days were long over.

What she knew more than anything, though, was that as fucked up as karma could be, karma was real. It always collected, and it didn’t give a rat’s ass how much you’d cleaned up your act and become a better person.

 

Tyrone was still outside. Tyrene watched him through the windows as he leaned against the building, frost coming from his lips. He didn’t look like he had any plans to come in soon. It offended her to think that he’d rather weather the cold than be inside with her. She’d expected him to be angrier about what had happened to Reesy. This was all Dandre’s fault. She figured Tyrone would have cracked his skull open by now, and his irresponsible father’s. Instead, he had directed his anger at her.

 

“It’s gonna be okay, son,” Hill assured Dandre. “All we can do is just make sure she gets better, and then, if you really love this woman—”

“I do,” Dandre said. “I love her more than I ever thought I could love somebody.”

“—then if you really love her, you do everything in your power to get her back. You bend over backwards and forwards and upside down. I’d do anything to have your mother back. I lost her because I didn’t know enough. I lost her because I thought I knew everything.”

“Pops, that was out of your hands.”

Hill held his palm up.

“We don’t know that. I was green. I had no business being her doctor. But you have a chance to do things different. Fight for Reesy. Don’t pressure her. Just bide your time. You can get her back. If she really loves you, you can get her back.”

Rick and Mary watched the two of them. Mary leaned her head on Rick’s shoulder and began to cry. He patted her head, thanking God that this was not his and Misty’s situation.

 

Tyrene watched Tyrone bum a cigarette from a scurvy-looking woman outside. He hadn’t smoked in fifteen years. Her nerves were fraying. Her foot was tapping in double time.

 

“Where’s my ice?”

“Oh shit,” Misty said. “I forgot it. I stopped on my way to check on everybody. Dandre’s so torn up, it threw me off. I feel so bad for him.”

“Is he more torn up than me?” Reesy asked, her expression cold. “Is his womb ravaged? Was he humiliated? Did he fall down a flight of concrete stairs?”

“Stop it, Reesy. His head is fucked up. Sorry, Grandma Tyler.”

“That’s okay, baby,” Grandma Tyler said. “If I was him, I’d be fucked up too.”

Reesy laughed in spite of herself.

“Let me go get your ice,” Misty said.

“Do me a favor first.”

“What’s that?”

“Could you mash that dress into the closet and pull it closed so that I don’t have to see it?”

“Sure,” said Misty.

Reesy glanced at the ring on her left finger. It sparkled.

This has to come off, she thought. As soon as she got her energy up, the awful reminder had to go.

 

Tyrene was standing at the window now, rapping at the glass, trying to get Tyrone’s attention. He ignored her and bummed another cigarette. No one was talking to her, not even her own husband. She was the pariah while Dandre had a huddle of friends and family around him. She was frightened, although she disguised it with rage.

 

“I’m going to the vending machine,” Hill said. “Anybody want anything? A soda, bottled water, some chips, maybe?”

“I could do with a Coke,” Rick said.

“Me too,” said Mary.

“Dandre? You want something?”

“Nah, Pops,” he said in a sad voice. “I’m straight.”

“I’ll bring you back something anyhow,” Hill said, giving Dandre a pat on the back. “Relax, son. Cut yourself a break.”
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