















A LESSON FROM THE SCHOOL OF HARD KNOCKS



“How old are you again?” Samantha playfully asked.


“Sixteen,” I replied with pride.


“Damn, just a baby. Well, I’m gon’ teach yo’ ass how to be a sex machine.” She paused, seductively biting her full bottom lip. “That’s if you want to be my student?”


With a wicked smile, I answered, “This’ll be one class I’ll never skip. Hell, the semester just started, and I already want extra credit.”


Our laughter was interrupted by a knock on the front door. It wasn’t a neighborly Can-I-borrow-a-cup-of-sugar? kind of knock, but a Bam!-Bam!-Bam!-Open-up-this-door kind of knock.


“Oh shit, it’s Darryl!” she said, jumping out of the bed.


“Who the hell is Darryl?” I asked nervously but not really wanting to know the answer.


Samantha then said three words a playa never wants to hear: “He’s my husband.”
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All the Women I’ve Loved
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LeBaron hated wearing a tuxedo. It reminded him of his high school prom. However, as he scanned the ballroom, he couldn’t help but think that the White House correspondents’ dinner was hardly the prom. It was the biggest broadcasting event of the year. Turnout was always stellar. The air inside the ballroom of Washington, D.C.’s Grand Hilton was electric and thick with the scent of power.


LeBaron and Eric, his best friend, marveled at the dazzling array of personalities in the room.


“There are some rich-ass motherfuckers in here.” Eric smiled while sipping on his Rémy and Coke.


“Major players,” LeBaron agreed. As he and Eric made their way from the bar, they passed Barbara Walters talking to Tom Brokaw, Alan Greenspan whispering something funny to Chris Rock. It was surreal.


“I can’t believe I met Colin Powell,” LeBaron said, excitedly elbowing Eric.


“I can’t believe how you blew Colin Powell,” Eric laughed, making a slurping sound.


“What?”


“Yeah, you was all, ‘It’s an honor to meet, uh, meet you Mister, I mean, uh, Colonel, General Powell.’ You sounded like a lil beeyotchu”


A skeptical vein creased LeBaron’s brow.


“No I didn’t.”


“Shit, you damn near saluted like you were still in Desert Storm.”


“I know you ain’t talking? When I introduced you to Soledad O’Brien, you damn near pissed on ya’self.”


“She’s different.”


“How’s she different?”


“Soledad O’Brien is way finer than motherfucking Colin Powell.”


Laughing, LeBaron looked at his watch. “Damn, we’ve been gone a minute. We gotta get back to the table.”


“No, black man, you gotta get back. I’m here solo. You’re the one with wifey.”


“Me and Phoenix ain’t married.”


“Might as well be,” Eric said, eyeing a woman in a short, tight black evening dress. “You go on back to Miss Right. I’m ’bout to go holler at Miss Right Now.”


LeBaron laughed and gave Eric a pound. As he turned he could hear Eric asking the woman, “Do you believe in love at first sight or should I walk by again?”


*   *   *


LeBaron spotted Phoenix easily through the crowd, and she waved him over to their table. She looked radiant in her black strapless Donna Karan evening gown, like a cross between Sally Richardson and Halle Berry. LeBaron loved calling her Halle Richardson. As he sat down next to her, he smiled at how lucky he was. He’d recently been promoted to senior executive producer, a tide that gave him unquestioned status at his Fox-owned-and-operated TV station. Add to that a pair of news Emmys he’d recently won for Best Newscast and 9/11 coverage, and he felt on top of the world. He had a great career with a bright future. The only thing missing was a wife and kids.


LeBaron couldn’t help but think, as he kissed Phoenix on the cheek—much to the delight of his snickering coworkers sitting around the table—that she was definitely “wifey material.”


Fox had paid for six tables, but this one was prime. He shared it with Katherine Green, his boss and mentor, along with her date. Next to Katherine was her second in command, Holly Gauntt, and Glenda, Holly’s life partner. Across from them were Tracey Neale and Brian Bolter, the station’s main anchor team. It was their first introduction to Phoenix, and they peppered her with questions.


“Were they talking your ears off?” LeBaron said, sarcastically scanning the table. Phoenix grinned, then winked. “Oh no, but they are telling me all the office dirt on you.”


“What dirt?” LeBaron smirked. “I’m cleaner than the board of health.”


Brian saw his opening. “Didn’t we just do a story on the city investigating the board of health?” They all laughed.


“LeBaron?” Katherine interrupted. “We’re so glad you brought Phoenix out. It’s so nice to finally meet her.” She turned to Phoenix. “LeBaron is so secretive.” The table nodded in agreement.


“Not with me,” Phoenix said, rubbing LeBaron’s hand. He smiled back at her.


“Aw, they’re so cute,” Glenda said.


“OK, enough about me,” LeBaron said, but Holly cut him off.


“No, LeBaron, you don’t get off the hook that easy. When are you and Phoenix tying the knot?”


Oh God, LeBaron thought, a knot slowing tying in his stomach. Suddenly, he felt like he was in a sauna with a fever, eating hot grits and drinking hot chocolate with a mink coat on. Sticking his finger in his collar to loosen it, he managed to stutter an “uh” then turned to Phoenix for help. He got none.


“So?” the table sarcastically said in unison. They looked like a jury, and Phoenix looked like Judge Judy.


“Aren’t you going to answer Holly, baby?” she said. It was more of an accusation than a question.


“Well you see what had happened was?” he joked. Nobody got it. Just as the sweat began to pour down LeBaron’s forehead, Eric showed up. LeBaron looked at him like he was the United States Cavalry about to save his ass from the Indians.


“What’s up?” Eric said, pulling out his chair. Looking at the expectant faces around the table, he said, “Damn, you all look like y’all waiting for the O.J. verdict.”


“Close,” LeBaron exhaled.


“What are you talking ’bout?”


“Holly just asked me when Phoenix and I are getting married.”


Eric scooted his chair up and said matter-of-factly, “Oh, I can tell y’all that.”


“Oh really? When?” Tracey said. Eric raised his glass to his lips.


“When Hell freezes over!”


“Eric!” LeBaron kicked his leg.


“Just playing.” Eric turned to LeBaron and in his most serious sports anchor voice asked, “So, LeBaron, just when are you and the lovely Phoenix getting married?”


“Well if you all must know, the answer is soon, very soon.” He looked at Phoenix. She beamed. It was “breaking news” to her. Raising her glass, Katherine said, “Looks like a toast is in order. Here’s to LeBaron and Phoenix, may you both live a long, loving and healthy life.”


“To a healthy life!” the table said.


“To a healthy life,” LeBaron said, smiling, but he was really thinking of a quick and painless way to end his.








Chapter Two
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“Did you really mean what you said?” Phoenix asked as she wiggled her slender hips out of the tight evening dress. It was just after 2 A.M. and she and LeBaron had just returned from the White House correspondents’ dinner. After a night of schmoozing and boozing, she was relieved to be back at LeBaron’s place. “Damn these heels are killing me—Hello?”


Looking at himself in the bedroom mirror, LeBaron was loosening his tie.


“Huh?”


Just like a man, Phoenix thought. She frowned, then plopped herself down on the couch and began taking off her stockings. “Did you mean it? You know, what you said? ’Bout us getting married soon?”


Jeeesus! Is she drunk? he thought. He hoped. He prayed. LeBaron was still kicking himself for folding under presure, but hell, they’d had him cornered, what could a brother do?


“I said it, didn’t I?”


“That’s not what I asked you.” Her eyes were like needles pricking at his weak flesh.


He pulled his shirt off, walked over and sat down beside her. He looked her up and down. He thought of how sexy she looked in her matching black satin Victoria’s Secret bra and thong set. He then began twirling one of her thick black locks between his fingers. He caressed her cheek. “I bet we’re gon have some nice-looking children.”


“If they take after their momma,” Phoenix giggled.


“How you figure?” He smirked. Although he knew the punch line, he still loved to play along.


Phoenix stood. With one hand, she swept back her long, black hair, then with a straight face said, “Cuz I got Indian in my family.”


“Shit.” LeBaron shook his head, then reached for the back of her neck, where her hair was the curliest and coarsest. “I’ve seen yo’ broke-ass family, and I’m here to tell you. You might have a few Indians, but you damn sure got a lot of nappy-headed niggas in yo’ family too.” She laughed, fell back onto his lap and began kissing him.


“I love you.”


“I love you too, baby,” he said, getting up.


“Where are you going?”


LeBaron walked over to the minibar and began pouring white wine into two crystal glasses. White wine always got Phoenix horny. Hell, all it took was tap water to get LeBaron horny.


“Boy, you ain’t slick. I’m not letting your black ass off that easy. Now answer my question, dammit.”


“Damn.” He handed her a glass. “I done forgot what the question was.”


Her right eye began to arch menacingly.


“Uh-oh,” he muttered. “Not the eyebrow?”


“Yes, negro, the eyebrow. Now answer my question or I’m revoking your pussy privileges.”


“Since you put it that way,” he said as he bear hugged her. “Look here, what did I tell you on our first date?”


When she bit her bottom lip she looked like a sex kitten. “You told me a lot of things silly.”


“But what abou—”


“Oh!” She cut him off. “I remember, the poem?”


“What poem?”


The eyebrow arched again. “About the angels?”


“Oh yeah,” he followed. “Those angels?”


“Yeah, those angels. Remember now?”


“Of course I do, sweetheart.”


Phoenix felt so safe snuggling in his arms. “Recite it to me, LeBaron.”


He thought it was so easy to get his woman off track. “I love it when you call me LeBaron. You’re lucky I don’t have my checkbook handy cuz when you say my name like that I wanna put my—” She put her finger on his lips.


“Shhh,” she purred. “The angels?”


“The angels, yeah right?” he agreed.


“You ready?”


“I was born ready” He stood and walked behind her. His lips were less than an inch away from her ears. The white wine and his warm breath bouncing against her earlobes made her insides tingle when he kissed her neck. Phoenix was just getting going.


Then he blew air kisses in her ear. Phoenix was hot and bothered. By the time he licked her neck while gently cupping her breasts from behind, Phoenix damn near came.


“Sweetheart?” he whispered.


“Yes, daddy?” she purred.


“I was always taught
Angels lived High in the Sky
Floating on Clouds, playing Golden Harps
Never to be seen by Human Eyes


But, the first time I saw You
I knew that at least one of God’s Angels had Left
To show me the meaning of Beauty and Grace
While God kept the rest for Himself”


Phoenix sighed. “That was so beautiful, but I’ma ask yo black ass one mo’ gin.” She unfastened his belt, then unzipped him and stuck her hand inside his pants. LeBaron was as hard as government cheese.


“Did you really mean what you said at dinner?”


As his pants fell around his ankles, he mumbled, “Of course I did. Of course I … oh God!”








Chapter Three
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The crown jewel of WTTG FOX5 was its 10 P.M. newscast, but it was the early morning news that paid the bills. FOXS’s Morning News was three and a half hours long—great for advertising revenue—but an eternity for a local news station to fill.


The show’s popular anchors, along with its balanced mix of news, traffic and weather, kept it atop the ratings in Washington, D.C.’s ultracompetitive market. One of its main attractions was the guest interview segment. Hosted by anchor Robin McCarthy, a dead ringer for Diahne Carroll, the segments never failed to inform, entertain or antagonize. She was a no-nonsense veteran anchor who always managed to book the big, interesting guests, and this morning was no different. Her guest was none other than Dr. Leighton Carter, one of the nation’s foremost experts on marriage and relationships.


Dr. Carter had been on shows ranging from Nightline to Oprah. He was a popular psychiatrist and author of A Woman’s Love, currently one of the country’s hottest relationship books. Dr. Carter was smart, funny and very glib, the type of guest a host could sink her teeth into. He was sometimes called the black Dr. Phil. Women in the newsroom had been buzzing ever since Elisa, the executive producer of planning, had landed the interview.


Many of them had arrived early to meet and have him autograph their book. Normally, newsrooms were louder than a kindergarten class, but everyone was silent as they watched the interview.


“Thanks for joining us, Dr. Carter,” Robin began. She looked stunning in a mustard-colored business suit.


“My pleasure,” he said, shaking her well-manicured hand. “And please call me Leighton.”


“Okay, Leighton. What makes you such an expert on having a good relationship?”


Dr. Carter grinned, flashing a set of perfect thirty-twos. “Robin, I’m not an expert on how to have a good relationship. However, I am known as an expert on how to mess up a good relationship. I just instruct my clients to do the opposite.”


“Cute,” Robin laughed. “That was real cute.”


“And so are you,” he deadpanned.


“No, you are not flirting with me on TV?” she shot back.


“It’s not flirting when you are stating the obvious.”


“Uh uhm,” she cleared her throat. “Now let’s get back to the book.”


LeBaron and Elisa laughed as they watched the interview on the bank of monitors in his office.


“I’ve never seen anyone get Robin off track like that before,” LeBaron said.


“Me either,” Elisa agreed. “But you know they used to date?”


“Really?”


“Yeah, long time ago at Georgetown. That’s how we got him. He blew off Good Morning America to come on with Robin.”


“Damn. Former fling or not, he’s good, real good.”


“Wanna meet him? I’ll bring him by your office after the interview.”


“Thanks, I’d like that.”


“Dr. Leighton Carter,” Elisa said, “this is LeBaron Brown, our senior executive producer.” Leighton and LeBaron shook hands while she walked back to her cubicle.


“A pleasure and an honor to meet you, Dr. Carter.”


“The honor is all mine, and please call me Leighton.” His green eyes bored into LeBaron.


“Okay, Leighton,” LeBaron said, slightly unnerved. “Please have a seat.”


“Thank you.” He was so polite, LeBaron thought, but polite in a mad scientist kind of way.


“Dr. Carter—I mean Leighton—I know you don’t have much time.” LeBaron paused, trying to gather his thoughts.


“I have as much time as I need.”


“Well, okay, when is the right time for a man to get married?”


“When the man is ready,” Dr. Carter said.


“How do you know when you’re ready?”


“If you have to ask, then you’re not.”


“C’mon, Leighton, you sound like Confucius.”


“And you sound confused.”


“That’s an understatement. You see, I have a girlfriend. Her name is Phoenix and we’ve been together a few years and I feel like it should be time for us to get married, but I’m not sure.” LeBaron waited for him to say something. Dr. Carter was silent. LeBaron continued.


“I feel all this pressure.”


“From your girlfriend?” Dr. Carter asked.


“Not so much her as everybody else. You know? Friends. My momma. Wanting a damn grandbaby. Shit, I’m trying to get a babygrand.”


“I see,” Dr. Carter laughed while stroking his chin with his right hand. He leaned closer and looked right into LeBaron’s eyes. “Of course I’d need more time to analyze your situation, but at first glance I’d say that you have all the classic signs of a very common condition.” LeBaron was on the edge of his chair.


“Yeah? What is it called?”


Dr. Carter paused and slyly looked over each shoulder for effect.


“It’s called ‘Scared as Shit.’”


He laughed and stood up to leave.


LeBaron leaned back into his chair and gave him an ah-you-got-me look.


“Seriously, LeBaron. You know when a man is ready to get married?”


“When?” LeBaron asked, standing to shake Dr. Carter’s hand.


“When the man no longer asks himself if he’s ready.”
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Park Avenue in Chevy Chase, Maryland, is a lot like Park Avenue in Manhattan. For one thing, it’s hard as hell for a black man to catch a cab and no matter how bright the sun, the area remains in a constant shadow. All along the avenue rich white men and women stream in and out of outrageously expensive boutiques and designer stores. On one corner stands Saks Fifth Avenue and across the street are Brooks Brothers, Cartier, and Gucci. Two blocks down overlooking it all is Tiffany & Co., a tall, light-gray stone monument to a girl’s best friend. Not too many brothers frequent this particular store, but on this crisp September afternoon the Vanilla Valhalla of VVS’ got a taste of chocolate.


“Fifteen thousand dollars! You’re spending fifteen thousand dollars on one woman?” Eric asked while staring at the two-carat princess-cut diamond solitaire nestled inside a platinum band.


Along the counters, salespeople and a few customers whispered and cast furtive glances at the two tall, well-dressed black men staring at the ring under the glass countertop. The guys ignored them; they were used to it, after all. LeBaron frowned at Eric’s outburst. He’d asked his future best man to come to Tiffany’s for a second opinion, not his personal opinion.


“That’s right, one woman,” LeBaron said, shaking his head.


“But damn, fifteen thou? Do you know how many women you can buy with fifteen thousand dollars?”


“I don’t need many women. I have Phoenix, and she’s a perfect ten.”


“Shit, with fifteen G’s I’d buy three decent-ass fives.”


“Eric, your ass would settle for fifteen a’ight ones.”


“You know me? Whether they’re fat, skinny, tall or bald, I’ll bone them all … ya’ll.”


LeBaron motioned Eric to shut up as Mr. Van Dyke, the very formal manager handling his account, walked up.


“Hello, Mr. Brown,” he said.


“How are you today, Mr. Van Dyke?”


“Fine, quite fine, sir. Are we ready to make the purchase, sir?”


“We are,” interrupted Eric. “Say, uh, Mr. Van Dyke, that’s like Dick … Van Dyke, right? Fifteen large is kind of steep. Can a brother get a discount?”


“Shut up, Eric,” LeBaron said.


“Oh that’s quite alright, Mr. Brown.” Turning to Eric, Mr. Van Dyke said, “Sorry sir, but Tiffany’s doesn’t offer, uhm, discounts.”


“Pay him no mind, Mr. Van Dyke,” LeBaron said. “Here’s my credit card.”


“Thank you Mr. Brown, I’ll be right back.”


After Mr. Van Dyke was out of earshot, LeBaron lit into Eric.


“See nigga, you’re the reason white people be thinking we’re all stupid.”


“Be thinking?” Eric shot back. “Where in the hell did you learn how to speak English, in Mexico?”


“You know what I mean.” LeBaron said, laughing.


“Man, I don’t care ’bout these white folks,” Eric frowned. “They damn sho don’t care about us.”


After paying for the ring with a platinum card, LeBaron, with Eric at his side, strolled out of the store only to be met by a glare from the security guard. The guard, slightly overweight, middle-aged, and very white, was obviously peeved that a black man could afford to shop at Tiffany’s. As they walked through the revolving door, Eric couldn’t resist a verbal jab. “Hey Sheriff, just think—if you work twenty more years you might be able to afford a ring like my boy here.”


Eric was crazy; he’d say anything to anybody, especially women. It was easy for him to charm the ladies; he was, after all, a pretty boy. At six foot two, trim, with smooth brown skin and a smile that made women wet, he was a local celebrity. Sports fans knew him as Eric “2” Swift, a former cornerback with the Washington Redskins until a knee injury ended his three-year career. But Eric had found new stardom on television as a sports anchor for WTTG, the local Fox affiliate, and he milked his fame for all he could. LeBaron and Eric had met at the station eight years before and become fast friends with a lot in common, the most obvious being the fact that they were rare breeds in a city where nearly fifty percent of black men between the ages of seventeen and thirty had been to jail at least once.


The Cheesecake Factory was only a few blocks from Tiffany’s, so they decided to go there and grab lunch. LeBaron was fiending for some chicken jambalaya, and the restaurant had some of the best in town. As they exited Tiffany’s the two had no idea they were being watched.


The spy walking behind them was Bridgitte Bennett, Phoenix’s best friend and coworker. She worked in the accounting department at Saks, and, as luck would have it, she was on her lunch break. Blessed with hawk vision and superior math skills, it took no time for Bridgitte to hone in on the small signature Tiffany’s bag. Bridgitte could smell a diamond. As LeBaron and Eric crossed the street, her mind started computing like an IBM mainframe.


“Oh my,” she said, smiling, “what do we have here? LeBaron? Small Tiffany’s bag? Large enough to hold at least a two-carat diamond. Anniversary in a few days?” She briefly wondered if she should tell Phoenix or keep the secret. But as anyone who knew her would attest, Bridgitte kept a secret about as well as a police informant.
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