



[image: Images]








Thank you for purchasing this Atria Books eBook.


Sign up for our newsletter and receive special offers, access to bonus content, and info on the latest new releases and other great eBooks from Atria Books and Simon & Schuster.


[image: signupbutton]


or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com










[image: Images]






“The path we choose, and the path that’s been paved for us aren’t always the same.”


—Jeff Farley




Chapter 1


I couldn’t believe that I had to take a day off to come to family court, and I wasn’t even sure why the hell I was here. I had gotten served out of the blue with papers from my daughter’s father to appear; our daughter, Mariah Butler, was fifteen, so I knew it wasn’t a custody issue. What the fuck could he want now … blood. I had always hoped that by the time I was thirty-two my life would be in order: not perfect, but certainly not a damn soap opera full of drama. What’s that song from the eighties, “Momma Used to Say?” Well, that’s some profound shit, I should have recorded the answer record and called it, “My Dumbass Should Have Listened to What Momma Used to Say.” Obviously I wasn’t the only one going through some kind of bullshit. Family court was packed, and who do I see when I look up? Niece, a.k.a. Denise Carter, another one of my baby daddy’s baby mommas.


Niece was about my age, early thirties, and while we didn’t look alike, we had the same type of look. Jamal liked his women light-skinned, shapely, pretty, but not too sweet-looking, and you had to have nice feet. If your dogs were barking, keep on walking. He also liked his women a little hood; now I’m not saying I’m hood, but I’m a Brooklyn chick, so yeah, it’s in me. Niece and I had reached a point where we were cool with each other. That wasn’t always the case, but once we matured and realized Jamal was the salt in our wounds, and he was getting off on that “play one chick against another” shit, we were like, “Girl, fuck that trick-ass clown, just run me my child support.” Jamal had an eleven-year-old daughter with Niece named Essence Butler.


“Hey, girl!” she shouted across the room.


I guess it’s nice to see a familiar face in places like that, you know: court, prison, death row. It gives you an opportunity to say, “Oh my God, what are you doing here?” No sooner did she get over to where I was standing did she say, “Oh my God, what are you doing here?”


At first, I was going to make up something. I didn’t want her to know that it had anything to do with Jamal.


“I don’t know why Jamal is taking me to court,” she said, before I could even utter a word.


“You too. … That’s why I’m here.” I responded in utter confusion.


Niece and I stood there and started catching up on things when this strange look came across her face. I knew that look, but I usually saw it in high school when someone was about to get fucked up. I looked around because I figured Jamal had come strolling in with one of his many bitches, looking like a fake-ass Jay-Z. Instead, I saw Yvonne Davis, another baby momma twice removed. Yvonne was a few years older than Niece and I. She was really attractive with a nice figure, she may have even been mixed. Niece and I rocked them good weaves, but she had that pretty shit that grew right out her scalp. Her face told the story of a hard life. If Niece and I were a little hood, Yvonne was too hood to be true. She came over pushing a stroller with her six-month-old daughter, Brea Butler. Along the way she cursed out three people in the span of thirty feet.


“Damn, they need a fucking traffic cop up in here, stupid-ass people standing in the middle of the floor. Then they look at you crazy if you run over their foot. Get the fuck out the way then … excuse my language, you bitches know I don’t talk like this,” she ranted.


Yvonne and I were cool, not as cool as Niece and I, but it was civil. Those two on the other hand, well, it was like locking Foxy Brown and Lil Kim in a room with one Chanel bag and telling them, “Winner take all.” Since they had both been involved with Jackass more recently, I guess the fire was still burning and Jamal was fanning it every chance he could.


“So, what’s going on, Charisse?” she asked.


“Not a damn thing. Trying to figure out why I had to take a personal day from work,” I responded.


I guess she called herself trying to break the ice. “Hello, Niece. You can speak you know,” she said as she rolled her light-brown eyes.


Niece just looked at her out the corner of one eye and sucked her teeth.


“Picture that,” she responded.


I figured the best way to ease the tension was to take it to the kids. The last thing I wanted was for two beautiful black women to put on a show in public like the fucking Basketball Wives or the Real Housewives of Atlanta. I always thought the word wife meant you were married to somebody. Oh shit, you learn something new everyday.


“Look at Brea. She is getting so big, and she’s a little dime piece,” I intervened.


Niece obviously wasn’t as impressed, or just couldn’t admit to it.


“She all right, she looks just like Essence when she was a baby,” she responded with attitude.


“I wonder what the fuck Jamal is up to?” asked Yvonne. “We might fuck around and end up in jail knowing his ass … that’s why I bought the baby. I’ll make the judge feel sorry for a bitch.”


I was afraid we would all find out soon enough. By the time we got into the courtroom, curiosity and anxiety had been replaced by the feeling a cow gets when he’s on his way to the slaughterhouse; he’s like, I don’t know where the fuck I’m going, but I bet my leather ass it’s not good.


We sat down and I looked around the courtroom. To me it had that same psychological feeling as hospitals; they were grim, cold places. A few seconds later in the door walks this tall, scruffy-looking dude who needs a haircut, a shave, and an iron for his clothes. Upon closer observation we were all like, “Oh shit, that’s Jamal.” Jamal Butler, who in his own mind thought the only difference between him and Denzel Washington or LL Cool J was that that they had powerful Hollywood agents, was if nothing else Mr. Stay Fly. This man would not leave the house unless all the tools of his trade were immaculate, and since his trade was fronting and bullshitting, his tools were his wardrobe, jewelry, and a nice car, so to see him walk into court looking like Grady from Sanford & Son caught us all off guard. Jamal walked over and kissed his daughter and smirked at the three of us before going to his seat. His attorney was this middle-age Italian man wearing a black Armani suit, slicked back hair, and those fucking shoes I hate with the tassels on the front that went out of style in the eighties.


When the judge walked in I smiled. It was a black woman in her midfifties with salt and pepper hair named Judge April Peterson. She looked like that aunt everybody has in their family. I saw Jamal and his lawyer laughing at her. Her breasts had to be a 44 triple G. “You see that bitch’s titties?” Yvonne asked while chuckling.


“How can you miss them,” I replied. “And you might not refer to the judge as that bitch in her courtroom,” I added.


The judge opened the file on her desk and scanned the contents for a moment.


“Okay, I assume you’re Mr. Butler,” she said, looking at Jamal.


“Yes, Your Honor,” he replied humbly.


“And you’re here because you want to lower your child support payments due to financial hardship?” she asked.


I looked over at him in disbelief as he stood up with a sad expression on his face.


“Yes, Your Honor,” he replied.


Yvonne started flipping right off the bat, and I knew we were going to be in trouble.


“Lower his muthafucking payments!” she yelled. “Judge, you going to let him get away with that bullshit! I should get my uncle and them to whup your punk ass!” she added.


Then she made matters even worse by talking directly to Jamal and his lawyer.


“She’s a black woman, stupid ass, she’s on our side! You don’t think she’s ran across a few trifling niggas in her day.”


I put my head down in embarrassment and I heard the judge’s gavel slam down on the bench.


“Excuse me! Is that the way you speak at home?” the judge asked sternly. “You will not use that type of language in my courtroom, is that understood, young lady?” she yelled.


I think Yvonne figured out this woman was not to be fucked with.


“Yes, Miss Judge Lady,” she responded.


“And the fact that I’m a black woman will have no bearing on my decision, I’m impartial,” she pointed out.


At that point I guess Jamal and his attorney decided it was time for the theatrics. I’ve seen some great performances in my day, but this bullshit was Academy Award quality. Jamal put his head down on the table as if he wasn’t feeling well.


“Mr. Butler, are you feeling all right?” Judge Peterson asked.


Jamal had a boyish charm about him that he used when it suited him. If you had any maternal instincts, you could easily get suckered in.


“I’m all right Your Honor, just a little light-headed,” he responded.


His lawyer stood up then, right on cue.


“Your honor, my client loves his children, he worships the ground these beautiful, precious girls walk on. He would give his own life without the slightest hesitance for any of them. But as I explained in my court papers, the man is struggling just to survive. He can barely eat, much less pay the mortgage on his modest house or his condominium,” he said.


I thought to myself, What fucking house? I knew he had a condominium. Yvonne tapped me on my shoulder and asked me.


“What condo? Jamal is such a fucking lying-ass dirty dog,” she uttered angrily as the lawyer continued his speech.


“And it is for this reason your honor, and only this reason, that we respectfully request that Mr. Butler’s child support payments be lowered considerably.”


I knew the judge was looking over at us as three nice-looking, gold-digging hos who had kids by this cat who was supposed to take care of us. I always found that women who have achieved a lot academically or in their careers, and who are not as physically attractive, tend to look at women like us judgmentally. I’ve actually heard family members say behind my back, “Yeah, all that fine shit was good when she was young, but now she’s just another single mother with stories about how many dudes used to sweat her.” Even still, there was no way the judge would go for this.


“This is some real bullshit,” Yvonne uttered loud enough for everyone to hear.


Niece looked at her like she was getting ready to snatch that black silky shit right off her think piece. Jamal’s attorney took Yvonne’s ghetto shit and ran with it.


“You see, Your Honor, every time my client tries to rationalize with them he fears for his life. In fact, it embarrasses me to admit that I was slightly afraid myself when I first entered this courtroom,” he said while glancing fearfully at us.


“All I want is for my client to be able to survive, to be able to have a sandwich if he’s hungry, maybe with an occasional luxury such as cheese,” he added.


I started looking for Ashton Kutcher to come out and tell us we were being punk’d, or maybe Russell Simmons would walk into the courtroom and say, “God bless and good night”: this was pure comedy.


“According to the information I have, Mr. Butler here is a successful businessman and entrepreneur,” Judge Peterson said to the slick-talking lawyer.


“Now I know it may have appeared that my client’s hair care businesses were thriving, and at one time they were, but my Nubian brothers and sisters just aren’t getting haircuts like they used to. Dreadlocks, braids, and those lace front wigs that beautiful woman like yourself are wearing has really taken a bite out of his business,” he added.


By the time Jamal stood up and showed the judge the hole in the bottom of his shoes and told her how she reminded him of his mother, she’d actually cut each of our monthly payments by 50 percent. The outcome had Niece and Yvonne on some real temporary peace treaty shit.


“Charisse, you take the kids on home. Me and Niece are going to follow this muthafucka,” she said.


“Don’t worry, they won’t find the body,” Niece added.


At first I was like, Fuck it. Karma’s a bitch—he’ll get his. But when I glanced over at him and his smug ass winked at me, my tune changed quickly. Yeah, get that son of a bitch, and make it hurt.


We went outside and cursed Jamal out among ourselves for about ten minutes. When I finally reached the parking lot I see Jamal just as he’s about to leave. He didn’t see me watching him, and Mariah wasn’t going to see him unless he was on the screen of her phone. I watched him go to his black Range Rover, open the back door, and change his jacket, shirt, and shoes. He put on his jewelry and drove off. I was glad Mariah didn’t see that, for whatever reason, she still had a high opinion of her father, and she was already miserable enough without me bursting one of the few bubbles she had. I had to admit, though, that Jamal had game, and he didn’t even have to sleep with you to fuck you.




Chapter 2


1992


I didn’t think there was any other place like Brooklyn in the world. Coney Island with that run-down, noisy ass Cyclone that made you feel like that shit was about to derail, to the run down noisy ass number 3 train that was the true meaning of shake, rattle, and roll. Doorknocker earrings, dirty backpackers, Chubb Rock, Special Ed, and Dana Dane … fuck that, Spike Lee was from Brooklyn and he had his office right on DeKalb avenue.


I also knew that Harlem had the reputation for having the fly dudes, and having big-time hustlers and drug dealers. One time me my friends and I went up to the Rucker on 155th and Eighth Avenue, and was like “Daaamn!” I had never seen so many Benzes, BMWs, Jaguars, etc., in all my life. This one Dominican cat had some shit that said 850i on the back; it was a BMW, and that muthafucka was green like new money. They even had NBA players out there. This was the big time, and I was soaking it all in. But when niggas stepped to us, I knew we were out of our league.


“Don’t write a check your ass can’t cash,” I told Brenda as she flirted with one dude in a thick gold link chain who looked like Ice-T.


The experience was worth the trip, just to get out and see how people in a different borough got down. I got offers to be driven home from about five different cats who were either balling, or doing a great job of faking moves. I just remembered what my aunt had told me since the time I started wearing tight jeans: “Oil prices are high as shit, so if a man burns his gas, you can rest assured he wants some ass.”


When we got back to Brooklyn and got off the train, this fake-ass drug dealer from the neighborhood named Artie, who liked Brenda, rolled up on us in his dull gray Acura Legend and shouted, “Brenda! Why your ass still frontin’? You know I’m going to get that ass sooner or later, know what I’m saying?”


Usually Brenda would have flipped on him and probably threw a brick or a bottle at his car, but hey, we had just come back from Harlem and the Rucker, so we were above that type of shit now.


“Come here for a minute, Artie,” she asked nicely.


At first he hesitated; he was probably thinking, If I go over there this crazy bitch might give me a concussion. But when he pulled over Brenda calmly walked over to the car and leaned in the window.


“You know when I’ll give you some ass, Artie? I’ll give you some ass when you get a BMW 850i, and get rid of this played-out piece of shit, that’s when,” she stated before walking away casually. His feelings were hurt. Artie never said anything to her again except for, “Hey, Brenda, how you doing?”


I always wondered why guys said lame shit they knew would be a turnoff. I remember when I turned fourteen, and had a little freedom to go out beyond the neighborhood. Guys used to ask, “Where you from, shorty?” or my favorite stupid-ass question, “Light skin, where you rest at?” I would always say, “I’m from Jamaica Estates.” The rumor was that the prettiest girls were supposedly from Queens. They came from nice suburban families and went to private schools. I remembered seeing this movie with Eddie Murphy back in the day called Coming to America, and the girl was pretty and lived in a fat house in Jamaica Estates. Fuck it, sounded like a good lie to me. Bronx chicks had a reputation for being hard and quick to cut a bitch. The Brooklyn rule of thumb was, if you get into a fight with a chick from the BX just stop, drop, and roll, because they like to play with fire up there. They burned down the whole South Bronx one time, just for fun. I didn’t really consider Staten Island a borough until Wu Tang and Method Man came on the scene.


Nitra, Brenda, and I were inseparable. The three of us had been friends since the fourth grade. Brenda was a big chick, tall, thick, with a short haircut but real shapely with hips for days. Brenda also had the most beautiful dark skin, a smooth chocolate color. She was naturally smart as hell; she never really applied herself, but still managed a B average. Brenda was what people referred to as a fighter, and like most people who fight on the regular she was good at it. If somebody barked at me a little too much and I felt threatened, I would turn Brenda loose and all the bullshit would cease with the quickness.


Nitra, she was the talker. She had a smart answer and scowl on her face no matter what the situation was. If somebody was too nice to her, she went on the defensive. If somebody wasn’t nice enough to her, she went on the defensive. And if somebody ignored her, she would just curse their ass out. Nitra was medium height, thin, with a caramel brown complexion. She wasn’t what guys considered pretty. One time in sixth grade this boy in our class named Ricardo told her she looked like ALF and she never got over that shit. Every time she gets a perm and her hair straightened, the first thing she says is, “Yeah, I bet a bitch don’t look like Alf now.”


Nitra was the only one of us who wasn’t still a virgin. Guys used to play on her self-esteem, or lack of it, and as I got older I would go to her house and see how she had men coming in and out. I had a feeling that she had been through some foul shit, and she kept it inside, which is why she was always so fucking mean.


One time we were all spending the night at Brenda’s house. Usually we stayed at my house for sleepovers, but whenever we wanted to stay up all night, play music, and basically go unsupervised, we stayed at Brenda’s. You just had to make sure you locked her bedroom door so that her pervert-ass stepfather, Walter, didn’t come busting in ten times, hoping to catch a peek at me or Nitra getting dressed. So here we are, sitting there on the bed watching Hangin’ with Mr. Cooper or Family Matters and talking shit about everybody in school when the phone rang. Two seconds later Brenda’s mother, Gail, bangs on the door like she’s locked in a meat freezer and can’t get out.


“Brenda, pick up the goddamn phone! And don’t be on my shit long—the fucking bill is already ridiculous!” she screamed.


“All right! Damn, I don’t want whoever it is knowing my mother is so dumb she don’t even know you don’t pay for incoming calls!” Brenda yelled back.


If I had talked to my mother like that I would have made sure to write my farewell note first. When Brenda got on the phone we knew it was a guy ’cause her whole expression changed.


“No, I’m not busy. Me and my girls were just trying to figure out where we’re going tonight,” she said.


I looked at Nitra and said, “I thought we were going to bed, same as every other Friday night.”


Brenda then told whoever it was, “My address is 785 Shepherd Avenue. … No it’s East New York. Brownsville isn’t too far away though. Okay, call me when you get on Eastern Parkway.” Brenda hung up the phone and jumped up and down excitedly.


“He’s coming to get us!” she said.


“Who?” asked Nitra.


“Barry, the cat I met up in Harlem at the Rucker,” she said.


“Not that nigger with the four teeth and five grandchildren” asked Nitra.


“He ain’t that old, and did you see that gold watch he was wearing?” she replied.


“Bitch, you’ll get a gold watch when you retire too.” Nitra snapped back.


It took Barry about an hour to get to Brooklyn, and by that time we had all gotten ready from our secret stash of clothes and shoes we kept at Brenda’s house. This was the first time we were actually going to put it to use, though. Even though Gail wasn’t much of a mother in terms of discipline, we still waited outside. Besides, he was closer to her age than ours, much closer, and she wasn’t above cheating on Walter with a man who had a few dollars. All of a sudden we hear all this fucking noise coming down the street and this nasty-looking, big-boat, shit-brown colored Lexus pulls up blasting “Mr. Loverman” by Shabba Ranks. Nitra rolled her eyes.


“Oh shit, he aint only old, he’s an old Jamaican,” she sneered.


Nitra didn’t even let him get out the car before that mouth started.


“Where’s the Benz?” she asked.


“What Benz?” he replied.


“That crispy black shit you was sitting in when we met you, I know you’re old, but you aint senile,” she replied.


“Oh, that was my mans car,” he said with a mouth full of metal. It was like I could I hear Slick Rick singing “Seems like you have a mouth full of gold teeth” from “Mona Lisa.”


When he got out, he was so short he couldn’t even see over the car’s roof. And then we watched his little leprechaun ass hop around to the sidewalk and he had the audacity to have one leg shorter the other. Nitra and I wanted to bust out laughing, so we ran in the house.


“Oh shit! Lucky Charms is a muthafuckin’ gimp,” she said.


I knew he was disappointed too, we must have looked much older in that Harlem sunlight. “How old are you?” he asked.


“Forty-eight,” said Nitra. “Sixteen times three, you do the math, sixteen times three equals forty eight equals five to ten,” she added sarcastically.


He was really probably thirty-four or thirty-five, and had a lot more in common with Shabba than the fact that they both loved his music.


When Barry took us out to eat at the diner on Linden Boulevard, I could tell he was embarrassed, like people were looking at this little cat and these three young girls. Then this dude walks over who knows him.


“Barry, what the deal, baby? I thought that looked like your whip outside. How’s the family? Which one of these is your daughter? You got a daughter, right?”


If Barry had a gun in his pocket, instead of in his car—where he most likely had it stored—he would have blown this dude’s head clean off.


“My daughter’s good, she’s home, these are, ah …” he stuttered.


“We’re his nieces,” said Brenda. “He came to take us out for my birthday.”


When the dude walked away we laughed like hell, Barry was mad cool, ’cause he didn’t get upset that we gigged on him all evening.


“You taking us to the movies?” I asked.


“We can use your senior citizens discount, or you want to go to Rye Playland? I’ll lift you up on the merry-go-round,” Nitra added.


When she got up to go the bathroom Barry was like, “Your friend got jokes, but check this out. Is it just me, or does she look a little like that furry ting from the TV.”


As we were leaving I made eye contact with this guy in the parking lot, he was all right looking, tall, dark brown, short Afro, but he was fly as hell. He had on a black leather jacket, some slacks, and some casual suede shoes. He just looked really nice, not like a thug at all, but still cool. At first glance I gave him twenty-one, which was still too old for me. He got into this white Toyota 4Runner and drove off. Barry took us back to Brenda’s house. Gail didn’t even know we had left; she had gotten high by the time we got back, and was in a good mood.


“Where you bitches went?” she asked as we walked through door. “If you’re out there turning tricks, leave my muthafuckin’ cut on the table … Nitra, what you go for? In case you find a alien that want to buy some pussy … I’m just kidding, baby.”


When we were younger, Brenda used to be embarrassed by Gail, but now she didn’t care one way or the other.


The next night we stayed at Brenda’s again. My mother wasn’t thrilled about me staying overnight, much less two nights in a row, but when she needed to make overtime by working the midnight shift, I think she preferred that I wasn’t alone in the house. My mother loved Brenda and knew she would protect me.


“It’s Saturday night. Brenda, can’t you call the old folk’s home and get one of your other men to come take us out?” Nita asked.


“Let’s go to the movies, I want to see The Bodyguard,” I said.


“The Bodyguard? Bitch please, you always want to see that sappy love shit, Ghost and all that. A bunch of white people crying over nothing, and the happy-go-lucky nigga around trying to make them smile … fuck that, let’s go see Malcolm X,” said Nitra.


Brenda just looked at her and said, “It aint even out yet. That shit don’t come out until like November. And when the fuck did you turn into Angela Davis? Bitch, you made us sit through Home Alone.”


When we finally decided on a movie, we combined all our money and came up with $3.19, so we took that to the video store and rented this movie called Die Hard. On the way back Nitra found a blunt in the street; none of us had ever smoked weed before. “Let’s take this back to the house and smoke it,” Brenda said half jokingly.


“All right, fuck it, and let’s get a pink Champale. If we’re going to get fucked up, lets get fucked up,” I said boldly. Suddenly the idea was kind of exciting to me. “What if Gail smells it?” I asked.


“Then we’ll have to pass the dutchie to the left hand side four times, instead of three,” Brenda answered.


We went up in her room and locked the door. Gail and Walter weren’t even home, and neither were her little brother and sister.


“Oh shit, it’s on tonight,” I said.


“I always wanted to get high and listen to music,” said Nitra. “My music teacher told us Miles Davis used to get high as a kite and listen to music,” she added.


“That muthafucka used to get high and write music. You ever notice Miles Davis and that nigga Eddie King from The Five Heartbeats look like twins,” I told her.


“Well, Charisse “Know-it-all” Hawkins, I can’t write music, so bitch, listening to it’ll have to do.”


We put on Dr. Dre’s album The Chronic ’cause that shit seemed like an appropriate selection under the circumstances. My first pull of the blunt was damn near my last. The stuff was so strong that it went all up in my nose and I started choking. My eyes filled with tears and I couldn’t breath, but after that shit hit my system, I got the Chinese eyes and it was all good. We smoked the whole blunt until it burned Nitra’s fingers.


“I feel like I’m going to pee myself,” Brenda said as she lay out on the floor.


“Well, get your big ass up and go to the bathroom,” I responded.


“I can’t,” she responded before a brief pause. “The muthafuckin’ floor is spinning.”


Nitra was quiet, which was unusual. I looked over at her and she was staring at a poster of Tevin Campbell on the wall.


“I wonder if he’s gay. They say Luther is gay, they say Michael is gay, I heard Freddie Jackson likes men,” she pondered. Then Nitra started screaming at the top of her lungs “They crawling on me, get them off, get the bugs off me!”


I didn’t see any bugs. Brenda and I started panicking.


“What if she OD’s?” Brenda said.


“Can you OD from weed?” I asked.


“I don’t know. Damn, we need my mother, the marijuana expert,” she responded.


Nitra finally stopped screaming and just kind of slumped backward.


“I’m so tired, and I’m hot, and I’m hungry,” she said.


“You need to stay your ass away from anything to do with weed, grass, herb … all that. If you see somebody mowing their lawn you should haul ass the other way,” Brenda said.


We were relieved, though, and whatever high we had was scared right out of us.


The next morning I woke up with a headache. I thought hangovers came when you drank. Add that shit to my list of things I had to learn the hard way. I got myself together and left before Nitra and Brenda woke up. I was waiting for the number 20 bus on Linden Boulevard for a few minutes when this white 4Runner rolls up.


“Hey, remember me?” the guy behind the wheel asked.


I took a step back away from the curb and put a scowl on my face.


“No, am I supposed to?” I asked.


He laughed and and refreshed my memory.


“Linden Diner? The other night I saw you in the parking lot.”


“Oh yeah, I remember.”


“So where you going this time of morning?” he asked.


I acted like I didn’t hear him.


“I said, where you going this time of morning?” he repeated.


“Home to make breakfast for my husband and six kids,” I responded sarcastically.


“So what’s your name, or should I ask your husband?” he asked as I ignored him. “Well, can I give you a ride?” he had the nerve to ask.


“I don’t know you.” I was getting very annoyed by this point, and happy to see the bus was coming, so I didn’t have to curse him out. I got on the bus and looked out the window. He was just pulling off, almost like he was in shock and thinking, I can’t believe this young bitch played me.


When I got home, Vivian McNeil was in the kitchen making some coffee. “Hey, Mom!” I said, as cheerfully as I could.


She smiled at me with this strange look on her face, almost like she knew I had been doing something she didn’t approve of. She looked into my eyes, or maybe I was just paranoid from the guilt.


“So how was work?” I asked, trying to take her mind off me.


“Work was work. They gave Emma that shift I put in for, but I’m not envious. You know what they say, the grass always looks greener on the other side.” She then poured her coffee and went upstairs. I just stood there like, How the fuck did she know?




Chapter 3


All in all, life was good. I had just started my senior year at Brooklyn Technical High School, and my grades had me in a position to consider the top medical schools like Columbia, NYU, Cornell, and the University of Pennsylvania. Ever since I could remember, I wanted to be a doctor, and my mother worked her ass off, sometimes day and night, to make sure that would be possible one day. I used to have nightmares about my mother dying; I think it was because I was so afraid that if something ever happened to her, I wouldn’t be able to make it. She was one of those people who other people drew strength and guidance from. My mother and I didn’t look anything alike; she was dark, and thick but very shapely. Everybody used to see her and think she was that lady from Waiting to Exhale, Loretta Devine. That’s exactly who she looks like. My father was this light-skinned man with curly hair named Mario Hawkins. My mother told me that back in the seventies men like him were at a premium.


“Your father was a pretty-ass negro. He had that good hair, and back then black women wasn’t as big on fine cars, and all that jewelry and shit. But if you had you a light-skinned, curly-haired man, looking like Leon Isaac or Max Julien, all the kinky-headed chicks was jealous.”


“Leon who?” I asked.


“Well for your generation it would like Al B. Sure, or that damn boy from that movie Jumping Jack City,” she said.


“You mean Christopher Williams? And the movie was New Jack City,” I pointed out.


I hadn’t seen Mario Hawkins since I was three and he lived right here in Brooklyn. My mother told me I had eighteen or nineteen brothers and sisters out here. If a light-skinned, curly-haired cat tried to talk to me, I always used to wonder if he could be my brother, so I was never into that type. As a matter of fact I didn’t really care about looks—I always liked the cat that wasn’t the popular choice. My mother wasn’t very receptive toward men now, even though she was hardly old. I could tell that even with all the bullshit, negligence, and lack of support, my mother still had a soft spot for my father. Whenever his name came up, or someone asked about my father she was quick to tell them with pride, “Yeah, her father went to medical school for two years.”


I remember thinking, Well, the muthafucka ain’t no doctor. Last you told me he’s a building super. I guess if nothing else I got my book smarts from him, but that didn’t make me give a fuck about him any more or any less. As far as I was concerned he was a nice-looking man my mother had had sex with. Thanks for the nut, homeboy; I couldn’t have made it here without your help.


The school year started as expected. I was digging my senior status. Nitra and Brenda were struggling to graduate on time, not because they couldn’t do the work, they just wouldn’t do the work. Most of my teachers, and one in particular, felt like my choice of friends was inappropriate for someone with my potential. Mr. Gaines was my favorite teacher; he was a young white guy who was cool as shit. He knew more about hip hop than any of his students, and he had a black girlfriend who worked for Vogue magazine, who used to come up to the school and tell us what the latest fashion trends were. “Charisse, your friends are what Italian mobster’s call cement shoes. All they can do is drag you down,” he used to tell me.


I tried to explain that we had all been friends for years and he would say, “Just cause your old couch looked nice in your apartment in the projects doesn’t mean you take it with you to Park Avenue.”


Mr. Gaines had a fucking analogy for everything. He also hated that I cursed so much, but if I got my brains from my piece-of-shit father, then I got my mouth from my mother. About the second week of school I started noticing something strange about Brenda, not physically, but in her appearance. Her clothes were wrinkled when she came to school and her hair was undone.


“What’s going on with you?” I asked as we were walking down the hallway.


“What’s going on with you?” she responded in a sarcastic tone.


“I was just asking cause you been looking downright raggedy lately,” I snapped back.


“Mind your fucking business sometimes. Goddamn, if a bitch don’t feel like combing her hair she don’t have to,” she snapped, before rolling her eyes and storming off down the hallway. This boy named Peter had the misfortune of crossing her path and bumping into her. I closed my eyes ’cause I didn’t want to see what was coming. “Bam!” When I opened my eyes I saw him laid out, spread-eagled with papers scattered all over the hallway. His glasses were broke and he had a big-ass knot on his head. He got up crying like a bitch. “What am I supposed to tell my mother?” he asked, sobbing.


“Just tell her, right place, wrong time, Mom, shit happens,” Nitra said laughingly.


I didn’t think it was funny, and I was more concerned about what was bothering Brenda. We didn’t speak for about three days; she wasn’t even talking to Nitra.


“What the fuck did I do? I’m not the nosy, judgmental one,” said Nitra.


I just shot her a dirty look. “Not that you are either, Charisse,” she added.


That day when I got home my neighbor, Mrs. Blackmon, was outside. Mrs. Blackmon was what old people referred to as “something else.” She was in her mid to late sixties and was from Panama. Her ass was huge; even the young guys couldn’t resist looking at it on the low when she was outside working in her yard.


“Mrs. Blackmon, stop bending over like that. They all looking at your ass,” I would tell her.


“I know. I can feel the heat from them staring, I still got it, huh?” she would answer with a big smile.


She had three kids, two sons named Ray and Jonah. Ray was locked up for dealing drugs, and Jonah had gotten shot and killed in Flatbush in the late eighties. She also had a daughter named Jewel who had had seven kids by the time she was twenty-six. Jewel had that same hourglass figure as her mother when she was my age.


“She gets off on having a big ass,” my aunt Belle would say about Jewel. “Now, if she kept all them men off of it she would stop populating the world with them future purse snatchers and little hos.”


I think Mrs. Blackmon was counting on me almost as much as my own mother to make it.


“I’m going to fix you a big pot of peas and rice this weekend,” she told me when I stopped at her gate. “Soon your ass is going to be as big as mine.”


I just laughed and thought to myself, Aint that many peas and rice in all of Brooklyn. When I got in the house my mother was making dinner. She was standing in the kitchen in her underwear, with her wig on crooked, and singing, “I’m every woman,” while she fried chicken.


“Damn, I hope I don’t look like that when I’m your age,” I joked.


“Shit, you better hope you look half this good,” she replied. “Charisse, what’s going on with Brenda?” she asked. “I saw her stepfather on the train and he said she moved out,” she added.


It all started making sense to me: The wrinkled clothes, the hair, the attitude. Brenda, my best friend since I don’t know when, was homeless. I went upstairs and cried for the rest of the day. I couldn’t even imagine what she was feeling or going through. The next day I was trying to figure out how to approach her, without blowing up her spot, and I wanted to tell her my mother said she could stay with us. But how could I do that when I wasn’t even supposed to know? Brenda had a lot of pride, and feeling like a charity case wasn’t on her list of favorite things to do. I had finally got myself mentally prepared to approach her; we were best friends and what kind of friend would I be if I knew she was sleeping in the park, or God knows where, and I didn’t do shit about it. I was walking down the hall looking for her when somebody taps me on the shoulder from behind. I turned around and there was Brenda. She had on a fly new outfit and some black shoe boots. Her hair and nails were done, and she had a smile that lit up the hallway.


“Charisse, bitch, wait until I tell you what’s going on!”


“I already heard,” I responded.


“Who told you?” she asked.


“My mother.”


“Well, how did she know. Damn, I just moved in yesterday.”


“Moved? Moved in where?” I asked in a very “what the fuck are you talking about?” voice.


“I moved in with Dave. I live in the Bronx now.”


Time-the-fuck-out. Brenda was sixteen, and while she looked older, she didn’t need to be living up in the Bronx, especially not with some muthafucka I never heard of.


“Who the fuck is Dave?” I asked.


“Dave. Dave the train conductor we met last month.”


I had to think for a minute.


“The short, light-skinned one.”


“Brenda, that cat is like thirty.”


“Thirty-three,” she said matter-of-factly.


I didn’t say a word, but my facial expression said it all.


“You know what, Charisse Hawkins … fuck you! Don’t stand there with that judgmental look on your face,” she snapped.


“I’m not judging you,” I responded.


“Yes, you are, you always act like your shit is perfect. ‘I wouldn’t do this, I wouldn’t talk to that guy, this guy’s socks don’t match, he’s too old, he’s too young, I’m going to fucking Harvard, or Princeton,’ or wherever it is your Ivy League ass is going.”


I never knew Brenda felt like that. Other girls I knew used to tell me her and Nitra were jealous of me, but I never gave it much thought. Just as Brenda stormed off, Nitra casually strolled up and looked me up and down with this silly, playful grin.


“Sooooo, what happened, hmm?” she asked.


“Brenda moved in with this cat that’s thirty-three in the Bronx and I …”


“Uh, let me finish the sentence.” She said in her usual condescending way. “And you gave her your ‘tsk-tsk-tsk, shame on you, bad Brenda’ look, and she cursed you out as opposed to slapping the shit out of you like she wanted to. I’ll bet that’s it.”
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