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“Let’s get it on.”

—Marvin Gaye




INTRODUCTION

The Blacker the Berry, the Sweeter the Juice

I’d been in Amsterdam for two months and had decided I’d never leave. I’d fallen in love with the narrow rows of sharply dressed houses pressed up tightly against each other. I loved the strange combination of orderliness and casualness that pervaded the city, and the glittering canals and the cheery houseboats bobbing on the water, lit from within like fireflies in a jar. I even loved the screeching seagulls flying in packs over the canals, playing tag and bodysurfing on the sparkling water.

In the early morning with the mists shrouding the canals that ring the city it is easy to see why Amsterdam is known as the “Venice of the north.” Although the streets change their name every block, the city is compact and easy to get around by foot, bike, tram, and even boat. Buildings are rarely higher than four stories, so there’s always plenty of light and sky.

I’d fallen in love with a society that allowed for freedom of choice, late-night culture, and the right to simply be, no matter your race or background. I was in love with the Dutch people, who seemed to enjoy life the most and feel the least guilty about its pleasures. Actually, I’d fallen in love with one Dutch in particular.

I’d just finished breakfast and was sitting with my morning paper in Dimitri’s Cafe on Prinsenstraat, when I saw the most beautiful man at the window. He was tall and thin, as many Dutch are, with a long face and narrow sloping nose. Stop there and he’d be just one of the many beautiful people I’d seen all over Amsterdam into Rotterdam and in parts of Belgium.

It was the potent mix of African and Dutch blood running through his veins that composed his features into an odd and wonderfully poetic juxtaposition. He had skin the color of rich cream with a sprinkling of nutmeg freckles across his nose. His eyes were the most astounding shade of blue I’d ever seen. His long nose was offset by full, thick lips and above his prominent forehead sat the biggest, most gloriously kinky, dirty-blond Afro I’d ever seen.

He was beautiful, like rain after a drought, the sun after a storm. He was a gift dropped at my feet and he was looking at me as though I was too.

I’d surprised myself. I wasn’t usually attracted to mixed-race blacks, or I never let myself be. It was an unspoken oath, I guess, to not sell out my own deep blackness, which had been held against me for so long. So I signed on to the don’t-mix-it-up and-lighten-the-race program. It had been easy enough until now. Most light-skinned brothers weren’t normally interested in me. They usually went for black girls my sister’s complexion.

Of my three siblings I was the dark spot in every family photo. My sister’s high yellow was at the opposite end of the color spectrum. We all had the same “Chinky” eyes but my sister got most of the Chinese in my Jamaican family. I got most of the African. My two brothers fell somewhere between us. I was closest to my father in color, though two shades darker than he, and my sister was closest to my mother, who could have (and some say should have) passed for white.

Every time relatives put us side by side, fingered our hair, complimenting my sister on her wavy fall and café con leche skin, then turned to shake their heads at my nappy bush and espresso complexion, I put another brick in the foundation. Soon enough, I’d built a wall of ambivalence at best and hatred at worst for light-skinned blacks. They just seemed to have it easier: better hair, better job, lighter skin, lighter load. So it was always the darkest brothers for me. Why not? The darker the berry, the sweeter the juice, right? And I had no problems finding them since I was beautiful and they usually didn’t have much luck with the light-skinned sisters.

So I was surprised when I felt an instant attraction to him. He was everything I was not, and everything I’d grown up wanting to be. Every secret desire I’d nurtured as a child and then discarded when I grew older of wanting to be popular, pretty, and light like the cream in my father’s coffee and not the rich brew my mother drank black. He was every dream I left on my pillow, every wish on a starry night. Everything I wanted to be for as far back as I could remember was standing in front of me, smiling.

When I smiled back he walked in and sat down at my table. First he spoke to me in French, then German. When I told him I was from New York he switched to English. His name was Malcolm. He was Dutch, Belgian, and West African. He’d moved to Amsterdam three years ago from his hometown of Eindhoven in southwest Holland and was trying to make a living as a painter. His first words to me were “I love the color of your skin. It reminds me of the water in the canals at midnight. May I paint you? You are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”

*  *  *

I’d come to Amsterdam to model. I’d had no luck in New York, where my “natural” look and “strong” features, which I knew meant my close-cropped hair, dark skin, and big lips, had fallen out of favor. I was in Amsterdam because of an apparent appreciation of dark-skinned black women in the Netherlands. They loved my looks here. This was a big change from New York.

Tar baby, coal black, darkie, the names had been endless and endlessly hurtful. That they’d come from friends and family had made it even more painful. “Keep out the sun now, you black enough as is” had started every summer as far back as I could remember. Though I’d grown up to be beautiful enough to make a living as a model, at castings the darkness of my skin always put me at a disadvantage. “Your color is too harsh for this season.” “We don’t have work for dark girls like you.” “You’re so beautiful. It’s a shame you’re so dark.” The casting agent would then shake her head, close my book, and dismiss me.

Amsterdam was teaching me a thing or two about beauty. I was learning how to love myself without feeling I was too much this or not enough that. Here, as I walk along the canals, or cycle through the fields of windmills just outside the city center with the Dutch men smiling after me, I am learning how to love myself, how to feel beautiful and desirable.

*  *  *

So here I was at Odeon, the grooviest bar in Central Amsterdam, curled up on a comfy couch with D’Angelo’s lyrics flowing out of the speakers, “Brown Sugar Babe, I gets high off your love and don’t know how to behave …” and my fingers entwined with Malcolm’s.

We’d drawn a crowd of stares on the dance floor, where we’d danced till we were drenched in sweat and funky. We’d pressed up tight against each other, bumping and grinding our way into the early morning. The humidity had frizzed my hair into a halo of kinky curls, my lipstick was smudged, the rest of my makeup was gone, my white T-shirt was transparent from sweat, and I didn’t care. Laughing, Malcolm wrapped his big arms around me and fit my hips into his, matching his tempo to mine.

This was not a man I’d ever thought I would be attracted to, could not have anything in common with, but we connected in every sense. We had many of the same interests—we liked the same music and loved dance, art, and books. We’d even talked about our color, the prejudices we’d encountered because of it. I’d thought things were bad for me in New York, but some of Malcolm’s stories of growing up an only child of mixed race in a small, all-white industrial town on the outskirts of Holland made me rethink my Brooklyn childhood. He certainly hadn’t grown up privileged because of his color, nor did he feel that way. His father was often away on trips to Africa. His mother, though she loved him dearly, simply didn’t know how to celebrate his blackness, or even understand the West African dialect his father had taught him. He told me of how he’d yearned to move to New York, where people looked like him and he could feel a kinship with other blacks, where he wouldn’t stand out so much because of his looks or always feel as if he didn’t belong.

As he spoke I tried to grasp what it would feel like to not understand your blackness. Not to feel a part of a community of people, to understand the language, the gestures, the unspoken things that connect us without us even knowing. And for once I felt as though I belonged, no matter my color. I felt like part of a culture, and a people.

*  *  *

When we stumble out the door the cold air makes me shiver as we walk to our bicycles locked up along the canal on the Prinsengracht. It’s early enough for a faint rosy light to start to brighten the eastern sky.

Standing in his bedroom, the shower steaming up the bathroom, I watch Malcolm undress. He has broad shoulders and a strong back, and his oversized shirt had been hiding thick arms and a strong ass. His skin is so light I can see the intricate pathways of bluish green veins beneath it. His nipples, which are the color of melted caramel, are the darkest things on his body. He is lighter than any man I’ve ever been with.

He drops his shirt to the floor and steps out of his jeans. Naked, his legs are slim and sweetly bowed. His chest is wide, and curly blond hairs, barely discernible against his bronzed skin, taper down to his stomach. Malcolm watches me watch him. He smiles as he comes toward me, then whispers, “Your turn.”

He pulls my T-shirt over my head. He grips my arms, pressing me into his chest. His hands move up to my hair. Tangling his fingers in my kinky curls, he pulls my head back and exposes my throat, kissing a moist, hot trail from my chin down to my neck. He bites me there, then his tongue explores my throat. He moves down to my collarbone and kisses his way to the center of my chest, breathes in my scent, then exhales deeply. I can feel his smile against my skin. He turns me around and pulls my skirt to my ankles, then slips my panties down to join it.

I hear him pull up a chair and sit behind me. I feel his hands on my hips tracing the geography of my flesh. Caressing the curve of my ass, he grips my hips in his palms and kneads them. He turns me slowly around and breathes a sigh into the dark hairs nearly invisible against my skin. He rests his head there. His hair prickles my flesh, caresses my breasts. He looks up at me and smiles. He loves my skin, he tells me. He loves my color. He holds his arm against mine, marveling at our differences. I am a queen, a cause for celebration, he tells me over and over again. He pulls me onto his lap and whispers in my ear that he loves me.

Why do I love Amsterdam? Because I am beautiful here. Why do I love Malcolm? Because he made me love myself.

Secret Desires

Ahhh, secret desires. We all have them, whether we admit it to ourselves or not. Brown Sugar 4 focuses on secret desires because it is a bond that unites us. It doesn’t matter who you are, where you live, or what you do. We’ve all secretly desired something, or often, someone. Our secret desires, those yearnings we hold closest to ourselves, are what most illuminates us, who we really are or who we really want to be.

The Disturbing Pull of Desire

We’ve all felt the disturbing pull of desire. It may have been brought on by a first glance, an unexpected encounter, the sensual curve of a shoulder, the look in someone’s eyes or the smile they gave you, a lover’s scent on your fingers or taste on your tongue. Desire is that magnetic pull of one body inexplicably, inextricably, to another. It is the need for something unexplainable, but unmistakable. Desire cannot be explained, because memory, attraction, our senses and needs—a subtle connection we could never imagine—shape it.

Secret desires are those things we deny ourselves, perhaps because we think it’s not something we should do because it’s wrong, because it’s bad, or because it might just feel too good. Maybe you desire something outside of the everyday and you think it’s wrong because it’s not the norm. Or perhaps it’s someone we don’t think we should be with because of their background or lifestyle. Perhaps society has told us that person is wrong for us, or our parents made the decision for us years earlier. Maybe we abstain because we believe that once we go there we may never find our way back. Don’t worry, you’re not alone. We’ve all grappled for control over our needs; we’ve all buried something so deep down that we realize it’s there only when we’re facing it head-on.

The stories in Brown Sugar 4 celebrate many different secret desires. Here you’ll find stories of yearning with passionate and often surprising results. Whether you secretly desire the preacher’s wife, your children’s nanny, your best friend, your ex, your brother’s wife, or your sister’s husband, you’ll find something to relate to, to give insight, or simply to turn you on.

These erotic encounters are told by bestselling authors, award-winning literary writers, and performance poets whom you already know and love, writing outside of their genre but in their own particular style about characters you’ll recognize in places you’ll know. What their stories give you are different glimpses into the many different worlds that make up black America, and truly represents what makes us tick sexually and emotionally.

Variations on a Theme

We know why we’re here, what we’re looking for. We read erotica for inspiration, sometimes to lose ourselves, though we often find parts of ourselves within the story. That is why, though I am straight, I can be stimulated by homoeroticism. Though I don’t crave S&M sex, I can be turned on by it in well-written literature. Of course we all have our secret desires. How could we not? They are what make us who we are. They are why we are with the people we are with or not with the people we thought we’d be with forever. And sometimes it is why we are with people we never ever dreamt we’d end up with.

In the same way that every book I’ve read has changed me, every lover I’ve been with has taught me something—whether I wanted them to or not. I’ve learned something not only about them but about myself as well. These experiences have been invaluable. I’m old enough now to know and appreciate that. We should be inspired by the endless possibilities available to us, all the variations on a theme. But we limit ourselves to what we think we should or should not like.

Time Again to Come Correct

In Brown Sugar 4 you will find secret desires portrayed in every color, shape, and form. Perhaps you yearn for someone like the enticingly young and beautiful Brazilian au pair in Trey Ellis’s “Old Story,” whose presence wreaks havoc on a couple’s already rocky marriage. If you crave the feel of a warm, hard gun against your naked body, then go straight to Greg Tate’s “A Ballistic Affair,” a surreal and sexy story that crackles with energy and defies definition.

If it’s your teacher you desire, the one you wanted in school but whose eyes you could barely meet, you’ll be able to relate to Jervey Tervalon’s “Always Running,” a darkly sexy tale of love and loss. The unflinchingly told “Freda” is Edwidge Danticat’s fable of social class and love that shows us how one can sometimes keep you from the other. If you’re pulled to someone you never thought you’d be with, someone so different from you that it makes you question yourself, then read Angie Cruz’s poignant and passionate “Until We Meet Again.” You may never look at the Verizon man the same way again. If wanting the preacher’s wife is giving you reason to repent, turn to “The Little Barton Job,” Mike Phillips’s sensually unnerving story set in the English countryside about two people who are transported to a secret place outside of race and class. Sandra Jackson-Opoku’s deft and wickedly funny “Iguana Stew” will make you smile and will touch you in places you’ll wish it hadn’t.

If you secretly desire someone you’re already with, but in a way they would never guess, read “Where He’s Getting It Now,” Gar Anthony Haywood’s tragic tale of death and desire, wherein a woman’s husband proves to be more than he’d seemed but not what she’d suspected. Perhaps you burn with memories of a childhood tryst, a sexual exchange that left you reeling, changed forever. If so, read Lisa Teasley’s transcendental “Voiceover,” involving a character caught between the past and present, between the woman she is and the woman she wants to be. If you like it rough and ready, then read “Luzette.” Darrell Dawsey’s raunchy, hot, and riveting story will send you back to the beginning when you’ve turned the last page. Brandon Massey’s “Ghostwriter” is a sly, otherworldly tale of seduction and writer’s block that brings new meaning to the word “ghostwriter.” If an office mate is driving you crazy with desire, go straight to “Blackout,” Tyehimba Jess’s raw and poetic tale of a lusty encounter between coworkers whose passions ignite during the blackout of 2003. It’ll make you wish you’d been there.

If you’re keeping it in the family then turn to asha bandele’s “My Brother’s Wife,” the heartfelt story of a woman’s yearning for her best friend, who later becomes her brother’s wife. If your sister’s husband is about to get you into trouble then read “The Day After You,” Preston L. Allen’s climactic final story in his novella published in the Brown Sugar series. The end of Pam, Nadine, and Johnny’s family drama about the obsession that comes with lost love perfectly illustrates what happens when family ties no longer bind. If it’s your wife’s friend you’ve been dreaming about, start with Kenji Jasper’s “Little Get-Togethers,” a cautionary tale of unfulfilled potential, desire, and regret. It might change your life.

If you’re like me and it’s your best friend, the one you promised yourself you’d never fall for but of course did, read jessica Care moore’s “A New Tale of Two Cities” for insight. Her lyrical story of friendship and desire is a classic tale but with an urban twist. If you’re caught between two men whom you desire equally, turn to “A Letter in April,” Kalisha Buckhanon’s beautifully depicted and quietly sexy story of a young woman who must choose between the love of her past and the man in her future. Reginald Harris’s “Easy” is anything but. His surprisingly seductive tale of lust and fidelity, choices and regrets, will leave you with more questions than answers.

Powerful stories all, and you’ll find them more familiar than not as they explore love, sex, and sexuality in a wide range of stimulating styles. These voices are diverse—wicked and wise, hot and cool, hard and soft—yet they converge and coalesce, are distinct and original. The writers in Brown Sugar are all part of the new black literary diaspora, and although divergent, they are bound by their common African heritage. Parts of the same whole, they represent the past, present, and future of black literature.

Editing and contributing to the Brown Sugar books has been a wildly fulfilling and exciting ride, and all those puns are intended. I think you’ll agree that with Brown Sugar 4, the series goes out with a bang.

So come with me one last time, ’cause it’s time again to come correct.



Brown Sugar 4





KALISHA BUCKHANON

A Letter in April


It’s April, that time of the year when winter and spring—the boldest and the shyest seasons—clash, fuse, then make love to each other coolly, like an old couple. Schoolteachers must now offer new incentives for children’s attention because shelter from the cold no longer qualifies. The churches’ expatriates will beg forgiveness around Easter, and for a little while, houses of worship will be full again. Everything depends on April. In the small town where we’re from, where we grew up together, where we first met, April is testing time. I may call the big city my home but I’m a country girl at heart. Right now, the question weighs heavy on everybody’s tongue but nobody will ask it out loud: Will there be enough rain? For the grass to rise, the gardens to bloom, the river to swell just so, the fields to succeed into profit, a certain number of inches must fall.

Of all the elements, people believe rain has the most spirit and utility; it operates as a cause rather than an effect. So people sit around on April nights and wait for it, talk it up, pray on it, pretend to squeeze it from their sweat and tears when heaven refuses to break. Everyone has a different relationship with the rain, which, unlike the wind or heat, can be tasted. Some bemoan it when it finally comes, cry about it when their basements flood, curse it when it catches them unprepared; others collect it when the faucets rust, swallow it when the well seems too far, dance in it when God becomes too remote. They do not have to watch the news in order to know it’s coming; they can predict it by smelling the air, assessing the stiffness of their knees, or observing which creatures emerge and which burrow. Then, depending on their mood and their need, they will celebrate or sigh. Either way, they will respect it.

But I am going off on tangents to avoid talking about the real reason I am writing you. Maybe the rain is why I couldn’t say good-bye the way I am saying it now; there is something about a rainfall that seems to prohibit dishonesty. It was raining this morning when I left you, remember? Last night, you didn’t even ask me if I had a lover in New York—the city of sin that had stolen me away from you and that stifling small town five years ago. The Emerald City of dreams where I arrived with a thousand dollars, just two contacts, and the crazy fantasy of becoming an actress.

Then again, why would you have reason to ask if I had a lover other than you, my first and, in your naïve ignorance, my only? I made love to you last night like a virgin, not calm with experience but excited into clumsiness, too frantic to keep the rhythm, my energy rising until steady pace became a thing of the past. I somehow missed your lips each time I kissed you, sloppy, like a virgin kissing for the first time. At one point you shuddered and mumbled Jesus, then cried God, your unbearable grip on my ass signaled your coming. We finished spent into loneliness—drowning slowly in hot sweat that clung to us like steam rising, our breaths hard and heavy as if we were breathing not just for ourselves but for all of mankind. We stared into the same lonely, dark blackness but we each claimed it solely as our own. Then we bathed.

You have never been a romantic man, so there were no bath bubbles. Only water hot as we could stand it cloaked our skin and melted us into each other. My sepia and your Cherokee red turned our water the muddy color of Kansas dirt. You rested your forehead on my kneecap, right against a scar still present from a fifth-grade fall out of the great oak that guarded my grandparents’ yard. You knew the story of the scar because you knew the story of me: insecure and awkward junior-high days, a sudden blossom into popularity toward the end of high school, sheer determination in the form of three jobs to pay for theater school, the relentless drive that made me one day, out of the blue, pack a bag and announce to the world that I was moving to New York City to become an actress.

It has taken some time, but become an actress I did. Now, when I come back to our small Wisconsin town to see you and my mama, everybody calls me the “actress.” I’m the one who made it out, the only brown skin to have keys to our city of 35,000 plus a dead-end street bearing her name. The little black girl who proved to all the rest of them that it was possible for our dreams to come true sometimes.

I soaped your back with the bar you bought especially for me—Dove fragrance free, for sensitive skin. You remembered. When my performance schedule started to become so much that I could not visit as often anymore, I remember you told me you had nothing else to offer to get me here but your love. I’ll at least buy the soap she likes, you must have thought. We were facing each other in the bath, so I had to lean in close to reach around your broad shoulders. Your embrace was smothering, and I moved my hands around and around your back until I was clutching you. My face was buried in your chest, and the water made the hair on your body feel like a baby’s. You pulled my legs out from in front of me and wrapped them around your torso. You pulled me closer and I could feel your hardness rising out of water like an island. You wanted me again.

What the hell am I doing here? I thought as I looked around the tiny bathroom suffering inside the dilapidated house that you and your boys called home. Patches of paint peeled and hung from the ceiling like spirits trapped between worlds. The toilet had come loose from the floor, the medicine cabinet mirror was still cracked from the time you struck out at your reflection in frustration. I told you that dying house wasn’t worth your father’s $25,000-dollar life insurance policy, that the money to fix it up and pay it off would be too much for you. But grief has a way of making us blind. And you were young with a dream. We both were. But I believed in the possibility of the art gallery you wanted to create, though I wondered back then who in our small town had the money to buy art.

Over the years, you’ve imagined those three stories of warped flooring, ancient plumbing, peeling paint, and sad rooms to be a restaurant, a bed and breakfast, a juke joint, a gentleman’s lounge, a recording studio, a ladies’ fine clothing boutique. You never imagined it would be the last place we would make love, but it will be. Now, it has been declared condemned and the bank will soon foreclose on it because you haven’t met the payments. This house full of dreamers and their dreams must be vacated by the end of the month—knockoff designer clothes hastily thrown into garbage bags, records packed into milk crates, Tupac, Biggie and Malcolm posters torn from these dingy walls, empty bottles of cheap champagne recycled. The last time I was here you told me you didn’t even recall what you’d celebrated.

While I watched a spider building a web above our bodies making love in the bath, I thought of my small treasure in Manhattan—a renovated condominium loft I bought when I landed my first well-paying role. It’s decorated with original artwork from some of America’s hippest black painters and sits on the top story of a high-rise nestled on the Lower East Side. I just renovated, or modernized, as we say, my kitchen. I asked you when I first bought it to share this home with me. I told you, Baby, if you’re really serious about being a painter this is the place to be. But you said it was small for two people. I knew then you were just too scared to leave the familiar behind and venture into the unknown.

The yellow lightbulb hanging from the ceiling began to swing as the wind picked up outside and flew in through the broken window. Chill pimpled my arms and you warmed me like firewood.

“I think I should move to New York with you,” you whispered to my crotch and not my eyes as you tilted me up toward you, hands pressed into the small of my back to hold me up, your thumbs meeting around the tiny waist you always loved. You’d said this before, but this time I knew you might mean it; you would have nowhere else to go soon. The lips on your face met the lips between my legs, and water spilled over the side of the tub to join the water sliding down the floor from the leaky sink. The old refrigerator outside the bathroom door hummed momentarily, then became quiet. There was only the soft, steady splashing of water knowing and jealous as if it was standing outside lovemaking’s door. I rocked with you as I was supposed to, in a rhythm familiar and stale, but this time it seemed brand-new because it was the last time—Did I tell you it was the last time?

“We’ll see,” I sighed, knowing that it was no longer possible. I thought of another’s head buried between my legs, a head much smaller than yours because it is bald and you have dreads. I locked my legs around your neck to let you know I was coming even though I wasn’t. Then, for the first time in the eight years after our simultaneously lost virginity, you quietly slipped a finger inside my anus. I cried out, since I was supposed to be both shocked and thrilled, and you smiled up at me with the pride of a lover who has introduced new tricks. But no, it had already been done to me; in a reefer-hazed ecstasy that had my hips spinning around and around so fast that I made myself and my lover dizzy. I’d reciprocated what he’d done with his finger by using my tongue. I thought of that moment, alone with him in a one-room, closet-sized Bronx studio when that was all I could afford, and then I came for real with you.

“Let me sit here awhile,” I sighed as I leaned back and you rose from the water with a satisfied smile. I was breathless, and I felt tears gathering in my stomach, ready to collect as a lump in my throat and then push themselves out of my eyes. I didn’t want you to see me crying because I didn’t want to ask you to ask me what was wrong. I am an actress, but I can’t lie to you. It hit me that I still loved you—a realization so stark and clear and finite that I couldn’t stop thinking about your head bowed low as you soaked with me in the tub and I poured water over your dreads. I still love this man, I whispered, despite … But I could not finish the sentence. Despite the fact that he’s here and I’m there? Despite the fact he has not lived up to my expectations? Despite the fact he probably hasn’t lived up to his own expectations? But isn’t the only love that matters the love that is given despite? I was scared and confused. I sucked in the cry that tried to escape me because I didn’t want you to hear. I cried silently into my hands for as long as I could, then I coughed to disguise it.

“You want me to make you some tea for your throat?” I heard you say over Marvin Gaye.

“No,” I shot back quickly. “I’m coming out.”

I joined you in the bedroom. I was grateful to see a jasmine-scented candle lit because then you would not detect my red eyes. I burrowed into your body under the down comforter I had given you when I moved away. The small candlelight flickered and made the mural you’d painted on your walls come alive. Your bedroom was the only room you’d finished before you gave up on yourself. There was a black boy taller than possibility dunking a basketball over a sea of white faces, a man who looked like your father carrying tools, a portrait of you as a young man, a voluptuous woman busting out of a red dress and beckoning onlookers to come; I noticed she didn’t look like me. It started to rain just as we began to slip into slumber.

It was still raining this morning as I prepared to catch my car service 150 miles to the nearest airport. We’d lain there for a while listening to raindrops, waiting for signs that the other was awake. I could tell you wanted to make love to me again before I left, like you always did. Your hand cupped my naked breast and you grew hard against my buttocks. Had I not known it would be the last time, I would have given you what you wanted. I would have turned toward you with my eyes crusted and my mouth still sour from sleep, and you would have received me just as I was.

I might have climbed atop you and let you enter me seemingly instantly, so fully that I would have been unable to remember the lifetime before you were inside of me. I would have gyrated atop you like our lives depended on it, like our fucking gave an energy to the world that only we could provide. I would have moaned and shrieked like no else was in the house, like the possibility that someone was in the kitchen next to your bedroom did not even exist. We would have caused the wooden slats that held the mattresses in the bed frame to slip out of place. Then the bed would slant and we’d tumble onto the hardwood floor, against the door where one of your housemates was masturbating to the rhythm of our bodies.

But this morning, I simply disentangled myself from you when the alarm sounded and gathered my bags that had pretty much stayed packed. I had thought it before, but never really meant it: This is the last time we will see each other. This morning, as I thought of my stifled cries the night before, I knew the guilt of dishonesty would kill me before you did once you found out my acting has not been limited to the stage. You once told me, after your father died and you burned several of your paintings in frustration, that I was the only good thing in your life. That was a lie, but it wasn’t your fault.

“Do you want me to ride to the airport with you?” you asked through your sleepiness.

“How will you get back?” I wondered.

“I don’t know. Greyhound, if you buy the ticket. I could pay you back when I get paid next week.”

“That’s okay,” I said, and I pushed your dreads back to kiss your forehead for the last time. I mentioned it was the last time, didn’t I? “You can sleep. I’ll call you when I arrive.”

My car was waiting for me outside. I told myself not to look back, because if I looked back I would forget everything I had worked for and die with you, in your arms, in that raggedy old house that could have been the most beautiful art gallery the world had ever seen. But as my Lincoln Town Car rounded the corner, my neck jerked around as if I had been slapped. I caught a quick glimpse of the house that wasn’t even yours anymore. It was fringed with weeds and surrounded by a bald lawn. I saw your face staring out a window on the top floor.

I didn’t call you when I arrived. Later that evening after about eight hours of traveling, when I opened the door to my New York apartment, my lover, a fellow actor, was waiting to carry my bags into the bedroom. He had the shower already running. He stripped me and brought me into the shower with him. He stood behind me and soaped me using the same brand I had soaped your back with. He forced my neck back so he could bite me salaciously and leave his mark behind. My love for you became a distant memory as my knees buckled under with passion for him. He grabbed the inside of my thigh and hoisted it onto the bathtub’s ledge on his way to the soft space I had just given to you. He stuffed his fingers into my mouth so I could taste myself before he did.

He entered me from behind as I steadied myself against the slippery tiles. He grabbed at my breasts like they were flowers that needed to be pulled up from dirt. I screamed his name so I would forget yours. We stumbled out of the bathtub and somehow made it to the threaded rug in the center of my loft, and I took him in with the eagerness and energy with which I used to take you. Salsa music from the corner bar floated around us and kept our violent passion from arousing concern among neighbors.

There was a chill in the room when we finished, and I thought I smelled you. I thought I saw your face, right before my lover picked me up from the floor and carried me into bed. But I couldn’t sleep. I harmonized my breathing with his while we spooned, because he can sleep only once he thinks I am dreaming. I gently pulled myself out from under him and began writing this letter in that journal I keep near the bed. You know the one with a single magnolia on the front, the one you sent me because you said the curves of the petals reminded you of my body? My lover has stirred once to ask me what I was writing.

“Just my lines for tomorrow’s rehearsal,” I told him. “I write them over and over again until I memorize them.”

“Oh,” he said. Then before he nodded and turned back around, “I really missed you, baby.”

“I missed you too,” I tell him, taking in the scent he has stirred with his movement. I’ve told the truth, but only partially. How can I tell him I’m not brave? How can he know, after the ferocity with which we’ve just made love, that I am really a coward? How can I tell him that I am writing my first love a letter to say good-bye because I was not woman enough to tell him to his face, while we bathed together during an April shower? When rain was the shedding of tears for both love and dreams lost.



PRESTON L. ALLEN

The Day After You


It is four A.M.

It’s me, the darkness, the glowing green numbers on the clock, and Cassiopeia purring. She comes to me, and I pet the soft fur on the back of her head and neck as she climbs into my lap.

I’ve finally stopped crying for yesterday. For the dream that passed me by. The long-legged, sweet-faced dream. The dream that held my face and promised love. The phone rings. I see his number on the caller ID, but I know that it’s Nadine.

“Hey, girl.”

“Hey.”

“Johnny’s sleeping.”

“Hmmm.”

“I put him to sleep. I put it on him. I put it on him good. I put it on my man.”

Cassiopeia purrs in my lap. I say to Nadine, “So what y’all gonna do?”

“Put this behind us.” She sighs. “This shit is so whack. I musta been crazy. I musta been under some kinda spell.”

I’m silent. Too much to say.

“You see what I got at home? You see my man? And I’ma leave him for Christopher?”

“Ol’ waterhead Christopher.” I smile.

“What was I thinking?”

“I don’t know, Nadine.”

“Ol’ waterhead …” Her voice trails off. Then she says, “You think he ugly? You don’t think he cute, just a little bit?”

“Not like Johnny.”

“No.” She is whispering. Her muffled voice tells me that she has cupped her hand over the phone and her mouth. I imagine them in bed together. I know that he is right up on her, the way he sleeps. He’s a hugger. He likes to drape himself over his love. Big as he is, you’d think he’d be heavy. He’s not. He likes to hold with his great big hands. To rub and soothe his love to sleep. He likes to suckle. He likes to have his lips on his lover’s flesh as he falls asleep.

Nadine is a selfish sleeper. She sleeps like a ball, her arms in tight and her knees tucked up to her flat, boyish chest. When we were kids, I’d sneak into her bed and cling to her back until she’d push me off and tuck herself back into her selfish little ball.

She says, “But don’t you think he has some good qualities?”

“Compared to Johnny? He’s all right, I guess. He’s got a nice complexion. That’s about it.”

“But he’s sweet.”

“Johnny’s sweeter.”

“Christopher’s smart.”

“He got big ears. He walks funny, and he talks like a white boy. Come on, Nadine. You musta been crazy.”

“You really surprise me,” she says. “I thought I was the shallow one.”

“I’m not being shallow. All I’m saying is you already got a fine man at home.”

“Johnny is fine.” I can hear the smile in her voice. “And that sweet dick.”

“I don’t know about all that,” I lie. “You keep your dick talk to yourself, you hear? That’s between you and your man.”

She’s quiet. Is it something in the way I said it? The way she went after that white girl with the knife that time and all she did was look at Johnny. Nadine’s a little bit paranoid, and she has a real fucked-up temper. I start to worry just a little.

She finally says, “It’s crazy the way these men get to you. Crazy. I almost lost him, Pam. You think there’s someone else?”

I’m the last person she needs to be asking this. I should hold back. I can’t. “How could there not be someone else, Nadine? Johnny’s a prize.”

Another pause. Cassiopeia stretches as I rub her.

“Whachu mean by that?”

Nadine is like a switch, flipping on and off.

“Whachu mean?” Hissing loud through the phone. Forgetting she’s trying not to wake him. Forgetting to keep her voice down so he can get his sleep after all he’s been through. “Do you know who it is? Do you know who he’s fucking?”

*  *  *

Oh, Johnny, I remember how easily you lifted me, chubby as I am, and carried me to bed. Your body, the perfect V—the broad shoulders and narrow waist. The sexy swells of your chest. The long, sleek lines and smooth bulges that define your legs and thighs. You are chiseled, firm, strong. Juicy. You called me juicy, but you’re the juicy one.

I was jealous of Nadine for getting to you first, telling you the baby was yours when it wasn’t, marrying you, and then dogging you. Throwing you away. For Christopher? She’s the pretty one, so I guess she thinks she can just do whatever she likes to people and get away with it. Me? Some men say I’m even prettier than her, but I don’t know about that. We have the same cinnamon complexion. She has the cute face. And that tight body. But don’t let it fool you. She’s all street. Before you, she dated nothing but thugs. And women. She’s not the good one, Johnny.

I am.

My face, it looks a lot like hers, especially in the photos of us as children. Our hair in Afro-Sheen ponytails, our cheeks thick with bubble gum. We have the same high forehead, the same soft crescents around the mouth when we smile. But where her face is delicately angular, mine is roundish, with big eyes and lips. A cuter nose. I am taller than she is. I could stand to lose about twenty pounds, but men don’t seem to be bothered by it because I have a good heart and I don’t play mind games on people. You didn’t seem to be bothered by it. Yesterday.

When I locked my legs around your waist.

Fuck me, I moaned. Fuck me. I sensed it. You were having doubts.

You leaned over me and smiled. I touched my hand to your face. I rubbed my pussy against your leg. Fuck me. Stay. It can work between us. I held your face in my hands. Your beautiful eyes looked down at me and made a promise.

You moved your dick around inside me. I was filled. You were fucking me. I sucked on your tongue. I remember spearmint. Unsweetened iced tea. I fucked you back. You pushed and pushed inside me, as the pillows and sheets bunched up around us. You pushed. Soon, we were hanging off the edge of the bed. You pushed me hard. Don’t stop, oh shit, that’s my spot, oh shit, harder, harder. I was licking your lips, your mouth, with my tongue. I was over the edge of the bed with nothing but your strength to keep me from falling. I threw my arms around your neck and hung on. My flesh was twitching, ready to give. I let go. I was coming. Coming. Over the edge. With nothing but your love to keep me from falling.

Promise me. Stay.

I licked your cheeks and tasted my perfume on your baby-smooth skin. Your cute nose, your eyelashes. I was licking your tightly closed eyes. I felt myself going over the edge of the bed, but you caught me. Your hands gripped my ass. So hard. Your mouth to my ear. Moaning love. What were you really trying to say? Gripping my cheeks so hard, pulling them slightly apart. It felt good. It got me to thinking dirty thoughts. Got me to thinking about when you’d asked me to do anal and I’d said no. I was scared of that. You were soooo big, I couldn’t imagine. You said my ass was so pretty, so thick. You couldn’t stop thinking about it. But I had said no, and sent you away embarrassed for asking. Now, with your mouth moaning against my ear, your dick hitting my spot just right, and that finger teasing the crack on the sly with each thrust, I was asking why not? I’ve had your tongue there. Why not your dick? Do it to me any way you want.
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