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This novel is dedicated to the memory of my dear
friend, Sandra Jones, who lived with her disabilities with
grace and good humor, and who never let her physical
limitations stifle her laughter or her passion for the
endless pleasures of this world. Sandie will be greatly
missed, but her zest for life and the playful twinkle in her
eyes will never be forgotten.

For information on birth defects and
physical disabilities visit:
National Center on Birth Defects and Developmental
Disabilities (NCBDDD) www.cdc.gov/ncbddd.



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

To Greg, my husband, my best friend, my Daddy, my rock. (CIGTL? LOL! That was one!) Daddy, thank you for the gift of your patient and loving companionship and for being the kind of man who readily gets out of bed to bring me nourishment whenever I whisper, “Dear love, I thirst.”

God has been good to us, and you have been the bedrock of our family and the most good-natured and giving man in the world. Thank you for ninety-nine (99) years of loving, respecting, and spoiling me as I love, respect, and spoil you in return.

To my children, my babies, the beats of my heart. Thank you for being wonderful young people who have righteous spirits and good heads on your shoulders. I am blessed to call each of you my own, and I respect and admire your good nature and your passion for living and learning. I love you.

Love and endless thanks to my sister, Michelle, thank you for EVERYTHING, and may you and your family be blessed with all the goodness in the world.

To my agent, Ken Atchity, thank you for seeing my vision and devising ways to help me actualize it. I am grateful and appreciative of all you do on my behalf.

To Dee Gilbert, Stephanie Easton, Edie Hall, Phyllis Primus, and Rhonda Tatum, thank you for over twenty years of true friendship and support of my literary work. You ladies keep me grounded and keep it real!

To Linda King, my ace-boon-coon, who sells a whole lot of T.P.T. books for a Southern white chick! You are one of my very best friends in the world and I love you and your family dearly.

To Gloria Mallette, Mary Morrison, Karen E. Quinones Miller, Donna Hill, Alfreada Kelly, and all my literary sister-friends who are producing wonderful works of fiction while demonstrating a true spirit of sisterhood, goodwill, and friendship, may you each be blessed with the very best this literary world has to offer!

Finally … to my D.S.S. Crimson Tide line sisters in the most devastating, most captivating sorority in the world, Delta Sigma Theta Sorority, Inc. Ursula Sellars, Chandria White, Regina Williams, Anitra Albea, Denise Rogers, Altese Cabiness, Aisha Lubin, Marisa Moore, and Libra Forde. Through thick and thin, come what may, from the Deuce to the Tail, each of you have my love (and my white line shoes) forever! Oo-oo-oop! La Cosa Nostra! The Ace!



A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

I’ve been writing novels for sometime now, and I’m blessed to have produced works of literature that reflect my creativity, my diverse interests, and the wonderful gifts of my muse. While I don’t always do things the way some feel I should, I am always true to myself, and that means that when I sit down to write a book I bring forth something fresh and new, distinct and colorful, each and every time.

That said, I simply cannot be accused of recycling previous stories or of giving my readers a new twist on an old rendition of any of my works. As different as A Woman’s Worth is from Knockin’ Boots, as sharp a contrast as you’ll find in Black Coffee in comparison to Gather Together in My Name, you will surely find that 1-900-A-N-Y-T-I-M-E is it’s own unique work of fiction, a distinctive product of my muse that is unlike anything else I’ve written.

I’m sure there are those who would be more comfortable if I stuck to one genre and wrote the same types of books time after time, but there are also many others who are anxious to embark on new journeys with me, who are eager to explore new ideas and be tantalized by fresh and diverse stories! As a creative thinker and a lover of words, I receive great pleasure and immense joy in taking you, my reader, on an unchartered voyage where the only thing you can be certain of is a fantastic story and flawed, but compelling characters that you will grow to love, hate, and often understand.

As such, I invite you to open the pages of this book and experience life through the physical limitations of Bertha Sampson. Explore her desires and feel her pain. Allow yourself to imagine living life trapped in a body that cruelly inhibits you, yet is brimming with erotic passion and a soul that yearns to fly free.

And along the way, if you get lonely, or find you need someone to help fulfill your own special needs, well … you know the number. Simply dial 1-900-A-N-Y-T-I-M-E!

Peace and balance,

Tracy!
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SANG, BABY. SANG.

HERE she comes!” Bessie Morgan squealed over her shoulder, excitement ringing in her voice. “It’s Little Bertha!”

Bessie held her breath along with the rest of Ebenezer Southern Baptist’s congregation as a white-smocked usher pushed a wheelchair slowly down the center aisle between several uneven rows of rickety folding chairs. It was hot and crowded under the small revival tent, and some of the younger members had been forced to drag their chairs out onto the perimeter grass and expose themselves to the blazing Alabama sun.

Bessie sat with her knees pressed together in a makeshift second-row pew. She and her sixty-eight-year-old sister Nett had been organizing the church’s annual visiting choir event for the past thirty years, and after an entire weekend spent in fellowship with nearly a hundred saints who had traveled from the surrounding bottom communities, her spirit and faith were nourished and restored.

Sweat trickled down Bessie’s back and between her large breasts as she worked to stir up a breeze with a funeral parlor fan. For the past two days Ebenezer’s congregation had been entertained by several organists and countless visiting preachers and singers, many of whom had garnered a small bit of fame for their foot-stomping, down-home gospel performances.

But according to the strange woman who had telephoned Bessie requesting wired money to bring her singer all the way from New York City, there was a singing saint making her way around the church circuit who could knock grown men to their knees and flood churchgoing eyes with righteous tears. The woman had insisted that her singer be scheduled to appear last on their program and had promised she would give them a gospel show that was worth paying and waiting for.

“I gotta pee,” Bessie leaned over and whispered to her younger sister. The air was abuzz with anticipation and the congregation was unusually chatty. The influx of outsiders in these low country bottomlands was always a cause for excitement.

Nett frowned and angled her head. “What in the heck you reckon they got under that blanket?” She pointed toward the aisle, her eyes never leaving the strange entourage that had just made its way down to the pulpit. “What in God’s world is that?”

Bessie craned her neck and stared at the wheelchair. A small form had been shrouded in the most beautiful hand-spun yellow blanket she’d ever seen. It looked like just a lump of something fleshy was underneath. Nothing was visible except a small pair of sock-covered feet, and in the blistering heat of the tent Bessie could have sworn those jokers were turned around backward.

Ignoring her bladder, Bessie watched closely as Pastor and Mother Williamson welcomed the group to the pulpit with broad smiles and open arms. Hank Brown took his fingers off the organ keys, and that high-yella Mabel Dinkins had the nerve to pirouette in her green whorehouse skirt as she handed the woman from New York a staticky microphone and grinned.

“Little Bertha thanks you,” was all the handsome woman said before passing the microphone right back to Mabel. She stood behind the wheelchair calmly for a few moments, her eyes raking over the expectant congregation. She was cream colored with a mass of silver hair that had been hard pressed and hung around her shoulders. She had the air of a woman who had once been very beautiful and had grown accustomed to eager, appreciative eyes.

“Well,” she finally said, “I s’pose y’all been waitin’ long enough.” She gave them a small smile, and then without another word she reached down and snatched the yellow blanket off the wheelchair and exposed a sight so horrific that all hell broke loose in the house of the Lord.

A woman screamed down front and Bessie Morgan started peeing right where she sat.

“Goddamn!” Pastor Williamson jumped back hollering, and Mother Williamson passed plum out.

“It’s a demon!” Nett yelled, finger-pointing. “Them New York fools done dragged a goddamn demon up in here!”

Mabel Dinkins was on the move. Her fat arms flailed in the air in front of her as her thighs jiggled and her green skirt rose. She reached across Mother Williamson and grabbed a jug of holy water and started slinging it in every direction.

Hank Brown had never been what you would call a strong man, and it wasn’t surprising when he leaned over his organ bench and threw up his dinner.

Chaos had come down on Ebenezer Baptist. A few bold boys ran outside to find sticks, while many of the younger children who had been sitting out on folding chairs were now crying and fleeing across the field, further down into the valley.

Bessie sat paralyzed as the woman from New York stood calmly behind the abomination, drenched in holy water as she held one hand high in the air. Folks were knocking over chairs as they rushed toward the back of the tent, and then the most incredible sound pierced the air, freezing every one of them in their tracks.

“A-a-a-mazing grace … how sweet the sound. Th-a-aat saved a wretch like meeee …”

It was a siren so sweet, so pure, that Bessie, like the others, was stricken deep in the pit of her soul. Nett gasped and went stiff beside her, and Bessie wanted to fling herself to the ground and weep at the beauty that was falling from the mouth of what she could now clearly see was a very young girl, just past a toddler really, of no more than three or four.

“I once was lost but now I’m found. Was blind, but now I seeeeee …”

The child’s head was huge and misshapen and positioned at the wrong angle on her narrow shoulders. Her right eye was missing and most of her facial skin looked raw and painful. She sang from a mouth whose upper jaw lay exposed in part, and her nose was a mere two slits that sat flat on her face.

Bessie was riveted, under a spell. The deformed little girl was like a pied piper. She spread her horrible lips and rang out with a voice that was holy and undeniable. She seduced them with her painful, enchanting song, and the congregation was held captive by her charms, forced to return to their seats as she baptized them in a spellbinding rendition of an old gospel tune that on this day had been reborn.

“Sang, baby!” Someone called out from the back of the tent. “Sang!”

Bessie could only stare. Little Bertha’s twisted body had been clothed in all yellow. Her upper torso leaned left as her hips seemed to shift way right. Her feet were not turned backward as Bessie had first thought, but neither were they oriented for forward movement. Not that the child could have dragged her monstrous form anywhere without that wheelchair, Bessie knew. Her stumpy legs looked like they’d stopped developing early in the embryo stage and her neck seemed too frail to support the weight of her oversized head as it lolled toward her left shoulder, her chin touching her chest.

“That poor baby is beautiful,” Nett whispered, her loving words coming in direct opposition to the disgust and repulsion that clearly showed on her face. Bessie turned to her sister and nodded. The entire congregation was similarly stricken. Their eyes may have been bulging with disgust and revulsion, but their hearts … their hearts and souls had surely been won.



CHAPTER 1

IT was 9:20 AM and Cho Lee Yung gripped the remote control and scowled as he stood behind the counter of Su Ming Yung Chinese Restaurant watching Sylena Scott on WNEW-TV. She was one of the ugliest black trolls in the mainstream media, and the only reason Cho tuned in to her show each day was to hurl new racial insults and criticisms her way.

Cho straightened up and smiled as the metal chimes tinkled and the front door swung open. His fourth customer of the day, a young black man wearing baggy jeans and a large platinum chain, swaggered in with a cell phone pressed to his ear.

“Yo, Chinaman, lemme get a large shrimp fried rice and two chicken wings.”

Cho wiped his hands on his heavily soiled apron, bristling with anger inside. He was a small man, slight in stature but large in personality.

“Larr shreem-fry-riii?” he parroted with a big, accommodating grin. “Yes! Come riii up. You wan’ drink?”

“Yeah. Lemme get one of them Sunkist orange joints. And make sure that shit is real cold too, man.”

Damn niggers, Cho thought as he scribbled a few illegible numbers on a small white pad, then scratched a total at the bottom and circled it.

“Twell dollah fitty,” Cho said, adding fifty cents to the correct total before pushing the receipt across the counter. He’d been working in Brooklyn a long time, and he always collected the money first. He watched the man pull out a thick roll of bills and peel off a twenty. Cho turned toward the cash register, hiding his grin. Dumb fucks. This was the third bill he’d padded today. It had become a big game with Cho. Each morning he’d wager himself on how much he could rack up in overcharges for the day, and by closing time the figure he’d calculated was hardly ever high enough.

Cho had a sharp eye. He could take one look at a customer and determine exactly how much he could stick him for. Sometimes he added a quarter to the total, sometimes it was a whole dollar or more. It all depended on how gutter and ignorant the customer looked.

Born in Bedford-Stuyvesant and educated at NYU, Cho spoke perfect English and had only left the United States twice in his entire life. His feigned broken English and Chinese accent were all a front, designed to give the impression that he was a dumb immigrant, fresh off a boat and still wet behind the ears. But in reality, Cho’s family had come to America many years ago. And there was nothing Chinese about him, either. He was one-quarter Thai, and three-quarters Japanese.

Cho grinned. “You wan’ duck sauce, yaa?”

“Yeah. Gimme some a’ that soy sauce too.”

Cho nodded, cursing himself. He should have added a whole dollar to this bill. The idiot had scooped up his change without bothering to count it. Drug money, Cho knew. Easy come, easy go. The people who walked through his doors seldom spent much time doing honest, honorable work. They spent their rent money on stylish clothes and expensive shoes, and they’d eat anything if it had enough salt and sugar in it. And that, Cho knew, is why storefronts and restaurants like his were so successful.

Cho reached behind his back and dug up his ass, then selected two of yesterday’s chicken wings from the refrigerator and dropped them into a deep fryer of dark, coagulated grease. His dirty hands were a blur as he stirfried week-old vegetables in a fiery wok. He’d learned how to cook this way from the elderly Chinese man who had sold him the restaurant many years earlier. The old man’s instructions had been pretty simple: Exploit your customer. Maximize your profit on every grain of rice you sell. He’d shown Cho where to shop for scallions, peas, and broccoli that had been rejected by finer restaurants and were sold rotting by the bushel at cut-rate prices. He’d taught Cho how to rinse near-rancid chicken and beef in a mild solution of chlorine bleach in order to give them a longer shelf life. The successful Chinese restaurateur had schooled Cho in all the nuances required to ensure his complete capitalization off the narrow-minded ignorance of his customers, but the greatest pearl of wisdom he’d given Cho was the gift of patronizing his target market in a manner that made them feel powerful so that they would continue to come back.

Cho glanced over his shoulder at the young tough who was looking out the front window while barking orders into his cell phone. Fucking idiot. It was barely after 9:00 AM and fools like him were already pushing maximum amounts of fat and sodium into their stomachs. Cho despised these people. Their ignorance and self-destructive habits boggled his mind. Turning his back on the thug, Cho bent over and parted his lips, then deposited a long stream of saliva into the rice. There. That should do it. Straightening up, Cho spooned the whole mixture into a standard-sized take-out container and shook it around a bit. Digging bare-handed into an open bowl on the counter, he tossed six tiny shrimp on top of the fried rice and carefully arranged them so that they appeared to be plentiful and widespread throughout the dish.

Moments later the order was packed and ready to go.

“Larr shreem-fry-riii,” Cho called out in his fake, singsong Chinese accent. He waited until the man turned around and could see him, then grinned and piled packets of soy and duck sauce into the bag.

“I give you plenty soy sauce,” Cho sang out. “Fortune cookie for you too, ’kay?” He tossed three stale fortune cookies in the bag as well, then neatly folded down the edges.

The thug barely looked at him as he snatched his order and cursed a long stream of displeasure into his cell phone.

“Have nice day!” Cho called out at his back. “Come back soon!”

The man stormed from the restaurant, throwing the door open so violently that it swung back and hit the safety stop that Cho had long ago installed, before triggering the overhead hydraulic switch that allowed the door to float to a peaceful close.

With a look of revulsion on his face, Cho waited until he heard the door’s lock latch, then glanced up at the clock. It was 9:45 AM. He walked into his small cubicle in the back of the store, picked up his private line. He put it back down again. Too early.

Priming himself for the wait, Cho sank down on the worn cushions and unzipped his soiled work pants. Squirting a stream of baby oil into his palm, Cho looked around the shitty little office and sneered. “Damn niggers,” he said again, and this time he said it out loud.

Cho Lee Yung had been born the third child in a family of five.

His father, Kido Yung, was a Japanese beggar whose family had toiled as laborers for generations in the ruling class’s fields. His dear mother, Ming So Cho, had been born in Hiroshima and as a child had barely survived the United States’ bombing of the city in 1945.

Rescued by strangers after wandering the streets naked and bleeding, nearly all the skin had been burned from Ming So’s face and from a large part of her body as well. The small child was not been expected to survive and had spent a tortuous year suffering from radiation poisoning and flitting between life and death in a poorly equipped hospice in a remote Japanese village.

Cho Lee had grown up hearing painful stories of his mother’s early suffering and misery. He’d heard about how Ming So had come so close to death on one occasion that her radiation-ravished body had been shrouded and placed in a wooden burial box, and it was only the keen eye of an elderly Japanese woman who had saved her from being placed on the funeral pyre while still alive.

Ming So, though disfigured and scarred, had proved far luckier than most Japanese girls. She’d been adopted by the wife of a high-ranking American official and spirited out of Japan to the United States where she would receive the very best medical treatment from the countrymen of the same people who had nearly killed her.

Ming So’s adoptive family grew very fond of her and she became stronger under their care. Five surgeries had restored a degree of elasticity to the skin on her face, arms, and back, yet the evidence of her trauma could never be erased and Ming So was seldom seen without some sort of shawl or blanket obscuring her face.

She grew up comfortable and provided for, afforded all the niceties that an American-raised girl of her status could expect. And although Ming So was sweet and kind and made friends easily, she had never fully recovered from her childhood trauma. Despite professional counseling, she was very self-conscious about the residual scarring on her face and as a young adult was often withdrawn and depressed.

Cho’s father, Kido Yung, had met Ming So while working as a waiter at a dinner party given by her American family. Fresh off a smuggling boat and determined to build a fortune for himself in the land of opportunity, Kido Lee Yung had been stunned to find a Japanese girl living in such luxury with the Americans.

Accustomed to much hard luck and misfortune, Kido’s heart had gone out to the girl. Not even the most destitute beggars in Japan suffered the way the survivors of Hiroshima and Nagasaki suffered, and feeling the pain of his countrywoman Kido reached out to Ming So, and on that night they fell in love.

Six months later, newly married to an American citizen, Kido Lee Yung moved his wife into the two-bedroom apartment that he shared with six other immigrant families in the Bedford-Stuyvesant neighborhood of Brooklyn, and with a small wedding stipend from Ming So’s American parents, they opened up their first fruit stand. Two years later, with two female infants in their arms, they purchased a small clothing store in a tough neighborhood, and following that there were three more babies—all robust sons—and three new grocery stores.

The Yungs were proud of their accomplishments. For immigrants from such meager beginnings they had done very well for themselves in their adopted American homeland. They shunned Americans and clung to all things Japanese. Cho Lee Yung, the oldest of the couple’s three sons, had a quick mind for business and a soft heart for his mother. Plans were made and money was saved, and Cho was sent to New York University to study business and to prepare himself for the eventuality of running his family’s businesses. One of his younger brothers was sent to medical school and the other off to Yale to study law.

Both of the Yung girls had inherited the artistry of their Japanese ancestors. The elder sister was heralded as a gifted flutist, but the younger sister was far more talented. She’d displayed the most amazing skill in ballet from a very early age and had studied dance at the High School of Music and Art. After a series of rave performances at Lincoln Center, where she was given numerous standing ovations, the girl was encouraged by an instructor to audition for Juilliard.

The family was ecstatic. Their ancestors had been laborers in Japan, and to have a daughter excel in the arts, a field long reserved for the ruling class, was simply astounding.

The preparation for her Juilliard audition was intense. Store hours were extended to generate extra income for private dance lessons, a sound engineer was hired to refine her musical accompaniment, and the entire family prayed for her success. On the day of the audition, Cho had been stocking shelves at one of the family’s grocery stores when they got the call. Juilliard had the lowest acceptance rate of any institute of higher education in the United States, and of the many thousands of applicants who applied each year, only 7 percent were admitted.

Cho came out of the stockroom when he heard the excitement in his mother’s voice. The look of pure joy on her burn-scarred face was enough to tell him everything, and the entire family was overjoyed. The girl had given the performance of her life. She’d danced so beautifully that her feet never seemed to touch the ground. She’d dazzled the panel of judges so thoroughly with her artistic skill and graceful movements that one female judge was compelled to approach her in the ladies’ bathroom afterward and give her the unofficial news: her application to the Dance Division would be accepted by the performing arts conservatory, Juilliard School.

The entire Yung family rejoiced as they waited for the girl to make the hour-long trip home by subway. Kido Lee closed all three grocery stores early and invited their Japanese friends and neighbors over to eat and celebrate his daughter’s achievement. Ming So and the older daughter prepared traditional Japanese dishes as they tried not to burst from glee.

But more than an hour later, the younger daughter had still not arrived. The family grew worried, and Kido Lee sent his three sons to the subway station to search for their sister.

Two hours passed, and then three. The neighbors left, the food grew cold, and Kido Lee and Ming So were deeply afraid. The girl had never been late before, and there was no reason she should be late now, especially on an evening when there was such a wonderful accomplishment to celebrate.

Three and a half hours after the girl’s last call, there came another.

It was from a hospital in Manhattan, where the girl had been taken. The family rushed there by taxi-cab and the police spoke to Kido Lee, who was so weak he had to be supported by his sons. The police informed Kido that his daughter had been the victim of a random, violent crime. She had been severely beaten and robbed. Her assailants had stolen her wallet at knifepoint, then beat her badly and flung her down a flight of subway stairs when she refused to hand over the gym bag containing her dance shoes.

The fall, the doctors later informed them, had broken her neck. The fracture was in the cervical region and it was very severe. There was a high probability that the girl might never walk again, but it was still early, and the next forty-eight hours would bring a clearer diagnosis.

There was no describing the family’s pain. Rage coursed through the girl’s brothers, while her parents and elder sister could only weep.

“Who are these animals?” Cho Lee wanted to know. As the eldest male child he bore an obligation to defend his family. “What kind of men would do something like this to an innocent girl?”

“Men?” the policeman had raised an eyebrow. “These were no men.” He passed Cho Lee a series of six mug shots that made his blood run cold.

They were girls. Young teenage girls. Young black teenage girls.

Even under the threat of severe criminal charges, the entire group mean-mugged for the camera. Cho Lee could feel their ignorance and defiance radiating from the photos. Their sociopathic lack of remorse for crushing the hopes and ruining a young girl’s dreams was evidenced by the anger in their dimwitted eyes and the insolent thrust of their jaws.

A tide of helpless bitterness rose in Cho that was all-consuming. Bedford-Stuyvesant was full of black girls like these. He’d looked down on them his entire life. Dressed like streetwalkers and flashing fake jewelry and outlandish hairstyles, they barged into his stores in large groups and stole whatever they could get away with. They always spoke too loud and their words were usually foul. They purchased items of clothing from his father’s urban wear kiosk, wore them until they were visibly soiled, and then came back a few days later asking to exchange them for something new.

Cho saw no value in these people. They were self-debasing and did little to improve the quality of life for their own families. Their lifestyles and behaviors were so self-destructive that they permanently confined themselves to the lower rungs of society.

Years after his sister’s beating, after his parents were both dead and most of the businesses had been sold, after his brothers had moved out of state and his eldest sister was married with children of her own, Cho Lee still grieved for his sister. Instead of dancing at Juilliard, she’d been paralyzed below the shoulders and confined to a wheelchair for ten years before succumbing to a deadly bout of pneumonia, leaving this cruel world with all her dreams deferred.

The journey through his past had left Cho cold. The disgust and contempt he harbored toward blacks was still palpable and had only grown stronger over the years.

He stared down at his pale member as it lay flaccidly in his hand, then looked at the clock.

It was time.

Damn niggers.

Forcing down his anger, Cho reached for his morning pleasure. He picked up the telephone and dialed a number that he knew would make him forget everything that ailed him, at least for the next fifteen minutes.
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