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Praise for A Kettle of Vultures

“I love this book!!! Sabrina Lamb puts you in the center of the action with her descriptive writing style. As a former record industry publicist, it was like re-living the record business through these pages. The personal struggles of Iris—the consummate professional who has to keep it all together to save her own image—are on display here proving life is NOT glitz all of the time. If you have any family at all down South, Iris’ family is a mirror image of yours. . . forcing you to face your upbringing in spite of what you have become.”

—LAJOYCE BROOKSHIRE, Author
Ask The Good Doctor, The Last Listening Party of Notorious B.I.G.,

 Faith Under Fire: Betrayed By A Thing Called Love, Web of Deception, and Soul Food

“A funny book about race, love and Cuban coffee—among many other things.”

—AJ JACOBS, Author The Year of Living Biblically and 
My Life as an Experiment

“Witty and deliciously humorous, Sabrina Lamb interweaves a bona-fide satirical piece of literary fiction with A Kettle of Vultures that’s sure to be a classic for generations to come.”

—TERRANCE DEAN, author of the Essence best-seller, 
Hiding In Hip Hop

“Sabrina Lamb’s a rock star, as she confidently takes chick-lit 
to a whole other level with her superb writing style. Her latest novel is fittingly clever, funny and charming.”

—ABBY FINER, Television Executive Producer/Author

“Sabrina has always been. . . one step ahead! Catch up to her, if you can! She and her writing is a winner, in every sense of the word!”

—BOB SUMNER, Creator/Producer of Laff Mobb,
Executive Producer of HBO’s Def Comedy Jam

“The multi-talented Sabrina Lamb has put her comic talent to excellent use in this barbed first novel. A Kettle of Vultures is a pungent, fast-paced tale that follows the escapades of protagonist Iris Chapman as she journeys from Atlanta to her Florida hometown and on to New York City seeking to come to terms with herself and her family. With stinging satire, Ms. Lamb unveils a host of eccentric characters that include a grandmother whose down-home observations often echo a Moms Mabley routine, and a jackleg preacher reminiscent of Reverend Ike. Filled with ironic insights and wicked caricatures, this is a tightly written lampoon, a feel-good story that will leave you laughing. Finally, it’s great entertainment with a keen, satirical edge.”

— MEL WATKINS, professor at Colgate University and author of On the Real Side: A History of African American Comedy and Stepin Fetchit: The Life and Times of Lincoln Perry
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Dear Reader:

Follow the journey of Iris Chapman who takes readers on a course from Opa Locka, Florida to Atlanta to New York in this adventurous tale featuring a cast of eccentric characters.

In her debut novel, Kettle of Vultures, Sabrina Lamb showcases her humorist side through the main character and her family, which includes her cantankerous grandmother, Ms. Chickie; her snobby mother, Lee Artist; and her evasive father. When she heads home to the Miami suburb for her brother Victor’s wedding, she is unaware that a low-flying kettle of vultures is above the plane. Upon arrival, she is reminded that her family is its own brand of vultures.

Many of you can relate to a woman whose family and the men in her life attempt to mold her into their own idea of perfection. However, she rebels against their ideals; she is pleased with her current state.

In addition to dealing with her non-traditional family, she owns an image consulting firm and experiences challenging encounters with such clients as an NBA draft pick, a comedienne and a recording artist.

Sabrina Lamb is a New York City-based media personality, a familiar voice with a background as radio show host and magazine columnist. She has also appeared on numerous television specials and has interviewed cultural and political figures. While she has addressed serious topics, she has shown the flip side with her comedic skills as she does with her new novel.

Thank you for supporting Sabrina Lamb’s efforts and thank you for supporting one of the dozens of authors published under my imprint, Strebor Books. I try my best to bring you cutting-edge works of literature that will keep your attention and make you think long after you turn the last page.

Thanks for the support of the Strebor authors. To find me on the web, please go to www.eroticanoir.com or join my online social network, www.planetzane.org.

Peace and Many Blessings,
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Publisher

Strebor Books International

www.simonandschuster.com/streborbooks
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Hauling off and whacking your grandmother is downright wrong, felonious, and can be regretful; but my left hand twitched another opinion in response to her whining interrogation, forty-five seconds into my homecoming.

I wonder what it’s like to do felony prison time. The wrinkle-faced lifers would crane to get a glimpse of the new hard-ass as I swaggered, bopping along the corridor of the musty cellblock in handcuffs and returning the glares with my mock intimidating stare. “What you in for, light-skin?” they would ask, as I drag on a nauseating high tar cigarette. Hacking under the smoke, I would sneer, “Not dat iz any of yo biznesses, but dat old lady had it comin’…and if you hussies don’t want what she got, you’ll get off me, unless you know where I can get real dick.” And there it was. My jailhouse reputation would be sealed. I would be dubbed “dat batty bitch.” Anyone who thought they were tough by calling career criminals “hussies” had to be batty.

I had already been assaulted today, first by the ninety-eight-degree heat and hundred percent humidity. And mosquitoes waited at the baggage terminal, holding placards with my name on them. By the time I entered the taxi, sweat was oozing down my pant legs. It felt as though a cow’s tongue was lying on my face.
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So I was in no mood for “Why you got to go around looking like Bob Marley fa?” Ms. Chickie ordered or asked, I forgot which, as I stretched my neck back out the front doorway to see if the pimpled-faced, Middle Eastern cab driver could facilitate a rescue and return me to the airport. Though it was a sun-splashed, cloudless noon, it would have been prudent to instruct him to wait until I waved a white handkerchief, indicating it was safe to leave me with my eccentric family. Instead he was off chasing another fare, dreaming of less humidity and an upcoming Noori concert.
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The wrinkles in my forehead mirrored the wrestling match my thoughts were experiencing, wondering how this high-cheekboned, olive-skinned octogenarian, wearing her beloved pink pearls, knee-high stockings, and nothing else under a flowered housedress, simultaneously blasting three Miami gospel radio stations and a television blathering The Wendy Williams Show, could have somehow found disdain for, or had intermingled with, Bob Marley.

I didn’t have to be here. More attractive options were available, like undergoing a colonoscopy, listening to Indian sitar music, or perhaps remaining in Atlanta to join Tammy in returning, like breeding salmon, to Cisco’s—the headquarters of Atlanta’s decadent, elitist ritualistic nightlife—to spawn conflict, or attract love, however fleeting.

 But destiny has placed me here.

In Opa Locka, Florida. A suburb of Cuba. And about two and a half blocks away from the sun. Located in the northwest section of Miami, the name of this middle-class, African-American enclave was derived from the Seminole Indian word opa-tisha-wocka-locka. Ms. Chickie was notorious for amusing herself by telling white developers who relentlessly knocked on her door begging to purchase the house, that it meant “I’m snatching your land.”

In Opa Locka, polite social interaction, foreign in many cities, still remains. Everyone waves when they pass your house, whether they know you or not. Though my little friends and I preferred giving passersby our middle finger when they waved, no one seemed to mind. My family has resided here for fifty years, segregated from but yet a part of Miami, successfully staving off rising crime. But to Ms. Chickie’s despair, citizens of Opa Locka have not been able to escape the encroachment of a city dominated by Cuban culture and gentrification. She complained often, “Everybody speaks Spanish! If the English language is good enough for Jesus Christ, it’s good enough for the Cubans!” Carmen Esperanza Beiro, my best friend from high school, cackled when I would tell her about Ms. Chickie’s irreverence, over a late-night plate of chicken empanadas and medianoche at her family’s restaurant.

Change in Opa Locka occurs in tiny ebbs; perhaps the family on the corner has added a patio or paved their driveway. Or some-body’s sister joined the military or had a sex change. Or as my taxi turned the corner passing the pastel-colored homes, onto my block, there was Ms. Janette, still hunched over with her ass up in the air, like a Red Kangaroo, picking up non-existent debris, under the guise of beautifying the neighborhood. In reality, her ass was poised in the air, so that she could catch an out-of-control penis from one of the sanitation workers who happened by on their truck at the same time each day. Ms. Janette graciously batted her fake eyelashes at their catcalls, and would constantly invite them in for breakfast. “Big men, like yew, must be hungry for some cheese and eggs, pancakes, sausage and grits…come on in and let me, Ms. Janette, feed your bellies.”

Ms. Chickie instructed Lee Artist to never let my father outside in the yard, without being chaperoned when Ms. Janette was performing her morning bend haunch. “That’s how she stole Sally’s drunkard husband. And he hasn’t been back home since.”

Whenever our family was preparing to travel somewhere together, perhaps to a christening or a family friend’s barbecue grill, Ms. Janette would holler from across the street, “Yew hew! And how is Mr. Chapman on this fine morning?”

Tightening her jaws, Lee Artist would tell my father, “If your eyeballs even look like they want to move in that direction, you can forget about ever getting a blow job again for the rest of your life.”
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When news of my arrival swept the neighborhood, it ranked right up there with the news that my brother, Victor Chapman, had renounced his vow to bachelor life. I’ve flown home to dutifully participate in the marital rites, which will somehow add either a period or a semi-colon on his new life, depending upon Victor’s level of commitment, which often wavered like leaves in a hurricane. Figuring out what it all means—resolution—isn’t a necessity. What is more pressing is the uneasy feeling I have about the percolating havoc that may lay ahead.

However, being a moment-to-moment optimist, I wiped puddles of perspiration from my forehead, hung my burgundy suit bag in the vestibule closet, and attempted to restart the conversation.

“Ms. Chickie, how are you?”

As my lips brushed against her cheek, her arms flew around me like an octopus hugging the belly of a seaward tugboat. Under threat of a cracked rib, I squeaked out an appeal to breathe freely again. Ignored, I resorted to pimp-slapping her on the back, as if burping a Sumo wrestler. Though I feigned suffocation, Ms. Chickie’s legendary hugs were comforting, expected, and signaled that my visit home was now official.

“You gained weight, huh? Spread out like a Sunday buffet. I knows ya hungry. Ever since you were a little baby, you’d eat the wood off of the side of a barn.”

Ah, the interrogation continues. A blinding prosecutor’s spotlight flooded my face as I sought refuge in Ms. Chickie’s hazel blind eye.

It didn’t work.

“I didn’t know what you wanted, you eat so funny. Back yonder in the kitchen, I cooked ya grilled chitlins, oxtails, collard greens with the chitlins or collard greens with ham. . . because I knows you likes to eat healthy.”

“Um, Grandmother, remember that I’m a vegetarian?”

“Youse still in that Bin Laden cult. . . . and Iris, you didn’t have anything better to wear than that?”

My creaseless Gap khakis and limp white shirt developed an inferiority complex.

Not knowing what to respond to, I gained strength, and retorted, “Nope. I stole these off shipwrecked Chinese immigrants down at the Port of Miami!”

“If it was up to me, I’d send all them Chinamen back. Back to Korea where they belong!” she replied, pouring two glasses of fresh lemonade. It was not my responsibility to correct Ms. Chickie. I left that insurmountable task to a higher power.

“You ain’t got no sex appeal,” Ms. Chickie shared. “And whatever boy you messin’ wit don’t know what he doin’. I can tell by the way you walk.”

Her fascination with my sex life occupied much of her time, and she would often mail celebrity sex videotapes to make sure that I was updated on the latest sexual techniques. “Dear Grand-daughter, I could tell how that girl moved on Dancing With the Stars that she didn’t know what she was doing. Watch this here video. This is what not to do. I repeat. This is what not to do. God Bless, Chickie.”
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After my flight to freedom at graduate school, Ms. Chickie had moved in with my parents at the insistence of her daughter—my social butterfly mother—and to the dread of my hermetic father. It wasn’t that she was a cause for concern due to infirmity, indigence, or non compos mentis. She was lucid, strong, and as cunning as a crocodile avoiding the shoe rack at Jimmy Choo’s, but Ms. Chickie was fond of injecting miscommunications or outright lies into already fragile relationships, just to see what hell erupted. She feared that the world that she once knew is disappearing faster than green grass running through a goose. And the older she gets, the more adept she becomes at emotionally disrupting the lives at 321 Napier Avenue, and using everyone as a pawn in her mischievous chess game.

The relationship between Ms. Chickie and Lee Artist, my mother, is a curious one; a combination of master and disciple, puppeteer and marionette, and as emotionally distant as Michael Strahan’s two front teeth. Ms. Chickie had encouraged her daughter to do what she, herself, had been prohibited from accomplishing—to create a new American dynasty.

Early in life, Lee Artist set about studying the Kennedy clan, utilizing Jacqueline Bouvier Kennedy as a template and ignoring Negro royalty such as the King family, who were in her backyard, because she believed that all of that marching was undignified and that Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. dreamt too much. Lee Artist craved a life of adventure propelled by the traditions of the royalty she and Ms. Chickie would cast, but she was stymied by her own conjured superstitions, believing the Kennedy curse was created by Rose Kennedy.

“Rose Kennedy must have preserved pickles during her monthly menses. That’s why she gave birth to all of them boys,” Lee Artist would often say.

So theirs was an unusual bond, devoid of the familiar mother-daughter mutterings and affection, but melded in a fierce determination to forge a Chapman dynasty. In my mind, historical figures lived in dynasties and for thousands of years were never served Spam and oxtails. Later, as my father became increasingly sullen, seeking comfort under the hood of his Oldsmobile and blues collection, Lee Artist would trail behind him muttering the late John F. Kennedy to characterize her relationship with her mother after watching (again) a tribute to Rose Kennedy on the Biography Channel: “Geography has made us neighbors. History has made us friends. Economics has made us partners, and necessity has made us allies.”

When the sound of keys jingled in the lock, Ms. Chickie yanked my neck in a death grip, forcing my face proximate to her strawberry-pink lips and sour milk breath, and with urgency, loudly whispered with tinged mustard breath, “They took my money! The thieving bastards—” Then she shoved me away at such a throttle, my brain rattled inside my cranium.

While I attempted to realign my vertebrae, Ms. Chickie completely transformed, donning the halo of an angel posing for Michelangelo in the Sistine Chapel. By that time, Lee Artist entered carrying a myriad of boutique shopping bags and Cocoa, her Tasmanian Devil Pekingese. When Lee Artist saw me, she peeled off her white gloves, and assailed me with staccato Dorothy Dandridge air kisses while Cocoa growled around my feet.

Hostile furry flatulent bitch.

When I was in elementary school, my mother had gone to wherever you go to adopt a satanic beast and brought Cocoa home announcing, “Iris, look, you have a precious puppy.” However, Cocoa made it clear from the beginning that she hated my guts. When my parents were around, she would yap and wag her tail, curling up in their laps. But each morning, while my parents argued behind their closed bedroom door, I would attempt to get a bowl of Cheerios from the kitchen, but the little heifer would snarl, blocking the entrance and chase me so that I jumped on top of the granite kitchen counter. The only way I could enter the kitchen would be to distract Cocoa by turning on the vacuum cleaner.

“Iris, what has gotten into you, girl? Cocoa ain’t thankin’ about you! Turn that thing off! It’s way too early to be tidy. The Kennedys would never vacuum this early,” my mother would bark, standing with her hand on her hip in the middle of the dining room. Respecting my mother as her pack leader, Cocoa suddenly bounced about, wagging her tail, gaining a pat on the head from my mother. “See, Cocoa is just as sweet as she wants to be,” Lee Artist would observe, before returning to the bedroom to argue with my father. Lee Artist thought that it was perfectly normal behavior that I was sitting on the kitchen counter with my knees drawn around my chest as if I was setting up for an Olympic high dive.
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Ms. Chickie pulled a piece of grilled chitlin from the pocket of her housedress and fed it to the eager Cocoa. Lee Artist exclaimed, “Mama, I have repeatedly asked you not to feed Cocoa the same food that we eat!” Ms. Chickie ignored her daughter and ambled down the hallway to her bedroom singing to a gospel radio commercial for gas relief: “Precious Lord, take my hand, lead me on, help me stand; I am tired, I am weak, I am worn. Thru the storm, thru the night, lead me on to the light. Take my hand, precious Lord, lead me home.”

“Oh my goodness, look at you! Were you in an accident?” Lee Artist asked incredulously, her eyeballs bouncing like fruit on a casino slot machine.

Ms. Chickie shook her head as she gingerly eased down the hallway. “Lord knows, I told her. I told her, praise Jesus.”

“And what happened to your hair?”

“Nothing happened to my hair! I just don’t relax it anymore.”

Lee Artist stared at my natural locks, inspecting, as if she was seeing pig vomit for the first time. “Well, Iris,” she began, plopping into a plush, pale yellow Ethan Allen armchair, opening her tissue-wrapped packages, “Birds have made a nest on top of your head. Now you’ll never attract good fortune. Call Helena; I’ll treat you to a full touch-up—er—makeover. My dear, you’ll never be like First Lady Michelle Obama with napp—I mean, kin—”

“Let me help you, Mother; it’s natural. They are twists,” I in-formed her. There was no point in correcting her again; telling her that I had no interest in being First Lady—hadn’t since junior high school. And that being First Lady was Lee Artist’s fantasy, not mine.

“You never see First Lady Michelle Obama running around the White House with nappy hair. Just think how that would impact foreign policy, and I betcha the President wouldn’t get reelected because of it.” Ignoring my clarification, Lee Artist examined the extra button packet attached to her cream and gold Norma Kamali silk tunic. “Iris, I’ve told you a thousand times, image is everything.” Then suddenly aware of competing voices, Lee Artist yelped, “Why are all these goddamned radios on?” as she flitted, like a bee pollinating a sunflower, to the radio, console stereo, kitchen clock radio, and television, silencing promises of deliverance, hell, and damnation and the promotion of a multi-level marketing spiritual cleansing opportunity.

“I was listenin’ ta dat!” Ms. Chickie croaked in a muffled tone from behind her slightly ajar bedroom door, where she watched The Young and the Restless—better known as her “stories.”

Lee Artist’s fair, translucent complexion still held those infamous high cheekbones and the mole below her right nostril. When she was a young girl, her light skin, high cheekbones, and long hair were coveted, and even more so in college, where she was highly recruited to pledge membership in the Alpha Kappa Alpha sorority. In Opa Locka, she was the closest thing to a movie star that anyone knew. In a world that idolized anything resembling Caucasian features, Lee Artist was considered royalty, especially by Ms. Chickie, who had a high regard for white people. Lee Artist still had the figure of a centerfold and moved with an air of superiority that did not always match her surroundings or the economic struggle she and my father endured early in their lives. Ms. Chickie recalled, “We were so poor that we couldn’t jump over a nickel to save a dime.” Though the army promised worldwide travel, they omitted the part about low wages, cramped overseas apartments, and the German natives’ stares at Negroes, a sight that was, at that time, rare.

Lee Artist’s idiosyncrasies were groomed under the tutelage of Ms. Chickie. She was taught that because of her looks, she was guaranteed to have the right friends, go to the right college, marry the right man, and damn it, be happy about it. So when lanky Willie Chapman threw his fourth touchdown to clinch the win for Florida A&M University’s Rattlers in the Southern Bowl, she knew that this restrained, incompatible, pedantic seeker of ancient truths would complete her formula for the right life.

The fence made a whining sound, annoyed it had been awakened from its afternoon slumber. Through the pale green window treatments, I spied my father entering the front yard. A big smile erupted across my face, making it appear as though I had a hanger in my mouth. I waited, poised, for Willie to enter. As the door opened, the relentless heat barged in, gaining temporary advantage over the central air-conditioning.

“Keep that door closed, Willie!” Lee Artist hurled.

“He must be ‘touched’ in the head,” Ms. Chickie interjected from her bedroom.

“She could make a preacher cuss! How am I supposed to get in the house without opening the door? I tell you one thing— well, wouldja lookahere…” His dark brown eyes compressed into slits, awakening the spider lines on his forehead. “Iris! Hey, little girl! Come give your daddy a hug!”

“Hey, Daddy! Howya doin’?”

“. . . so hungry my belly thanks my throat done been cut out, pretty little girl,” he answered, smiling.
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Willie Louis Chapman left Quincy, Florida, and lied about his age to get hired to build connecting highways to the Everglades. After which he entered the Army, serving in Korea and Vietnam, receiving the Purple Heart medal. Through the GI bill, he received a degree in religious studies, determined to enter the seminary, until he accepted that traditional religions did not satisfy his questions about man’s relationship to God. Or explain why a light-skinned, city gal would want to be his wife. At least, that is what she told him, over and over, until he had dissolved into a puddle of defeat. Standing at a sturdy six foot four, with hardened, stern features, Willie married Lee Artist and spent the next twenty-five years gritting his teeth as he slept to mask his resentment and his ambivalence toward the woman whom everyone thought he should have. Now a recently retired accountant, Willie indulged himself in his responsibilities as treasurer for the Order of the Opa Locka Free Masons, believing essentially:

“You are to act as becomes a moral and wise man; particularly, not to let your family, friends, and neighbors know your concerns, and wisely consult your own honor.”

Being held in his comforting, lean arms resurrected memories of riding his shoulders and picking mangoes in our backyard, fishing at Port of Miami, and of him catching me making out with random boys and not telling my mother.

Lee Artist’s demand that I not leave our front porch on Saturday evening played right up my teenage alley. Using the front porch as our stroll, my older cousin Nikki wore extra-short hot pants and halter tops and greased our brown legs. Then in the evenings, while the adults were engrossed in a lively game of Pinocle, we posed in our chairs, angling our bodies, to seduce passing boys to stop and visit with us on the porch. Timing when I knew my favorite would pass by, Nikki and I would pretend that it was a spontaneous occurrence; that Dwight and T.J. were now on our darkened front porch, and after my parents had gone to bed, that their tongues had somehow accidently plunged down our throats. Our makeout sessions never made it anywhere other than the front porch or included the inconvenience of knowing Dwight’s and T.J.’s last names.
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“I’m glad you could make it down, dahlin’,” Willie said, giving me an extra squeeze.

“No problemo. Just wish I could stay longer,” I lied, remembering the laundry list of projects waiting for attention back in Atlanta. “. . . kinda surprised that Victor is getting married, Daddy. Aren’t you?”

“Well, you never know when it’s your time,” he replied, as if he was referring to a sudden tragic death, over his shoulder as I followed him down the hallway, past the dusty mummified replica of Ms. Chickie’s husband, Woodrow, which I thought was an unusual knickknack, since my grandfather wasn’t dead.
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Never knowing Woodrow, Ms. Chickie told me when I had asked the whereabouts of my grandfather, and why I had never met him, nor saw any photos, “Woodrow done drove his truck up North delivering oranges. He’ll be back when he good and ready. Never ask a man who is set on leaving, when he coming back. The only thing that’ll do is keep him gone longer.”

To an eight-year-old, that seemed like a plausible, folksy explanation for his long absence. After all, truckers were known to make long hauls for weeks, sometimes months, at a time, delivering their goods and screwing bus stop prostitutes across America. And since I had horny boys and the beach on my mind, I couldn’t be bothered with investigating a possible missing grandfather.

Tall and precocious for my age, but in the eleventh grade, I was hired one summer as a nursing assistant at the South Florida Evaluation and Treatment Center and assigned to the pyromania ward. Located along the bustling Twenty-Seventh Avenue, which connected Carol City with Pembroke Pines, to the casual observer, you would assume that the South Florida Evaluation and Treatment Center was a junior college campus. Instead the expansive foliage and green lawns with white, small cottages hid patients that were segregated according to their psychiatric solution as the brunette, unibrow New Hire Trainer explained, during my orientation.

“Words such as ‘crackpot’ and ‘looney’ are not permissible in our rehabilitation. We categorize our ‘guests’ according to their solutions; not their alleged problems.” While she droned to our slack-jawed group of new nursing assistants during our tour, I wondered what the solution was for the guest, who had just sprinted past us around the security guard booth, and over the wooden fence, which bordered the property, into morning rush-hour traffic. At the same time, a chubby, square-faced man flattened his body against the roadway, and dangled his arm through the metal slats down into the sewer drain.

“Grab my hand!”

“Oh for the love of God, Henry! Satan is not down there,” she screeched, stomping her foot.

Nursing Assistant. Fancy title for what I was doing, emptying bed pans, cleaning lice out of hair, flipping bedsore-prone patients, while dodging the groping excrement-tinged fingers of hallucinating staff members. Nothing like what they did on television hospital dramas. There were no late-night calls for me to perform an emergency lobotomy or yelling, “Clear!” and saving the life of a child with the heart resuscitator. Well, there was that one makeout session with that handsome boy, who I assumed was an medical intern. “I’m dating a doctor,” I looked forward to bragging to my friends.

Turned out, he had stolen a doctor’s lab coat and disappeared from the sex offenders’ cottage.

It became apparent that each patient on the pyromania ward had a unique relationship with fire. “Would you be so kind, Ms. Chapman, to let my dick set fire to your pussy? It would really make my day…really it would,” drawled Bernice, the buck-toothed, gray-haired patient matriarch of the ward, who would then cackle like the wicked witch of the south. When I would insist that she did not have the equipment necessary to set my pussy on fire, she would ponder the merit of my statement, as if appearing before a Congressional hearing, then respond, “Well, I do declare, you are one negative bitch, now ain’t cha?” Bernice was confined twenty years ago, when she had a nervous breakdown watching the film Backdraft. She was arrested after burning the films of Kurt Russell in the straight-to-video aisle of a Blockbuster store in Coconut Grove. From then on, she linked setting fires to vaginas with Kurt Russell. I completely understood the connection.

I found the guests quite liberating. Secretly, I dreamed of greeting my supervisor, “Good Mornin’! You redneck, baldheaded sonabitch,” just like Bernice did, without any consequences. What a wonderful world it would be, I often thought, to utter something inspiring like that before continuing on with my day.
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One of my duties was to engage the guests, to entertain them, and prevent them from drifting into their internal worlds. Keep them focused on their solutions. One afternoon, after returning from lunch, I approached and then sat across from a silver-haired gentleman, whom the staff nicknamed Blues. He had a long narrow face with silver hair, and silver gray eyes, who looked like a blues singer. “Would you like to play a game of checkers, Blues?” I asked. Since Blues spent most days sitting in the corner chair, facing the wall, I was happy to see him facing the ward.

“Why, yes, I would, dahlin’. Yes, I would indeed. Hopefully, the fire department will come on time today.” I placed the checker-board in the middle of the wooden table, and arranged the chips, as Blues stared out of the window, mumbling, “Whatn’t nobody messin’ with that sonabitch; all he had to do was make her a dancer, though she can’t dance a lick, can’t dance a lick; nobody cared ’bout her more than me. I could drive a Studebaker, but she still thought he was a better man than me—”

“Who you talkin’ about, sir?”

“Da datgum Studebaker, dammit!” Blues insisted, slamming the palm of his hand on the table in front of me. “Da mango man that owned that Studebaker come round my house but didn’t brang the fire department wit ’em.” Blues leaned back in his chair, making his first move, diagonally, without even glancing at the checkerboard.

“Did the man forget to call the fire department?” I asked, now making my move, and realizing I cared about his answer.

“Chickie! Call the fire department! Chickie! Call the fire department! It’s burnin’ down! Call the fire department!” he suddenly screamed, abruptly rising, overturning the checkerboard and the wooden table. Nurses, whom had been engrossed in reading the National Enquirer behind their tiled work station, rushed over to restrain him. “Did Blues take hiz medication this afternoon?” asked one plump Jamaican nurse.

“Him say, he no like de medication. Him say, it make he sad,” said the other plump Haitian nurse.

“Chickie, call the fire department. Call the fire department,” Blues continued screaming.

“Mr. Chapman is crazy like a fox. He only act that way ’cause he tinks we gwanna make him see dis Ms. Chickie.”

“Dat’s right. He figure he better off stayin’ right here.”

“Mr. Chapman?! His name is Chapman?!”

“Yes it is, same as yours, dear. Wouldn’t it be a big tickle if that kuh-razy old man was related to you? Hmmm, dear? I’d definitely get a tickle outta that,” the plump Jamaican insinuated, her jowls under her chin, quivering with the thought of an impending embarrassment.

“What’s his first name?” I asked, hoping to put her accusation to rest.

“He name Woodrow ‘Blues’ Chapman.”
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No one in my family ever thought to mention it, as it would have been sacrilege to expose what had been secretly and neatly, tucked away.
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“Daddy, you sound like we’re going to a funeral,” I said, chuckling. Willie didn’t crack a smile, rubbing his oil-stained hands with soap in the bathroom sink. His furrowed eyebrows remembered the state of his own marriage.

“Have you met Avril?” I asked while Willie patted his face with a white cotton face towel. He considered my question, making kissing noises against his teeth, trying to remove a sliver of conch fritter lodged between his back molar.

“She seems nice enough. But I don’t have to live with her. Your brother does. That’s all that matters.”

“Her family. What they like?”

“Never met none of ’em. She planned a fancy engagement dinner down at the Marriott, but Victor wouldn’t have none of it. Which don’t make no never mind to me, ’cause if they’re gonna be family, we’ll meet ’em soon enough.”

“Knowing my brother, it is a miracle that he invited us. How’d that happen?” I asked, sitting on the edge of the cool, porcelain bathtub next to a large cup of Ms. Chickie’s teeth.

“She threatened to place an announcement in the Sunday Miami Herald if he didn’t.” “She” and “Huh” were how Willie always referred to my mother.

Victor developed a penchant for secrecy shortly after adolescence, even locking his bedroom door when he began junior high school. When I tried that tactic, I was admonished. The distinction, as Lee Artist explained after conferring with Ms. Chickie, was that “men, the carriers of the family name, need their privacy; while women need protection.”

Hence, Victor never introduced his friends, fraternity brothers, or girlfriends to the family. But we knew he was popular by the amount of phone calls he received every night and the thong panties that were strewn beneath his bedroom window. Either that or he operated a home lingerie shopping service. However, that too stopped when his private telephone was installed, but the orphaned panties remained. Meanwhile, my private telephone calls were received at Carmen’s house, where her parents didn’t care how often el Negroes phoned.

Ms. Chickie shuffled out of her bedroom and stood in the bathroom doorway. “Y’all come on outta there. I got bitness to tend to.”

Willie stuffed the face towel between the crystal clear rail and pink tile, mumbling, “Dammit, I can’t find peace in my own goddamn bathroom. It’s the one damn place that don’t smell like Robitussin!”
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My charming older brother, Victor, had, since his engagement to Avril, a recent Haitian immigrant whom he’d met during Atlanta’s Freaknik, campaigned for, then later lost a City Council seat to a Cuban attorney. The attorney had inserted Victor’s alternative religious leanings into the campaign, incurring public rancor. Miami-Dade County, being the Jewish/Baptist Bible Belt capital of the East Coast, strangled on its Bible verses when Victor’s affiliation with Yahweh bin Yahweh was leaked. No matter how much he renounced his ties to Yahweh, the voting public rejected him, and the other half didn’t care and didn’t vote. A fringe element of Yahweh believers became annoyed when Victor denounced them and sent him a threatening email:

“This is for him whose family is not present in the Sacred Mosque, and be careful of your duty to Yahweh, and know that Yahweh is severe in requiting evil.”

Although Victor was guilty of many misdemeanors during his formative years, which my mother chose to ignore, he still remained in good standing with the family. But all of that was threatened now that Avril was about to become a permanent fixture. Ms. Chickie did not find her Creole accent in the least bit fascinating. Avril, by her very existence, had violated many of the tenets in Lee Artist and Ms. Chickie’s Book of Judgment: She was short; thus stunting the gene pool of future heirs. She didn’t speak English. She had a gap in her teeth, which to them was a characteristic of liars.

In their view, Avril’s only redeeming quality was that she was a homeowner, which was uppity enough for Ms. Chickie.

Willie said, turning to face me, “You really look good, little girl.”

“Thanks, Daddy.” I beamed, sticking my tongue out in the direction of Ms. Chickie and Lee Artist.

And as if sensing an opportunity to contradict him, Lee Artist called, “Iris, unpack; let me see what you’re wearing to the wedding. We must look our best.”

Before I formed a sigh, Daddy hugged me again. “Go on and get ready.” Silently, I wished that at that moment he and I could become warriors, standing up against injustice and any attempts to re-create me in someone else’s image. But without a willing compatriot, I felt powerless to rise up on my own.

“Lawd, Lee Artist, look what your daughter done brought,” Ms. Chickie squawked, from deep inside my suit bag.

“Granddaughter, what the hell are you wearing? What happened to those purple golf cleats I gave you for your birthday? Why didn’t you bring those with ya?”

“Well, I don’t golf, and—”

“Oh gal, you ain’t got no sense of style. I got those purple golf cleats from the white lady, I used to clean for, over on Miami Beach. The white lady loved those purple golf cleats, that it was so hard for her to part with ’em. Both her and her husband always be wearing golf cleats.”

“Maybe that was because they lived on a golf course?”

“Well, what happened to that white dress with the attached lavender bow and…and all the ruffles and with the…with the sash and the two beautiful bows in the back? What happened to that?”

“Um, that was a bit too young.”

“Well, the white lady liked it.”

Ms. Chickie liked anything the white lady whose house she used to clean on Miami Beach preferred. For the life of her, my grandmother could not understand why I didn’t like the same things white people liked. For the first two years after I left home, my dorm room was decorated in Early White Lady furnishings donated by Ms. Chickie.

“Well, what happened to the green Members Only jacket that the white lady gave you?”

“Too boxy.”

“Well, the white lady liked it. Hmph, heifer!”
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My earliest memories were of being inspected and prodded, like a cocker spaniel at a dog show. Victor used to tell me that Lee Artist had been ecstatic shortly after my birth. When she saw that her only daughter had blue eyes, announcements and telegrams were dispatched, causing relatives to sprint to Opa Locka to see the prized blue-eyed child and to puff their chests out, strutting like roosters around my crib. But as I grew out of infancy, my prized blue eyes changed to dark blue, then brown. Lee Artist was crushed, then embarrassed. Ms. Chickie accused her of dropping me on my head. Pediatricians from Miami Beach to Coral Gables assured her that there was no cure, that this was a natural evolution. My cataclysmic beginning gave birth to the prodding in an attempt to somehow resurrect those prized blue eyes.

But now I was tall, with a coffee-brown complexion (quickly blamed on my father’s side); shoulder-length hair that had been processed for years before I had, last summer, let its natural consistency grow out; high buttocks; firm thighs; small bread-basket stomach; and pert breasts. Not bad. I think.

My early predilection for tomboy activities had put my beauty-pageant stage mother on course with a nervous breakdown. Like her mother, Lee Artist force-fed me the notion that my power was in the shape of my body and the styling of my clothes. To cement those messages, when I was seven she dressed me in low-cut dresses and spike-heeled boots, with enough foundation to open a makeup counter. Rebelling, I used every opportunity to sabotage the message by accidentally-on-purpose soiling a yellow chiffon dress, scuffing white ballet shoes, or suddenly becoming ill the morning of the Little Miss Opa Locka talent competition.

As I matured, the curvature of my ash-free Vaseline-shined legs attracted attention from men of all ages, and sometimes disdain from women. The power of my body was apparent each time I hiked up a skirt, or sat at a premeditated angle. While I battled the expectations of Atlanta’s bourgeoisie lifestyle, still the voices of Ms. Chickie and Lee Artist whispered, “You need to be fixed.” I have often tried to quiet my tomboy, devil-may-care voice. “Hmph, but not hard enough,” according to Lee Artist.
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In Daddy’s air-conditioned-less Oldsmobile, squeezed in the backseat between cousin Lenore and her teenage son, Poot, I soon realized my efforts to iron creases in my lavender pantsuit had been for naught. Daddy didn’t believe in air-conditioning. Thought it prematurely ruined a car’s engine. Willie had also intentionally removed the air-conditioning months ago in an attempt to discourage anyone—such as Lee Artist and Ms. Chickie—from wanting to ride in his car. After all, this was his private bastion. However, on this day, my mother insisted that it was more royal to arrive together as a “dynasty,” in the only family vehicle that could accommodate the egos of the Chapmans. As he locked the front door of our house, I heard Willie grumble, “Dammit, damn, dammit.”

Sitting between two cousins known for their humongous thighs, I knew what it felt like to be a piece of grilled steak on a shish kabob skewer. In the front seat were Lee Artist, Ms. Chickie, and the mumbling Willie, who drove, blasting B.B. King’s “The Thrill Is Gone” on the cassette player.

“Seem like you would know some other song,” Lee Artist scolded, cooling herself with an autographed Diahann Carroll limited-edition fan.

Poot and Lenore were never allowed inside our house, because they were dairy kleptomaniacs. If you had a stick of butter lying around, one of them was sure to swipe it. According to Willie’s calculations, the two grifters had contaminated pounds of butter, ice cream, milk, cheese and sour cream over the three years, mostly by licking. The night before a holiday or family gathering, my father would stock up on the ingredients he needed to bake his recipes of pies, cakes, and macaroni and cheese. Family and friends would gather in the living room watching Roots and the Lou Rawls United Negro College Fund Telethon. And just when Kunta was going to renounce his slave name, Lenore and Poot would slip into the kitchen to lick and sniff anything connected to the curd of a cow.

After one Lent celebration, Willie caught Lenore and Poot, sticking their tongues in the organic milk that my father coveted. “Goddamn it! Are you two calcium deficient? I leave the room for one goddamn second and you’re in here wit your nasty tongues in my organic milk! And don’t be sittin’ there looking like all that lactose done bother you none. Looking like bullfrogs, which your eyes bulging out your heads! Y’all ain’t in no danger of having osteoporosis. But I know one goddamn thing, you better stay the hell out of my house! Just nasty! I wouldn’t trust ya in a shithouse with a muzzle!”

[image: image]

In spite of Willie’s tirade, Ms. Chickie still had Poot to perform her errands, but from the yard. My grandmother would hand him her errand list through her bedroom window, while Lenore waited at the fence, hoping for a calcium fix. Later, when Willie protested about Poot and Lenore riding in the car with us to Victor’s wedding, Ms. Chickie told Lee Artist, “That man you married may be madder than a mule chewing on bumblebees, but dey is family and dey is goin’ and that’s all there is to it.”
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