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It’s the key to life


Money, power, and respect


Whatchu’ need in life.


—Lox and Lil’ Kim, “Money, Power & Respect”


I’m young but far from dumb.


My ass done been broke, busted, and disgusted damn near all of my twenty-two years. Hunger pains, bummy clothes, and moving from one shithole to the next used to be my best friend until my mama left me and I lived with my grandma, Mama Bit. My life with Mama Bit was much better but it still was filled with strugglin’. Fuck that and fuck it. I been done had enough of that dumb shit for real.


People see me and they judge me. She wearing this or that. She is this or that. She thinks she this or that. I used to care. They don’t know shit about where I been and hate on where I’m going.


I learned early and often that this thing called life—especially up in the hood—is all about getting your shit straight by any means necessary. You do what you gotta do. Some of the shit is right and a lot of it is wrong. Yes, I like nice things. I’m the first bitch to admit that I ain’t never had shit, so I ain’t used to shit . . . and now I’m all about getting shit. The only thing my mama and daddy gave me was my good looks and not shit else.


Sighing, I locked my eyes on my reflection in the mirror hanging on the back of my bedroom door. I’m fine as hell—not being conceited or stuck-up or none of the big-head shit. I’m just being real. I’m fine.


But it’s not enough.


It’s never been enough.


Before my eyes, the image of me at five showed up in the mirror. Skinny. Crust around my eyes and my mouth. Jeans too high and too tight. My hair looking like a dirty cotton ball with blonde tips. My skin bright enough to make people hate me for no damn reason.


Sometimes I still heard the laughter when kids teased my ass in school.


Sometimes I still felt the shame of a crackhead mama and an invisible white daddy.


I turned away from the mirror and my past. I can’t let none of that shit get at me. It’s in the past. I ain’t going back. But trust and believe I’ve already seen and fucking survived my worst days. Life was better. More was coming for me.


I know this because a bitch like me ain’t accepting anything less.
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And we can pop bottles all night


Baby you could have whatever you like. . . .


—T.I., “Whatever You Like”


“W haddup, Goldie?”


I smiled and waved at the security guard in his navy rent-a-cop uniform as I strolled into On Your Back—one of my favorite clothing stores in downtown Newark. I completely ignored that hungry-ass “please let me fuck you” look in his eyes. He had a better chance of winning the lottery than of getting anywhere near my pussy. That’s the realest talk ever.


Armina, one of the store’s three personal shoppers and the owner’s daughter, was at my side quicker than a crackhead could outrun the police. “Hello, Miss Goldie. Looking for anything in particular?” she asked, that unmistakable East Coast accent present.


“Just felt like shopping,” I told her as I removed the plush faux silver fox I wore over a matching silk turtleneck and fitted dark denims.


“Hurts to be you, Boo,” Armina teased lightly as she took the coat from me. “We just got in a new shipment that I know you’re going to love.”


I didn’t do shit but smile as she led me to one of three small rooms at the rear of the store. On Your Back was definitely trying to take shopping to the next level for those dropping at least a grand or better. Butter-soft leather club chairs, flat-screen TV, and polished hardwood floors awaited. I didn’t have shit to do but accept my crystal flute of champagne she poured for me, slide my ass in the chair, and turn the TV to BET or some shit. I waited for Armina to bring back items she hoped I’d want to purchase.


Not bad for a twenty-two-year-old chick like me without job the first. Oh, I gets mine.


Just watch me work.


There was a double knock to the door and I swiveled in the chair just as the door swung open. “Whaddup?” I asked, eyeing Damion “Dyme” Gunners, the six-foot-nine owner of On Your Back.


He smiled, flashing his white teeth, as he closed and locked the door. “You . . . as always,” he told me, unzipping his tailored Gucci slacks as he walked over to me with his dick growing hard as a motherfucka in his strong hand.


“Now that’s what’s up,” I whispered to him before swirling my tongue around his thick smooth tip. I could smell the faint scent of his cologne in the soft hairs surrounding that rock-hard motherfucka as I pulled all of him into my mouth.


The feel of his dick throbbing against my tongue as I deep-throated him made me squirm in my damn chair. Dyme was every bit of forty-five—silver hair and all—but his face was still fine, his body was still hard, his dick game ain’t no joke, and this motherfucka knew how to make me cum a hundred different fucking ways. So what he’s twenty-three years older than me. Humph, that’s just twenty-three years of this motherfucka getting his dick and money game right to take care of me.


“Suck that dick,” he whispered down to me, bringing his hand up to twist in my doobie-wrapped, mid-back-length auburn hair with goldish blond streaks.


I squeezed his thick dick tight as hell with my hand as I pulled it from my mouth and leaned back to look up at him with much attitude. “Do you tell that bitch to suck your dick?” I asked his ass nasty as hell. “What I tell you ’bout that, huh?”


“Man, come on Goldie,” he said to me, begging and shit while he tried to steer his dick—still covered with my IMAN lip gloss—back near my mouth.


I let his dick go so hard that that motherfucka bobbed up and down like a diving board. “Sit down,” I ordered him, as I stood up and stepped aside to let him do as I said.


I dropped my hundred-dollar silk panties and jeans before I climbed on his lap and onto that dick that was standing up like a fucking soldier. Inch by inch that dick filled me up real good and got my pussy slurping like a wet-ass kiss.


“Damn, Goldie,” he swore, his hands digging so deep into my ass that I knew he was gone leave prints and shit. Fuck it. When it’s on, its motherfuckin’ on.


“Pussy good?” I asked him, before I leaned down and sucked his whole mouth into mine as I started twirling my hips and making my pussy slide up and down on him.


He slapped my ass hard as hell. And I liked it. We liked it.


He knew what I liked and I knew what he wanted. We oughta. I been fucking this nigga since I was sixteen. Six fucking years. Matter fact, On Your Back was all my idea, including these personal-shopper rooms. Oh, he’s married, but fuck that old bitch. Trust and believe it’s all about me.


Niggas in the street respect Dyme. He never sold drugs, his money was always legit, but young heads looked up to him. Five businesses, several cars, a few houses, and a bad bitch like me locking this pussy down for him and only him. Dyme was the shit for real and he didn’t take no shit either.


But see this pussy right here done had this grown-ass nigga with street cred in my arms crying quite a few times after I fucked the hell out of him. Our sex was crazy. Our love was crazier.


“You gone spend the night tonight?” I asked him, licking the sweat from his upper lip as I rode that dick hard enough to make me lose my breath.


“Goldie—”


I bit my bottom lip and fucked him harder. “Yes or no?” I asked him in between pants.


“Goldie—”


I put my hand over his mouth tight as hell and rode him angry and horny as hell just long enough until I was cumming all over that dick. As soon as I busted my nut I hopped off that dick and left the air to blow him. I don’t like to be told no—straight out or otherwise. Shit, I got me. Fuck it.


Dyme held up his hands, his diamond jewelry ’bout bright as the sun. “Oh you gone leave me hanging?” he asked, his dick standing up like a big-ass chocolate-dipped banana.


I reached in my oversized gray patent leather purse for my packet of moist towelettes—fuck walking around sex funky ’til I get my ass back to the house. After I cleaned up a bit and got back in my clothes, I still didn’t say shit as I held out my hand to him and wiggled my manicured fingertips like only something heavy would stop them.


Like clockwork this nigga went right in them pockets and peeled me off some cash. “You want the rest of this pussy and that nut that got your balls big as hell, then you come lay next to me tonight and get it, Dyme. And I’m not playing. Why I had to spend another Christmas and another damn New Year’s Eve by myself? Why I always gotta sleep alone? Let that ugly, hairy, big-titty bitch know how it feel to hug pillows all fucking night. Fuck the dumb shit, for real.”


“Goldie, baby—”


I turned and counted my money. “Go on and sneak out like you snuck your ass up in here, Dyme.”


I heard his clothes rustling behind me. I tried to swallow my disappointment. Straight up, this old dude mean the world to me. I put my whole life on hold for this man. Shit, I even dropped out of high school to lay up and fuck him all day while the wife thought he was running his businesses. I done had two abortions because he wanted me to. He was my first and only dick. I never tripped and dipped on him. Never. I kept all this pussy for him. Shit, I don’t know who the real dumb bitch was: me or her?


Me and this nigga right here been through it all.


I felt him walk up behind me, but I gave him nothing but my back.


“Man, Goldie, stop tripping,” Dyme said to me, sounding aggravated as he wrapped his arm around my waist and tried to pull me closer to him.


And the feel of his hand was warm through my clothes. I tingled where he touched me. My heart was racing like all of him was new to me. And when he bent down to press a kiss to my cheek, I can’t even lie that I didn’t tilt my face up to him.


“You know I love you, Goldie,” he whispered in my ear.


I cut my eyes up to look at him, right in those eyes of his with those long lashes that usually fucks me right up each and every damn time. “Then I’ll see you tonight, Dyme,” I told him, holding strong. Man, fuck that.


He pressed his lips down on mine real quick before he turned and eased the door open to peek out.


The devil was right up in my ear telling me to push his ass out the door and make a big scene for his daughter and employees to see . . . but I didn’t do it. I turned so I didn’t see this nigga I loved to death slip out the door. I know he made his way to his office at the end of the hall. Might be calling his wife with the sweet scent of my pussy still on his dick.


I shook off the tears that filled my honey-colored eyes. I shoved the pain in my heart back down. This shit ain’t nothing new . . . but even after six fucking years it hurt like a motherfucka. A no-good motherfucka. A no-good double-dipping motherfucka.


By the time Armina knocked and rolled a clothing rack with about five outfits into the room, I had my shit back together. The smell of our sex was covered by several spritzes from the square bottle of Gucci Rush from my bag. My hair brushed back into place. My lip gloss replaced on my mouth.


“I don’t know what your budget is today but I pulled you the best we have in the store right now,” Armina said, looking every bit like Dyme.


I circled the rack, touching this and that. “How much for all of it?” I asked, fingering a fly-ass charcoal silk ruffled blouse.


Armina didn’t flinch. “About three grand,” she answered, straight on point.


I dug out the stash her daddy gave me and counted off thirty one-hundred-dollar bills. “I’ll take it all and keep the change,” I told her, reaching for my glass of champagne to toast her for her taste and secretly toast her father for paying for it all.


By the time I was done with my shopping, the winter sun of January was beginning to set. My ankles and ass hurt from walking in these heels all day. Shit, I was more than happy to ease back into my hardtop convertible 2005 Lexus SC 430—a gift from Dyme for my eighteenth birthday. It was an older luxury vehicle, but the custom cherry-red paint and tricked-out interior—gold with red leather details—made up for it. That day I was so happy it felt like I didn’t ever go without Dyme’s dick in me: ass, mouth, or pussy.


He made sure it was maintained well and I ate the miles up wherever I had to go. Fuck taxis and New Jersey Transit. I loved my car and what I loved the most was the fact that this bitch was all mine. In my own name and all. Of course, Dyme thought he was slick and shit but I knew he ain’t had no choice but to put the car in my name or his wife might snoop out a whip that ain’t parked in their garage. Like I always tell him, I’m young but far from dumb.


That’s why it’s time for him to take me up out of my two-bedroom apartment in King Court (short for Martin Luther King Court Housing Projects) and put me in my own house . . . our own house. Not that I hated living in King Court. Shee-it, most times it was fun as hell. Shit stayed popping off in that motherfucka. But a bitch like me deserved that big pretty-ass brick five-bedroom motherfucka where they lived—and the big-dick motherfucka who lived in it and paid the bills for it.


Releasing a sigh filled with a lot of the bullshit Dyme had put me through, I drove my Lexus off the snow-filled streets outside King Court and onto one of the parking spots lined up outside the buildings. I made sure to activate my alarm. I wasn’t tryna to have Lil Mook and the rest of his crew joyriding and fucking drifting in my shit. Them little motherfuckas could steal a car in ten seconds or less. Then have the nerve to videotape they shit and put it up on YouTube. Hella bold.


Grabbing my garment bags from the trunk, I paused for a sec to peep King Court. The damn brick seemed to go on for days with all the low-rise buildings planted around this concrete jungle. The windows looked crazy as hell with all the different-colored curtains or sheets hanging at them. Even though it was winter and cold as shit, snow-covered air-conditioning units stuck out waiting to chill those wanting to beat the summer heat when it came through. The last of the dirty snow was pushed up in piles looking so different from the inches of still white snow that fell on the ground earlier that morning. Stray dogs and cats strolled through like they ass paid rent. Graffiti on the brick walls. Glass broken on the streets. The aluminum fence surrounding this motherfucka making it look more like prison than it already did. People bundled up in their winter coats and hats chilling outside like it wasn’t cold as fuck.


I can’t front and say I ain’t had a good-ass time up in this bitch. Home fucking sweet home. I’m gone miss this brick bitch when I move into my own shit.


“Goldie!”


I stopped and looked up to see my best friend Yummy’s crazy ass hanging out the window. Her shoulder-length weave was dyed bright pink this week, so her ass was always hard to miss. Her name ought to be Rainbow Bright from all them crazy colors she be wearing in her hair. “He-e-ey,” I hollered back up to her.


“Come up real quick.”


My eyes dropped back down to the front door of her building. It had STAY OUT spray painted on it and I already knew that motherfucka was locked tight. I hated fucking around with Yummy’s building. Baseem and his crew of dopeboys had her building on lock—bold as a motherfucka. They was on some real New Jack City–type shit.


“I’ll be back,” I lied, knowing damn well my plan was to take my ass home and set the scene for Dyme spending the night.


“Good afternoon, my Nubian Queen—”


I whirled around and clutched my purse and my bags tighter to me thinking I was ’bout to get jacked for my shit. Stickup kids didn’t give a fuck—especially this close to the holidays. A big six-foot raggedy Shaq-looking motherfucka was standing there.


“My car broke down and I just need bus fare to go to a job interview—”


“Negro, please,” I told him, holding my hand up before I dug a crumpled dollar bill out my back pocket. “Save me the sad song. Here.”


After that I ain’t had shit for him but my back when I turned and walked away. Everybody got some sad-ass song to sing or fucking sadder story to tell to get money. Man, just ask for the dollar and bounce, save me the damn entertainment.


A cold wind whipped through the middle of the buildings and I felt it to my damn bones. My little outfit was cute for shopping but it didn’t have nothing on the cold. I was glad to rush into my building. The faint scent of ammonia failing to cover up the stench of piss never smelled better to me.


I was unlocking my door when the door to the apartment on the corner opened. I looked up as Mr. Wilson strolled his tall and slender ass out into the hall. Like always he was dressed to kill in a suit, smelling good, eyebrows arched, and his hair permed and slicked back. He was gay as the day was long and I loved the old fag to death even though he loved liquor way too much. You could see the effects in his eyes and in the redness of his bottom lip and the way his belly was round even though he was skinny as shit.


“Hey, Mr. Wilson,” I called down the hall. “You sharp as a tack.”


He snapped his slender fingers. “Everalways, baby. Everalways.”


I couldn’t do shit but shake my head and laugh as he continued down the hall like he was on a New York fashion week runway.


I focused back on getting into my apartment and preparing for my night with Dyme. Oh, I knew he was coming. I laid it on the line and I wasn’t taking no damn shorts.


It was eleven when I finally gave up on Dyme showing up and midnight when he called with some excuse about being out of town on business. I felt dumb as hell sitting around my apartment in nothing but a damn thong and some fuck-me pumps all damn night. I smoked all the Purple Haze I could take before that shit had me throwing on one of my black Juicy Couture tracksuits, tall fur boots, and my short hooded sable. I grabbed my cell phone and keys. I dialed and walked at the same time. “Yummy, you dressed?” I asked my best friend when she answered her phone, as the metal door to my apartment slammed close behind me.


“Hell, yeah. Whaddup?”


“Meet me downstairs.”


And that bitch hung up right then and there.


I barely noticed the dope fiend giving some young dude a nasty wet blow job in the hallway as I jogged down the pissy stairwell and out the building into the freezing-ass winter night. By the time I crossed the courtyard and climbed into my Lexus, Yummy was striding out her building at the front of the complex. She had on her bright pink quilted bomber jacket and thick gray sweatpants. Most of her bright hair was under a print fitted cap that framed her pretty china-doll-looking redbone face.


She hopped right on in the passenger seat and the scent of her Bath & Body Works mango mandarin blended with my Gucci Rush perfume and the cherry-scented trees hanging from the rearview mirror. “What’s poppin’?” she asked, her Newark accent so thoroughly in place. “I thought you and Dyme was hookin’ up tonight?”


I sucked air between my teeth and pulled out into the night traffic. “So did I. That nigga didn’t show. When I talked to him earlier he said he had business to take care of out of town but he was coming.”


Hurt feelings made me lay down on the pedal and the street lights flashed by as I drove like I was trying to win a race.


Yummy turned the digital radio to Hot 97 and one of Jazmine Sullivan’s old jams, “Bust Your Windows,” filled the car. “Man, that’s fucked up but damn, all that shit Dyme lace you with, I wouldn’t even give a fuck, Goldie,” she said in her squeaky little Rosie Perez–sounding voice as she lit a Newport cigarette.


I laid on the horn as a bunch of girls started play-fighting in the middle of the busy-ass street. “Humph,” I said as they scattered while I whizzed past them.


“Wrote my initials with a crowbar—”


“Humph,” I said again at Jasmine’s words. I knew exactly how the fuck she felt.


“Where we going any damn way?” Yummy asked, as she pulled her cell phone from her coat pocket with her free hand and flipped it open.


“To show Dyme I ain’t the one to fuck with.”


Yummy lowered the window and let the butt of her cigarette fly out. “You know I got your back but I can’t get locked up again. I still got to go to court for beating that bitch ass downtown last week.”


“I bust the windows out your car . . .”


During the entire drive I thought of all the good things Dyme had done for me and to me. Good things. I didn’t have no money problems. I didn’t have to boost clothes, sell ass, or do none of that crazy shit to pay my bills. He handled that and well. But don’t lie to me and don’t try to fucking play me. Not me. I ain’t fucking having that shit.


He better not be there . . .


He better not be there . . .


That’s all I kept thinking as I drove. I was hoping, wishing, and daring all at the same damn time.


“Lying motherfucka,” I swore as soon as I slammed on the brakes, stopping my car in the middle of the street . . . right outside Dyme and his wife’s house.


His silver Jaguar was home and parked pretty as hell on the street behind her Black Benz. If the Jag was there, he was there too.


Like I said, just keep it funky with me. “No, Goldie, I’m not spending the night. It is what it is.” Straight up, I’d prefer that over a motherfuckin’ lie like I’m dumb as hell.


I popped the trunk and hopped right out the car to grab the tire iron.


“No, Goldie. Don’t,” Yummy hollered, scrambling out the car behind me.


“Fuck that. I’m sick of his shit!” I felt the fire of my anger fuel my ass.


Swing, batter batter swing! Derek Jeter’s arm ain’t got shit on mine.


CRASH!


Yummy’s eyes damn near popped out of her head as I turned and walked back to my car. With trembling hands I tossed the tire iron back in the trunk and fought hard to breathe through my mouth as I used all of my anger to slam it shut.


WHAM!


“Daaaamn, Goldie,” Yummy said as she hurried back into the passenger seat.


I gave the damage I caused one last glance before rushing to hop back in the driver’s seat. As I squealed off into the night, tears blazed trails down my cheeks.


“I’m glad I did it ’cause you had to learn . . .”
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I know, I got a lot of things I need to explain


But baby you know the name and love is about pain.


—Ja Rule, “Always on Time”


2004


“Tryna make a dollar out of fifteen cents.”


I heard that once in some rap song but it suited just how I felt about my clothing situation. I stayed trying to stretch four decent pair of jeans and some shirts that was steady crawling up my arms with every wash.


Fail. Matter of fact . . . big motherfuckin’ fail.


Sighing, I reached in my small and narrow closet to grab a pair of jeans and a Baby Phat tee that looked as second- and third-hand as it was. I wanted more. I needed more. Still, I never grumbled or complained to my grandmother and legal guardian, Mama Bit. My mama left. My daddy never made an appearance and left behind nothing but the tell-tell signs of being the seed of some faceless white man all and up through the gold tips of my hair and the honey color of my eyes. Mama Bit raised me and did the best she could. I learned a long time ago not to fuck with the hand that feeds you . . . especially when Disappearing Mama and Invisible Daddy didn’t give two shits.


Closing my closet door, I turned, and if I reached out I could touch the wall of my room. It was that small. Just enough room for that closet, a twin bed, and a window. A heavy flowered curtain instead of a door. No nightstand with a lamp. No dresser to fold and put away my clothes. No frilly, girly decorations. But it was clean and neat and all mine for nearly all of the sixteen years of my life . . . so I loved that motherfucka.


The apartment was above greasy-ass Leroy’s Down Home Diner and was lacking a whole lotta shit. The building was built back when Newark was predominantly white. The 1900s or some shit. Humph, it looked like it too.


People talk about the projects ain’t shit but you ain’t seen a real shithole until you run up in some old-ass building with a landlord who couldn’t care the fuck less.


A little mouse ’bout black as the streets raced from under my bed but I didn’t even trip. No matter how clean we kept our crib, living over a diner in a run-down building meant plenty houseguests who ain’t had shit on the rent.


I was running late so I rushed into my underclothes and outfit before I plopped down on the bed. The bedsprings sang like a church choir at the sudden weight—even though I was barely a hundred pounds, and most of that was in my hips, butt, and thighs.


Mama Bit said my mama had that same won’t-bring-you-nothing-but-trouble-and-a-wet-behind kind of shape. Not that any little boy could get anywhere close to me to wet my ass. Mama Bit kept me in check and under watch.


I snatched on my one pair of decent sneakers—a low-end pair of Reeboks that was all black to make sure it matched all my clothes. Poor Folks’ Fashion Tricks 101.


Mama Bit was already downstairs working as a cook in the diner and I knew she had her eyes on the clock listening for my feet on the stairs. She didn’t have to wait much longer as I left the apartment and used my key to lock the door. The scent of the diner food was strong as hell as I raced down the stairs and out the door to the street.


There was no one roaming on the streets but a few people on they way to work and fiends searching for one of those all-night dopeboys to sell ’em a bag.


I took a deep breath of that winter air as I turned and looked through the smudged glass window of the restaurant. Sure ’nough Mama Bit was already looking dead at me from her spot by that hot-ass grill. I waved and kept it moving before she could wave me inside. My ass was skipping out on a lecture. There was always a lecture. Always some life lesson. Always warnings. Always.


I loved Mama Bit, but I wasn’t even in the mood for none of that ish today. Nada.


My stomach was straight growling when I was halfway down the block to the bus stop, and my ass was regretting not stopping in to eat.


My steps paused when I neared the bus stop on the corner of Sixteenth Avenue and Eighteenth Street. Normally there was a bunch of people waiting on the corner for the bus. I knew I had missed a bus. But that wasn’t my main problem. Only three teenage girls stood there and I had to fight the urge to go to the diner and fake being sick to Mama Bit.


“Here comes that light-bright bitch. Ugh, she makes me sick.”


I heard them bully bitches talking shit about me before I got to the bus stop. Every damn day these hoes gave me a hard time—and it got worse when there was no adults around. Every motherfuckin’ day. I ain’t even know these chicks’ name but I recognized them from around the hood. They were older than me. Bigger than me.


The fat chick squeezed into a bright pink and gold Baby Phat outfit. The tall trick with the funny-colored eyes, long nose, and an outfit that I knew cost more than everything in my closet. And the other thick one with gold rings on all her fingers.


I just thanked God they didn’t go to my high school.


Like always, I tried to ignore them even as my heart was beating like a motherfucka in my chest. I stood a ways down from the bus stop and pretended to look at something— anything—but these bully bitches.


“Look at them run-down shoes. Them shits look gray she done wash ’em so much.”


They all laughed.


“If I see that faded-ass shirt one more fucking time,” another one said, sounding just as mean and angry at me as always.


“Think she cute, old half-white ass. Fucking mutt.”


I bit my lip to keep from crying.


I squeezed my hands into fists to keep them from shaking.


I just wanted them to leave me alone.


“I oughta box that bitch in her face. I can’t stand her bony, lightbulb-bright ass.”


I felt ashamed because I was afraid of them.


I just wished I could disappear . . .


“With them fucking no-name jeans. She better start tricking like her hoe ass Mama—”


I turned around and glared at them bully bitches. My chest heaved.


“Oooh, she mad, y’all. She mad.”


The chubby one walked over to me, looking like some pudgy-face Porky Pig in a wig. “And? What you gone do?” she asked, reaching up to nudge my face with her finger.


The other two walked up and the three of them surrounded me. Yelling shit in my face and pushing my ass around in the middle of them like a ball. All I could think was, What the fuck did I do to deserve this?


“Goldie, you sure you don’t want to hit this?”


My eyes focused and the red light we were sitting at became clearer. It’s funny how the past can fuck you up right in your present. But you had to look back sometimes to get a clearer view of just where the fuck you was going. That same hurt caused an ache in my chest that I tried to bury deep.


Ever since them chicks damn near jumped my ass at that bus stop, I stopped catching the number 1 bus and instead walked three blocks over and caught the number 25 downtown to my connecting number 13. Punk-ass move? Yeah, but who wanted to get jumped? To prove what?


I hated that I let them jealous bitches handle me any kind of way.


“Goldie?”


I turned and looked at Yummy, her eyes squinted against the thick silvery haze of the smoke wafting up from the blunt she held.


The scent of kush was heavy as hell in my car. “Yummy, you know I don’t smoke in my car,” I told her as I lowered the windows, letting the cold air in and some of the weed scent out.


Yummy sucked her teeth. “Girl, Dyme didn’t want you smoking in the car . . . and I know you ain’t stressing that shit right ’bout now?”


I cut my honey-colored eyes over at her before I took the blunt she offered, careful not to let the lit end burn the acrylic tips of my nails as I took a big toke and let it fill my lungs. I needed to chill the fuck out. I needed to forget a childhood I couldn’t change. My shit was nowhere near as bad as other kids’—molestation, rape, physical and verbal abuse—but it was enough to leave me wide open for any man to come through and give me motherfuckin’ esteem.


The light shifted from red to green and I handed Yummy the blunt before accelerating forward. She changed the station on the radio and the sounds of some banger filled the car. Really, I needed to be alone to think about what I did, why I did it, and what was coming after it.


I ain’t had the easiest life. I try not to complain about it, try to keep it moving . . . still I can’t forget it. Ever. It’s the foundation of the house I’ve become.


Shit like what I been through sticks with you and affects everything you fucking do and the way you view everyone you meet.


Poverty.


Humiliation.


Shame.


People hating me and hating on me because my daddy was a white man. For some fucked-up reason it made girls before and after them bully bitches take so much fucking pleasure in pointing out shit like my freckles or my Wal-Mart jeans, my no-name sneakers, the huge braids my granny put in my head until I was old enough to do my own shit, or the thick white stockings she made me wear with my skirts. To keep from being picked on I would keep my ass quiet as hell . . . just hoping, wishing, praying for one school day where I didn’t get teased and shit. Just one day where motherfuckas didn’t make me sit in the mirror and wonder why me. Just one day.


Humph. Picture that shit. Never happened.


And maybe that’s why the first time I laid eyes on Dyme, his smile fucked me all up on the inside . . .


2004


Nina Sky’s “Move Ya Body” was playing on somebody’s car radio as I walked up Broad and Market. I was singing along as I turned down a side street and slowed down at a small clothing store. There was a headless silver dummy with a bad-ass pink Apple Bottoms velour tracksuit like the ones all the girls be wearing. Like the ones I wanted so bad. I could just picture that fly motherfucka on my back.


“That would look good on you.”


My body got stiff from the deep voice. My eyes focused in the glass and I saw past my own image to this tall-ass dude behind me.


“I ain’t got shit for you to stick me up for,” I told him, sounding nervous as hell this nigga was ’bout to run my pockets.


He laughed and shit.


My eyes glanced up and the down the street. I was grateful as hell that plenty of folks was out and about.


“I’m not no stickup kid. I’m a grown-ass man that owns this store,” he said. “Shee-it. How I know you not ’bout to boost that outfit?”


I shifted my eyes up to look at him in the glass. He smiled, his eyes on my reflection. Watching me close and shit. He was fine. Hella fine.


Tall. Caramel skin. Dark hair. Goatee. Deep-ass dimples.


He smelled real good and looked even better in this butter-soft leather coat, with a crisp button-up shirt and dark jeans.


I turned and moved to walk past him. “Excuse me.”


He stepped in my path. “I could hook you up with a good price on that suit.”


It was my turn to laugh. “I was just window-shopping because I ain’t even got the dollars to buy the dream,” I said, tilting my head back to look up at him.


His eyes touched my body. From the side ponytail of my blondish-brown hair to the tips of my sneakers. He ain’t miss shit in between. Not the fit of my T-shirt or the snugness of my jeans. Nothing. “A female like you should have a man to buy her all her dreams.”


I looked away from him, even while my heart was beating so fuckin’ loud I thought my ass was about to pass out. Nigga had game. There was no denying that. “I don’t have a boyfriend,” I answered, knowing I should walk away.


Knowing the way this man was looking at me was wrong.
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