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INTRODUCTION


While I was writing this book in 2010, there was an onslaught of articles (Washington Post, Economist, New York Times), prime-time TV segments (Nightline—twice), books, and countless blogs examining “Why Black Women Are Soooo Single.” It seemed that whenever a media source needed some sort of Nielsen ratings bonanza or to send their website’s comments section into a frenzy, they’d trot out a horrific tale of no love and lots of loss. The plot was always the same: a single Black woman from a densely populated city clinging to a flavored martini, a Louis Vuitton Speedy, and/or a perfectly coiffed girlfriend wondering where all the good men had gone. (Go-to answers: dead, gay, unemployed, on the down low, in jail, or with a White woman.)


As I watched, read, and listened to the same story over and over, I wondered why “the problem” of singleness was being presented as a Black issue or even a female one. There are 96 million people in the United States who have no spouse, according to a 2010 study from the U.S. Census Bureau. That means 43 percent of all Americans over the age of eighteen are single. So where are the news stories about White women and Latinas and Asian ladies who are desperately single and searching? The closest I saw was “The New Math on Campus” in the New York Times, a story where White women at the University of North Carolina talked about their dating dilemmas and all the quotes sounded as if they’d been lifted from an early Terry McMillan novel.


What about the single men? Black ones and the ones of all other colors, too? If women are not getting married and we’re supposed to be marrying them, shouldn’t they get an equal number of stories? I’ve never understood how we’re having an ongoing national discussion about the difficulty facing heterosexuals who want relationships and almost the entire conversation is about or aimed at women.


While Nightline had single Black women talking about crying into their pillows and throwing Black men-at-large under the proverbial bus, I couldn’t help but recall that the most prominent tale of Dating While White, Sex and the City, featured women well past thirty shown practically high off new experiences, the carefree unaccountability of considering anyone else’s feelings, and the thrill of picking through men like trying to find organic produce at Whole Foods. For White women, singlehood looked exhilarating and adventurous, not desperate, the way it is too often shown for us as a tedious but important exercise to make sure we don’t end up alone. (See Pam from Martin, Regine from Living Single, or any character from a Terry McMillan novel for reference.)


As I tuned into Sex and the City each week or popped in the DVDs during the off seasons, I became increasingly frustrated. I knew plenty of Black women who were single and satisfied or single and searching but more optimistic than desperate. We lived full and adventurous lives, finding ourselves regularly sitting across from (and flirting with) attractive suitors with good conversation and pretty white teeth. It was a rare occasion that any of us sat home unwillingly for lack of a quality male option to happily plunk down his debit card after dinner and a drink. We still got giddy over meeting up with a new guy and exchanging witty banter at chic venues. And we knew there were a lot of cheerful single women like us who enjoyed dating, whose sole focus in life wasn’t how to get a man to put a ring on it.


I began blogging in 2007 because Happy Black Girl stories weren’t being told. I was sick of depictions of my Black and single life that made it look so burdened and heavy. I wanted everyone to know about regular Black girls and women with semidramatic adventures that were pretty painless and very amusing but resulted in extraordinary growth. I wanted everyone to know about the quality men in the world, the ones I met every day, that I know exist, but are rarely shown in the media. I’d been waiting for someone to tell that tale again since it had been years since Tracy Chambers (Mahogany), Nola Darling (She’s Gotta Have It), and Nina Mosley (Love Jones) had a say. Then I realized that as a writer, I could just pick up my laptop and start typing.


At the time, I was in my third year as a book editor, working with bestselling romance authors and in my sixth year as a professional journalist, covering entertainment and lifestyles. My musings began on MySpace, quickly gained a following, and moved to a wider audience at HoneyMag.com, where my blog about my “hilarious dating misadventures as a Southern woman living too far above the Mason Dixon” became the most popular feature on the site.


As the audience grew, so did the number of letters in my in-box. Women from eighteen to sixty began thanking me for offering an alternative portrayal of Black life and for writing what they felt but couldn’t find the words to say. That’s when I knew I was on to something that was bigger than me and my girls.


Four months after my blog launched on Honey, I accepted a position as the relationships editor at Essence magazine, a job that utilizes my desire to debunk the negative depictions of single Black women, tackle our dating dilemmas, and help us live our best lives possible, whether our goal is to have fun or to have a relationship. I’ve also popped up in newspaper articles (I was dubbed “The Black Carrie Bradshaw” in a Washington Post feature article, which I have mixed feelings about) and on TV shows, both as a dating expert who teaches Sandy Denton aka “Pepa” from Salt-N-Pepa how to meet men on Let’s Talk About Pep, and selecting a sexy man to be featured in Essence on Being Terry Kennedy.


Over the last four years, I’ve also completed thousands of interviews with men and women to gather information so we can close “the dating divide,” hosted roundtable discussions where the sexes are provided a forum to hash out their issues face-to-face, searched for and offered up single men to the Essence audience, interviewed hundreds of experts about what we can all do better, became a life and relationships coach, answered thousands of dating and relationship questions on Formspring, and penned a monthly column for Essence that tackles current dating issues. Slowly but surely, I’m convinced, a dent can be made in the way we are portrayed, and the way we see ourselves. Together, we can close the gap between how women and men relate to one another.


In your hands, you hold my best attempt to make a difference. I’ve shared my life—mistakes and all—as well as the insights I’ve gained. My story isn’t perfect, it’s not always pretty, but it’s honest, with ups and downs and many more highs than lows. Some details have been changed to protect the innocent (or guilty, depending on how you look at it), mostly names and physical descriptions but some places, too. I hope you can learn as much by reading about my trials and triumphs as I did by living and growing through them.





YOU CAN’T START THE PLAY IN THE SECOND ACT


I went to Dream every Friday night to free my mind and hope the rest would follow. It was 2002, and the posh four-story super club in Washington, D.C., was newly opened. Dream was the only place to be after-hours in the city if you were young and/or fabulous or aspiring to be such. I was not fabulous. I was miserable, twenty-three, a recent graduate and stuck in Maryland when I desperately wanted to be back in New York. Calling my situation a quarter-life crisis would be an understatement.


I would show up to the club with Aliya, my best friend since junior high, around seven. We usually two-stepped until midnight and were safely and soberly, or relatively such, tucked in our beds before one A.M. One of those nights, I met a boy. He was . . . beautiful. No, scratch that. He was of such beauty that he appeared to be handcrafted by God herself. That’s much more accurate.


I spotted him in the crowd on the venue’s third floor, the one with the open-air deck. He was walking in my direction but not headed toward me. I smiled. He smiled back. I bit my bottom lip and looked away, pretending to be coy. But then I realized he could pass me by and I might never see him again. Something feisty in me kicked in.


I made eye contact again, pointed to him, crooked my finger, and yelled “You! Come here!” loud enough for him to hear me over the bass line of the classic Baltimore club track “How U Wanna Carry It?”


It worked. He happily and promptly obliged. I introduced myself cheerfully, told him he was the cutest thing ever. I even stood on my tiptoes to ruffle his Maxwell-esque hair (the early years) with my fingers. As we chatted, I beamed. So did he.


We saw each other at the club every Friday for the rest of the summer. He would see me, give me a hug, buy me a drink. His boys would spot Aliya and me, and they would come up to tell me what floor Dude was on to make sure we could find each other in the massive club. Or they’d bring Dude over to me, and we’d just sort of stare at each other, smiling like dolts going, “Hey.” Pause. “Hey.” Blush. “Hey.” Giggle. “Hey.” I was smitten, but I didn’t even remember Dude’s name, much less know his number.


Three months of these Friday interludes went by. (I’d figured out how to meet men, not how to get them to ask me out.) In passing conversation, I’d pieced together that he was a senior at a local university and was a year younger than me and that our parents worked in the same industry. I’m sure more details were exchanged, but I usually couldn’t hear him over the music. I knew the facts that mattered, though: he was cool and he had great energy.


One Thursday afternoon, I got a call offering me a position in NYC. I’d spent three hours a day for seven months scouring the Internet for job listings and applying for anything that sounded remotely interesting. This one was far from my dream job, but it was in New York, where I desperately wanted to be. Of course, I took it. I had to move and start working in two weeks, and for part of those weeks I had arranged to take an overseas vacation with my dad.


My summer of Friday-night partying came to an abrupt halt, as the next evening would be my last at Dream for the foreseeable future. In honor of my departure, Aliya and I decided to arrive at the club when the doors opened, dance to R&B, hip-hop, reggae, and house until we sweated through our dresses. We would not leave till the lights came on, at which point we would switch into flip-flops and walk to the parking lot arm-in-arm. After, we’d head to Adams Morgan for “big pizza”—a slice that’s the equivalent of one-fourth of a pie. It was the only proper way to say good-bye to the city.


That night, Dude finally asked for my number, told me he’d like to call me sometime. But summer was almost over, and so was my stay in D.C. What’s the use? To be friends? I already knew I didn’t want to be “just” Dude’s friend. With a deep sigh, I asked him, “Dude, why’d you wait so long? I’m moving.”


“Moving?” He looked stunned. “What do you mean, moving?”


“I’m leaving. I’m going to NY,” I said. “I’m out.”


He asked for my number again anyway.


I asked him back, “What’s the point?”


We hugged with no malice or love lost, but he didn’t let me go from the embrace right away. I wondered if he was thinking about the could-have-been possibilities, too, like that old Pepsi commercial when the couple gets on the elevator and on the ride to the lobby their whole possible life together flashes before their eyes. I sighed. He said good-bye, and we went our separate ways.


Monday morning, I crossed the Atlantic, landing in Paris. I was in an ill hotel, much different from my last visit when I was still an undergrad and stayed at a hostel. After I settled in. I bought crêpes that tasted like gourmet delicacies from street carts. I took a photo in front of the Arc de Triomphe, then strolled through the surrounding streets once walked by James Baldwin, Josephine Baker, and Richard Wright. Dude crossed my mind more than once. I didn’t know him, still didn’t even know his name, but I knew enough about him to know I could dig him. I started to wish that I had more time in D.C., but I stopped myself.


I’d prayed every day to get back to New York. It was all I wanted in life. Just a job, any job, a chance to compete with the best of the best. And I had the opportunity I’d been begging for, literally, on bended knee. A great guy (or two) would be a small sacrifice to live a big dream. Me and Dude? I wished it could have been explored. If it was meant to be, then it would have been, right? You win some, you lose some. Maybe next lifetime? I told myself every clichéd platitude I could think of to keep from letting my mind wander to the what-ifs and possibilities. Then I got to my favorite: If not this time, then the next time. And maybe that time will be the right time. I’d watched Love Jones way too many times.


My second day in Paris, I saw the Mona Lisa at the Louvre (much smaller than you would imagine and barely visible behind all the bullet-proof glass), sat in a café on the Champs-Élysée and sipped espresso (which I don’t even like, but it seemed like the Parisian thing to do), and people-watched for hours. I took the subway and reveled in the ability to take public transportation in a foreign land in a foreign language and not get lost.


That night, I took the elevator in the Eiffel Tower to the highest level possible (not the actual top) and looked out at the city. I was humbled by all the beauty stretched before me. The City of Love, or Light, depending on which travel guide you read, is a great something to behold.


When I got back on solid ground, I walked underneath the structure with my head bent back, admiring its intricate construction as if I were seeing it for the first time. When I’d taken my fill, I walked across the street and peered at the Seine River to admire the gold-tipped statues adorning the archways that cross it.


I could have gazed for another hour, if not for the rumble in my stomach. I headed to a nearby street stall to get yet another crêpe, and I saw . . .


“Dude?”


He looked up, paused mid-chew on the first bite of his crêpe and his mouth spread in a huge grin. He had Nutella on his teeth.


I flashed all thirty-two, too. We were both smiling like idiots.


“Hey.”


Pause.


“Hey.”


Blush.


“Hey.”


Giggle.


Hey.


Just like old times.


Dude and I talk for hours as we walk along the edge of the Seine. It’s seventy degrees or thereabout—all of the signs are in Celsius, and I can’t do the conversion to Fahrenheit in my head. It’s breezy, and the sky is lit with a half-moon. Turns out our parents are both in Paris for an international conference, and God bless them, they both brought their kids along for the European getaway. It’s his first time in France, and he doesn’t speak French, either. His hotel is near mine. Today is his first day in the city.


Is this fate? Divine intervention? Luck? Destiny? Cosmos? I don’t usually believe in such things, but running into Dude makes me wonder if I should.


I try not to keep looking at him as he talks, but I can’t help myself. Until now, I’ve only seen him in collared shirts, tailored slacks, and hard-bottom shoes. A decent outfit can make any man look half-official. Tonight Dude has on a backpack, camo shorts, and a crisp white tee. Oh, and flip-flops. Dressed down, he is still certified.


Every time I look over at him, I catch him smiling at me. I bite my lip and stare all the way up at him.


“What?” he asks, grinning.


I shrug. “Nothin.”


We’re both stuck on stupid.


By the time one of us thinks to check a watch, we’ve wandered to the middle of God knows where and have no idea how to get to the nearest subway station. Not that it would make a difference, since the English-speaking couple we finally encounter tells us the subway closed an hour ago. I guess we could take a cab, but instead, we walk back to the Eiffel Tower, pull out a subway map, and figure the way to the hotel based on trains named after nearby landmarks. This should not work, but somehow it does. We both have an internal GPS apparently.


By the time we get back to my hotel, it’s past three A.M. That’s four hours after we bumped into each other. I feel as if I know Dude’s whole life story—fears, regrets, ambitions, goals, passions, and shortcomings. I shouldn’t be nervous to ask if I’m going to see him again, but I am.


“Well, this is me,” I say. I wait for him to say he’d like to see me tomorrow. I do not want to seem too eager for his attention. One Mississippi. Two Mississippi. Three Mississippi, I count in my head. “So I guess this is good night,” I hint.


He smiles at me again. It’s like the only expression either one of us can make right now.


“I wanna see you tomorrow,” he says.


I exhale like I’m in a Terry McMillan novel. Thank you, God!


“Meet you at noon?” he suggests.


“Here?”


“Yeah.” Pause. Smile. Blush. Giggle. “Right here,” he adds. “We’ll get lunch.”


I nod. Giggle. Bite my lip. “’Kay.”


“’Kay.”


Mutual staring commences.


Finally, he pulls me into a big hug and kisses me on my cheek. He hesitates a moment longer than normal, then lets go. We’re just looking at each other again.


“I can’t believe you’re here,” we blurt almost at the same time, then laugh. We’re like awkward adolescents with our first crush.


“Get some sleep,” he says, ruffling my hair, the same way I did him when we first met. I have a big, curly-fluffy ’fro just like his. Smile. Giggle. “It’s late.”


Giggle. Again. Bite lip. Again. “It is.”


He waits for me to walk through the doors of my five-star hotel. I look back and see that he’s gone. I feel like doing cartwheels across the marble floors on my way to the elevator. When the doors close to take me to my floor, I scream into my hands and do the Happy Dance, similar to, but actually much different from, the Pee Pee Dance. Belatedly, I hope there are no cameras in here.


Dude and I spend nearly every waking moment of the next three days together exploring and enjoying Paris. We walk through the Place de la Concorde one night, and he chases me around the Luxor obelisk the way Larenz Tate does Nia Long at Chicago’s Buckingham Fountain. He has me close my eyes and point to a random destination on the subway map, and we take the train there, get off in Château Rouge, where we find Black people and African food. We fill our memory sticks taking flicks together while we hold our own cameras. (I have red eye in every pic.) He buys an English-to-French translation guide and teaches me how to say “Où est la salle de bains?” (Where is the bathroom?) and “Comment puis-je me rendre à . . .” (How do I get to . . . ?) in a terrible French accent. Later, we take the midnight Bateaux Parisiens cruise on the Seine to learn the history of the city and get a different view of its architecture. We go back to the Eiffel Tower together, and he kisses me for the first time.


Near dusk on day five in the City of Love (or Light), we are sitting in the travel guide aisle of a small, English-only bookstore, flipping through Paris guides. He is trying to find something exciting to do that we haven’t already done.


“What are we doing tomorrow?” I ask him. I pretty much couldn’t care less what it is as long as I am doing it with him.


“I dunno. I feel like we’ve seen everything. Twice.” He sounds frustrated. “What do you want to do? Like, is there anything else you want to see?”


“In Paris?” I attempt to raise one brow, but I’m sure I raise both. I’ve never been able to do that properly.


He shrugs. “In Paris . . . or anywhere.”


I look at the bookshelf and scan the spines of the books: Amsterdam. Barcelona. Japan. London. Madrid. Paris. Rome.


The theme song to Mahogany pops into my head: “Do you know where you’re going to? Do you like the things that life is showing you?” I’ve wanted to go to Rome ever since I saw Diana Ross as Tracy Chambers. I fell in love with the scene where she’s in the cab, staring at the city with a look of awe and anticipation as she passes by the ancient monuments.


We find an Internet café and book round-trip tickets on his card. We locate a relatively cheap boutique hotel near the Colosseum and put it on mine. This is totally not in my budget, but my grad-school professor once told me that if I was going to spend frivolously, I should do so on experiences, not things.


We are scheduled to leave the next morning at seven and stay overnight, coming back to Paris the morning after that to make our evening flights back to the States.


The boutique hotel isn’t so close to the Colosseum after all. It is miles away, but after we check into our room, which is standard European size (i.e., the equivalent square footage of a large walk-in closet), we decide to hike to it, wherever it is.


On the way, we find a hole-in-the-wall restaurant with the most delicious aromas emitting from its kitchen. I eat the chef’s special, a meatless pasta with cheese and tricolor tortellini. Neither before nor since will I taste anything as good. Dude eats all of his food, then scrapes my plate, before finally ordering an appetizer-size portion of what I had.


When we’re back en route to the Colosseum, we pass a gelateria and stop in even though we’re stuffed. Caramel latte (dulce de leche) for him, stracciatella (chocolate chip) for me.


We are walking along some winding ancient street, eating off each other’s spoons, when he stops and says, “Oh, shit.” I look up at him, then look in the direction he’s looking. It’s the Colosseum. It’s one thing to see it in pictures or the CGI re-creation in Gladiator. It’s another to see it in person. It’s no surprise why some consider it one of the seven wonders of the world.


We take a tour of the structure, then wander to the Spanish Steps and take a seat to watch the street entertainers. Dude tells me his what-I-want-to-do-when-I-grow-up-slash-graduate-from-college story while we drink espresso so we can stay up through the night and enjoy every minute of our twenty-four-hour trek through the city. I tell him about my fear of moving to New York permanently. I wonder out loud about my ultimate goal, to write cover stories for magazines and land a job on a masthead.


“What if I’m not as good a writer as I think I am?” I ask. “What if I’m good in D.C. but not good enough for New York? What do I do if I don’t make it?”


“You’ll make it,” he tells me as if it’s a fact.


“You don’t know that. You’ve never even read my work.”


He pulls my head to his shoulder, smoothing back my hair to keep it out of his face. “You will.”


Dude’s image of me is what I hope someday to be. I kiss him to thank him for believing in me.


We find the Trevi Fountain (under construction) and the Pantheon. We make a quick stop in Vatican City to see the Sistine Chapel. He holds my hand as we gaze at the intricate paintings on the ceiling. We spend the next hour fruitlessly trying to find the run-down restaurant with the great food, and we get lost. Over a late dinner, we split a bottle of red wine. Somewhere around glass two, I realize this is our last night together. I get a little sad. Again, I wish I could put the move to New York off for a little while, take some time in D.C. to explore what direction life could take with Dude a part of it.


I shake off the thought as quickly as it comes. What kind of life would Tracy Chambers have had if she’d never left Chicago? And yes, I know she decided in the end that success meant nothing without someone to share it with and went home, but couldn’t she have found someone to share success with in the city where she professionally flourished?


Life will take me to New York, and if that path leads back to Dude, then it will. And if it doesn’t? Well, then, it just does not.


I tell as much to my mother when I call back to the States to assure her that I’m fine in Rome and haven’t lost my mind by running off to a foreign country with a boy I barely know. I’m in the bathroom at the hotel with the water running in the sink. It’s the only way Dude won’t hear me in the bedroom/living room.


“Eh . . .” she says when I tell her I wondered What if? “Timing is everything. If you’re a halfway decent woman, he’ll be back. They all come back. Some sooner than others.”


After I shower, I collapse onto the bed in my towel while Dude goes into the bathroom to get clean, too. Somewhere around the time he pushed the “Buy” button for our plane tickets and booked a hotel room with a queen-size bed instead of a double, I wondered if we should have sex in Rome. I usually take my time—months, plural—getting to know a man before I’ll even consider it. I don’t even know if I’ll see Dude again, but I don’t think I can pass this up.


To arrive at a final answer, I ask myself, Self, when you are seventy-two and retired to the South of France, and you sit and reflect on your heyday while staring at the Mediterranean Sea from your penthouse, will you regret enveloping him, or will you wish you did?


Dude comes out of the bathroom with his towel around his waist. It’s the first time I’ve seen him shirtless. He is . . . chiseled perfection.


“Hey,” I say, looking up at Dude. No giggles. No smiles. No blushing. This is serious business.


He responds with a kiss and discards his towel. He unwraps me and kisses every inch he can get access to, then flips me over. He starts on my neck, running his tongue across my tattoo, a profile of a black butterfly with her wings poised, ready to fly. He travels down my overly sensitive back until I get goose bumps and spontaneous shivers.


“You got a condom?” I finally ask between convulsions, my nudge that it is time to get things popping safely.


He leans back, and soon I hear the wrapper rip. I move to turn over, to welcome him to me, but he places a hand on my lower back, keeping me on my stomach.


Er?


I try to roll over again.


“D, stay still,” he says, moving to cover me.


I freeze for a moment, thinking about the romantic week in Paris, the excursion to Rome, all the Fridays for the whole summer where I have lusted after this man, then finally had a chance to know him and found him to be deeper, doper than I imagined. I’ve spent the last week on vacation with Dude, roaming foreign countries with him, and I dig him. I try to comply. Just be easy, D, I tell myself. Go with the flow. Live in the moment.


But I can’t.


There are rules to the dating game. And although I admit I have broken a lot of them and need to let go of some of them, I’m not letting up on this one. You do not start the play in the second act.


The first time you have sex with a new person whom you halfway respect and are not paying for their services, entry has to be face-to-face. Missionary, woman on top, woman on bottom with her legs spread in the air or tied to the headboard or placed on the man’s shoulders or wrapped or cuffed around his neck, waist, whatever, are all fair game.


First-time etiquette doesn’t dictate that the sex be in a bedroom or even in a private setting. Do it in the car, the movie theater, the restaurant bathroom. Do it in the park. After dark. At Rock Creek Park. Wear a bunny suit, role-play as a soldier coming home from the war, or be an ex-con coming home to one of his baby mamas.


Use food. Use toys. Pee on folks (but not me) if that’s what gets you going. Get choked if that does it for you (don’t knock it till you try it). Do anything consenting adults find freaky and pleasurable, anything at all—as long as you are face-to-face for the first few pumps. Anything else is just uncivilized.


“Uh, Dude?” I roll over, ignoring his stilling hand, and back myself up into a sitting position. The more I think about it, the more offended I am. “It’s not gonna happen.”


“Huh?”


“It’s just . . .” Deep breath. Do you know how hard it is to be confrontational naked? “Uh-uh.” I shake my head. “It’s just crass. It’s uncouth. It’s just . . . no.” Another firm shake for emphasis.


“What’s wrong?” he pleads. “Did I do something wrong?”


He looks genuinely concerned. I can’t find a way to clean my thoughts up and make them sound ladylike, so I sigh heavily and blurt it out. “You can’t go around trying to fuck from the back the very first time.”


He looks at me blankly and walks into the bathroom. He shuts the door. I hear the lock click.


He’s in there forever. I can likely imagine what he’s doing. I put on a tee and shorts and slip under the covers. By the time he comes out, I’ve somehow fallen asleep.


I wake up the next morning to find Dude dressed and packed, ready to go to the airport. He informs me that he’ll be waiting in the lobby. I look over at “his” side of the bed. It’s untouched. I guess he slept on the floor?


He doesn’t speak to me beyond necessities on the ride to the airport, the wait in the terminal, the ride on the plane where we sit right next to each other, or the shared cab we take back to our respective hotels in Paris. I don’t say anything, either. What is there to say? He was out of line. I called him out and spoke my piece. I don’t have any beef.


I offer him a handful of euros when I get out of the cab in front of my hotel.


“So, um, ’bye,” I say.


He won’t even look at me.


“I don’t know what else to say,” I prompt, wanting him to say anything.


“You ain’t have to play me like that, you know?” he finally says.


“Play you? Are you kidding me?”


We go back and forth, and nothing is resolved. The meter is still running on the cab, and eventually, he just says, “Whatever. Take your money back!” I slam the door on him without accepting it.


I return to D.C. the following morning and move to New York less than a week later. I love my apartment. I hate my new boss. I’m lonely. Most of the friends I made in grad school have moved on in my seven-month absence. Greg, my “gentleman friend,” is all tied up with work this week and can’t see me until the weekend. It’s like starting over. I don’t know if I made the right decision coming back. I know an opportunity to succeed was what I wished for. But maybe I should have been more careful.


My cell phone rings late one night. I assume it’s Aliya or Tariq, a guy I dated for two weeks in college who has since become my best male friend, calling to check on me. They are the only people who call regularly, and they know I’m bordering on depressed.


“Hello?” I answer.


“Hey.”


I recognize his voice immediately, though I’ve never spoken to him on the phone. I thought I would never hear from him again.


“Dude?” I ask, just to make sure.


“Yeah.”


He tracked down my number through mutual friends. Not hard, since there are no more than two degrees of separation between all Black people who attended (or attend) a four-year college.


“So, what’s up?” I ask once the pleasantries are out the way.


Pause. Pause. Pause.


“Hello?” I ask.


“Yeah. D, I just . . . wanted to apologize for what happened.” Pause. “In Rome. ’Cause I got back . . . and I talked to my boys about it . . . and, uh, You’re cool, and I hope we can still be friends. So . . . I’m sorry. Okay?”


I don’t think he meant to be disrespectful. I think he made an honest mistake. And maybe I overreacted. I appreciate the apology.


“Yeah,” I say. “Okay.”








NEW BEGINNINGS


I fell in love with Brooklyn because of Nola Darling. She was the heroine of Spike Lee’s first feature-length film. She was young, artistic, and Black, a single woman with a small harem of men vying for her affections. Instead of picking one and living happily ever after with a bunch of brown babies, she refused to commit, enjoyed the best each man had to offer, and put her wants before any man’s. Her men made her laugh, played jazz for her on her birthday, or just looked good on her arm. She wasn’t living to get married or even to get a man. Just to be happy. And she was. On her own terms. If this was possible in Brooklyn, I was moving.


I’d watched the movie on VHS the same weekend I’d lain on the living-room couch and read my mother’s copy of Waiting to Exhale in an eight-hour stretch. Despite being the product of married parents, I reasoned by thirteen that singlehood was likely what awaited me, so I could do it like Nola, or I could hold my breath (and die desperate and alone) while I dabbled with broke men, married men, and gay men. I figured that would just make me bitter. Nola it was.


It took ten years between the time Nola Darling became my personal icon and the day I moved into my first New York apartment. It was a luxury one-bedroom off Wall Street that I shared with a roommate while I attended grad school. Technically, it was campus housing. I completed my second degree in three semesters, but by graduation, I had yet to land a job. The city had fallen into an unexpected recession when, in my last semester, the World Trade Center, five blocks from my dorm, tumbled to the ground. Getting a job was . . . difficult.


I’d moved back to Maryland with my parents to hash out a plan to get back to the city. It took seven months, but I’d reached my goal. I moved to Brooklyn on a Sunday. I’d started work the following morning.


The pay sucked. My bosses? I make a habit of not writing negatively about my employers and coworkers. The people were a cast of Tyler Perry TV characters, but the actual job wasn’t that bad.


As the new girl in the office, I garnered a fair share of male interest. I realized this when my boss commented on the amount of time a few of my male coworkers spent at my desk. There was Nelson, whom I had cursed out already for telling me I had a “pretty tongue.” Then there was Tony who seemed like the father-figure type. And Ethan, who was like a cool uncle. They’d taken a liking to me, spotting a completely naïve Southern woman too far above the Mason Dixon for her own good.1 Evan, cute, but too old for me, ignored me. Finally, there was Jackie, a self-described pretty boy with hazel eyes and three-sixty waves. He dressed like an investment banker instead of a city worker. We’re talking a Rolex (not the “cheap” one), tailored Armani suits, and Hugo Boss ostrich hard bottoms . . . to a government job. I knew the designers, because he told me (and anyone listening) several times a day.


It was an interesting first week of work. And tonight was my first Saturday in the city.


I was meeting up with Dakar at the Shark Bar, a restaurant-turned-Black institution for managing to survive when so many establishments held their grand opening and grand closing within a year. We were getting together to celebrate my return. I would have preferred to hang out with Greg, but he couldn’t see me until the next day. Dakar would do.


We initially met on the penthouse of the Park, an open-air space at one of the city’s chicest restaurants, for the book launch of Russell Simmons’s Life and Def: Sex, Drugs, Money + God, when I accidentally spilled my cocktail on Dakar’s Wallys. I apologized profusely. He reached for a napkin and wiped his shoes good as new, then introduced himself. Dakar Jameson. I recognized his name immediately.


I was a Vibe magazine intern getting my master’s in journalism from NYU; he was an established journalist and editor with a list of cover stories and high-profile jobs I could recite. We moved to a corner and talked about the future of journalism and hip-hop, and he introduced me to every boldfaced name in the room. I’d been poring through magazines for as long as I could remember, obsessing over stories written by dream hampton, Lola Ogunnaike, Kierna Mayo, Raquel Cepeda, Akiba Solomon, Margeaux Watson, Shaheem Reid, Harry Allen, Touré, Kevin Powell, and Joan Morgan. So when Dakar introduced me to some of them as “a budding young journalist with a lot of promise,” I had to compose myself to keep from groupie-ing out and quoting lines they’d written in stories as if they were lyrics from The Miseducation of Lauryn Hill.


Dakar became my mentor, of sorts. When I eventually got my first byline for Vibe, a review of some artist who never became even a footnote in hip-hop, it was Dakar who read it over before I turned it in to my editor. He did that for every review and every profile and every anything I wrote until I was confident enough to do it on my own. When my internship at Vibe was up, he helped me land at Time Out New York. When I wanted to leave that internship early to go to London for a better summer job, he told me how to finesse it with the managing editor so I wouldn’t be blackballed. When I came back from overseas and needed a fall magazine internship, he helped me land one at Russell Simmons’s Oneworld. When I needed a real job, he called over to The Source and got me an interview. And when I was broke in Maryland, he hooked me up with XXL to start writing reviews and profiles for them, too. I owed my entire writing career, thus far, to him.


Of course, we spent our fair share of time on the rooftops and at the reserved tables of swanky venues. Anytime Dakar got an invite to a party, I was his official plus-one. There was a guaranteed good party every Tuesday when CDs dropped, and usually Wednesday and Thursday as well, when magazines celebrated their new issues and liquor brands launched new products. The events were always free, we never stood in line, there was always an open bar, and food was often served. As a bonus, the parties were early. I could go out with Dakar and be tucked into bed—alone—by midnight, early enough to make it to my internship or classes on time the next day.


People often assumed, incorrectly, that we were a couple. Dakar was cute—tall, wide, and solid. I had to be the only woman in New York who didn’t want him, though. Women stumbled over them-selves—and cut their eyes at me—whenever we walked into a room.


He hit on me once. Just casually put it out there one night when we were standing at the bar of Lot 61 to celebrate Outkast’s Stankonia release. “You should make me your man,” he said. He took a long sip of whatever was free at the bar and looked at me over the rim of his glass.


I’d known this was coming. My editor at Vibe had warned me about Dakar when she’d run into me navigating the city with him. Said he’d slept with nearly every female writer in the business. He’d confirmed as much, too. Whenever he would introduce me to a female writer, he would mention, “We used to date.”


I shook my head and chuckled—not hard enough to bruise his ego, though. “Can’t. You know my situation.” I had a boyfriend back in Maryland who was finishing up his bachelor’s degree at my alma mater. We’d been together almost a year by then.


“He’s home. I’m here,” Dakar said cockily. He was from Maryland, too.


“Dude! You’re like my brother! Plus, you’re old.” He was well into his thirties. I was twenty-two. But that’s not the only reason I wouldn’t consider the idea, nor was my boyfriend, really. I had no delusions that he was forever-ever. I held back because my future was in journalism. I didn’t want to get to the top of the masthead by humping my way up the ladder.


Dakar dropped it, never brought it up again . . . until he was sitting across from me at our celebratory dinner welcoming me back to the city.


“Whatever happened to your man?” he says when the waitress drops the first round of drinks on the table—something dark for him, something light for me. It occurs to me that this is the first time we’ve been out and actually paid for a cocktail.


“We broke up,” I say bluntly. There’s a long backstory, but I’m not telling it.


He nods. “Don’t you regret not taking me up on my offer back in the day now?”


“It doesn’t still stand?” I quip. I’m joking.


He smiles. “Nope.”


We pig out on soul food, and Dakar declines my offer to split the bill. I’m thankful—I haven’t gotten my first check from the new job, and I spent all my savings moving back to New York. If I paid, I would live on Ramen noodles and boxed mac-and-cheese until Friday.


After he pays, Dakar invites me to party with him at Bungalow 8. It’s a newish club in the Meatpacking District. The venue is überexclusive, and you need a key to get in on weekends. Of course, Dakar being Dakar, he has one.


We hop into a cab and head south. On Fourteenth Street, Dakar jumps out and comes around to open my door and balance me on the cobblestone streets so I don’t stumble in my heels. He’s such a regular that the doorman doesn’t ask to see his key.


I take a seat at a booth while Dakar heads to the bar for our drinks. He returns with two cranberry and vodkas. Mine is strong. I’m not buzzed, and I rarely get drunk, but I sip slowly anyway.


We’ve been here half an hour, laughing, talking about nothing and everything, including the décor—black-and-white striped banquettes. I look across the room and see two A-list actors and a singer having a night out in the city. They are being ignored because this is New York, and celebrity sightings are a dime a clichéd dozen. This, it occurs to me, is the life I missed when I left for seven months. The glamour! The exclusivity! The access! I’m in mid-revel of my good fortune when a hostess stops by to ask us to move.


Dakar reaches into his pocket for his key and dangles it in front of her.


“I’m sorry. You need another key to enjoy the booths,” she says in a saccharine voice. What she means by “another” is better.


Dakar protests, she insists, but then the man with the better key who is responsible for us getting kicked out of the booth approaches the table. He insists we can stay. His accent is thick—Russian? Euro definitely—but I make out that he is buying a bottle of vodka and drinking alone. He wants us to keep him company for a while.


Dakar refreshes my cocktail for the first of many times. I get caught up in the modern-day fantasy my life has become—free drinks, fancy venues, fine men—while Dakar entertains the rich Russian who is supplying our beverages.


An hour later, I stand to go to the potty, my legs feeling like lead. In the bathroom mirror, I talk to the reflection, calling my own name and enunciating all four syllables in a pitifully sad attempt to get back to sobriety. Then I laugh at myself.


I concentrate on walking on steady heels back to the table. No one looks at me funny, so I tell myself I’m not drunk. Dakar and the Russian are taking shots. He holds one up for me, and I decline. I slide into the booth and pour myself a cranberry and orange with no vodka.


I’ve been sitting silently, staring off at the White girls dancing off-beat with their boyfriends and wondering why there are so few Black people in this privileged party, when Dakar asks if I’m ready to go. I look over at him in slow motion. It’s so slow I know it’s slow.


I’m done.


Dakar knows it, too. He tells me to get up, well, slowly, instructs me to grab onto the booth. When he slides up, he takes my arm and holds me still as he thanks the Russian and escorts me out.


On the sidewalk, my head is spinning. “D, I’m drrrunk,” I slur.


He laughs. “How’d that happen? You ate. You never get fucked up.” He shakes his head at me. “Kids,” he says, and chuckles. “Stay here. I’ll get you a cab.”


I don’t have the wherewithal to correct him. I am not a kid. I am twenty-three. And on my own. In New York. And I made it out of Maryland and D.C. And I have a job. And an apartment. And I. Am. An. Adult.


I stumble back and slump against the wall, lean my head back against the brick, and close my eyes.


Bad move. My head spins again. It’s been a while since I’ve hurled from drinking, but it’s a feeling you don’t soon forget. It dawns on me that I don’t know how to get home from here. I’ve been in my new Brooklyn apartment not even a week. What if the driver doesn’t know how to get there? What if I throw up in the cab? Or pass out? Or . . .


I get my phone out of my Louis and call Greg without realizing it’s two A.M. It’s okay. He rarely sleeps, and he’s probably out.


When he answers groggily, it doesn’t register that I’ve woken him up. I just blurt, “I need you to come get me. Please.” I get really proper when I’m drunk. For anyone who knows me, it’s the sign that I’m a sufficient two sheets to the wind.


“Demetria?” he croaks. “Where are you?”


I tell him. And I tell him I’m with Dakar, whom he’s met before but didn’t particularly care for. He never did explain why.


He releases an exasperated sigh. “I’ll come get you. Give me thirty.” He’s driving from the Bronx.


I don’t have thirty. I’ll be upchucking in the street by then. “Never mind, I’ll be okay.”
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her legion of followers about living a fabulous single life.

W popular award-winning blog, ABelleinBrooklyn
com, and Essence magazine as a platform, Demetria Lucas
has become a guru to millions of young women across the
country. According to Lucas, so many women find themselves
too focused on meeting “the one,” getting “the ring,” and
getting tothe altarto enjoy their ives and their freedom to date.
They are chronically frustrated by the “lack” of relationship-
worthy available guys when they haven't taken the time to
understand what men really want and think about women.
Demetria Lucas has traveled the country, talking with men
and women who tell their stories and reveal their desires. As
a consequence, she's become a trusted source of information
and advice for women, showing them how to enjoy their lives
alone or with M. Right Now.

A Belle in Brookyn celebrates the joys of singlehood,
encourages personal development, and offers tools to help
women increase their odds of finding a suitable mate when
they are ready for one. With advice garnered from personal
revelations, expert interviews with other relationship and
dating gurus, and hundreds of interviews with her Male Mind
Squad—a committee of thirty men from varying backgrounds
who answer the tough questions about sex, dating, and
relationships—Lucas helps women enjoy the single life
with or without the perfect guy.

Demefria L Lucas is the founder of
ABelleinBrooklyn.com, where she muses almost daily on
dating, sex, and relationships as well as pop culture and
women's empowerment. She is also the relationships
editor at Essence magazine.
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