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To my beautiful and driven mother Renee McLaurin Alston may your soul rest in peace.


Love your son Antyne Eric McLaurin


October 29, 1996


What is love?


Something that makes your heart patter.


Happiness?


Something that makes you smile.


Romance?


Flowers, cards, and candy.


And chemistry?


All the right words all the right moves and all the right places.


So, how come you are still single?


Oh, now that I don’t know.


Q&A
 By Omar Tyree







A Metaphor for My Life



Ever since I received my college degree back in the spring of 1986, my life has been a big roller-coaster ride, filled with climbs, dips, loops, curves, and high-speed free falls. I call it The Bobby Dallas Whirl.


I thought a formal education was supposed to bring a guy job security and some type of stability in life. Maybe if I had been interested in a career other than radio broadcasting, I would have been better off a lot sooner. Then again, with the money I’m making now, maybe the bumpy ride was worth it.


There hasn’t been much stability in radio. A real skill like architecture or engineering would have been a more stable profession. But who am I kidding? With those careers, you would actually have to do some real work. Not to say I don’t do my share of work in radio, or that I haven’t paid my dues, because I have. I’m just saying that radio is a hit-or-miss game, like the lottery. You never know what to expect or if you’ll even be employed the next day. You could be on top of the world one day and stuffed underneath a trash can the next. Oscar the Grouch from “Sesame Street,” who lived inside a garbage pail, comes to mind as the alter ego of any happy-go-lucky radio professional. A lot of us may seem happy while on the air or out in public, but behind closed doors, we’re very insecure. That’s just the nature of the business we’re in. Nevertheless, on good days with good pay, the bottom line is that we love what we do.


Radio is like a game of Russian roulette—you either get a big bang or nothing. The thing is, once you’ve experienced that bang, no matter what other stuff you have to go through, you’re always willing to keep at it. It’s like a night-and-day marriage. On some days you love it like a beautiful, spirited woman, and on other days you hate it like a villain who haunts your dreams at night.


My profession is actually the perfect metaphor for my life. After I completed college, I had no idea what the hell I was getting into from one day to the next. I was like a high-caliber shotgun with no safety clip, trying desperately to find a proper target. I’ve always been a good man and a good person, but that didn’t seem to matter. I mean, I’ve really been through some hectic shit during my postcollege years. I had to reevaluate my life more than a few times. I got a chance to travel and do a lot of soul-searching, though. I haven’t been married yet, and I don’t have any children, but I’d like to experience those things. I can’t say that I didn’t have enough opportunities with women either, because I did. Things just never worked out. Half the time, I was simply trying to gain control of my life.


I’m just now beginning to earn the kind of money that would make any parents proud, and beginning to live the way I always imagined living. I just can’t handle the emptiness of being alone anymore. I’m thirty-one years old, for God’s sake, and I’m still searching for peace of mind and a permanent woman! Honestly, though, after all I’ve been through in the past decade, sometimes I don’t think I’ll ever settle down. Maybe, though, if I looked at my love life in the same light as I look at my profession in radio, expecting everyday surprises and daily letdowns, and just learned to roll with the punches, just maybe I could make a relationship work. Maybe I could find that peace of mind in a commitment to one special woman. Or, then again … maybe not. And maybe I’ll be one of those good black men who got away.







In the Beginning



The roller-coaster ride all began in my senior year at Howard University in Washington, D.C. We called it The Mecca, the high ground of black American culture and education. I was surrounded by high-achieving brown students from every state in America, including plenty of students from the Caribbean and from countries in Africa.


As one could imagine, there were many different types of sisters and brothers to choose from to get hitched to. And the first people you were attracted to were usually in your same classes, whether they noticed you or not. However, just because you were there at Howard, surrounded by all of those beautiful black people, it didn’t necessarily guarantee you a partner. Some guys had what it took to entice sisters romantically and some guys didn’t. I was one of those guys who didn’t. I was a nice guy, and a perfect gentleman from Greensboro, North Carolina. You know the type; “He’s just a good friend.”


There was this sister from New York named Pearl Davis that I’d had the hots for since our freshman year. We were both radio broadcast majors. Pearl was tall, fine, and intelligent, but her attitude was strictly New York. She carried herself like the halls had her name on them. With me being an unglamorous son of the South, Pearl hadn’t paid me any mind for three years. I was the dirty tile floor underneath her brand new shoes.


I remember when I first got her attention. It was late September, 1985. I had finally secured a morning DJ spot on WHBC, Howard University’s AM radio station. I was wearing a blue silk shirt and had just gotten a fresh fade haircut. Cheap silk shirts were the things to wear back then and all of the guys wore their hair in fades. I was trying my best to keep up with the Joneses. Howard had a long reputation to uphold, which included campus fashion.


Pearl strutted into the studio and asked me, “What’s up with all this Trouble Funk and this go-go music shit?” I got off the air at eleven o’clock. Pearl was on after me. She paced impatiently inside the studio lounge area for ten minutes. I watched her.


“It’s on the playlist,” I told her with hunched shoulders.


“Yeah, but shit, you have to play it twenty damn times a day?” she ranted. “That shit is so whack, man! I’m tired of hearing that shit!”


I was thinking, I wonder if she knows any words other than shit. “This is D.C.,” I reminded her. Go-go was their homegrown music.


“So! This is our radio station! We should be able to play what we wanna play!” she responded to me. “I know I will.”


I smiled at her. She knew better than that. “If you do that on a real job, you’ll end up fired real fast,” I told her. Messing with the playlist was a definite no-no in the radio business.


“Yeah, we’ll see,” she said. Pearl slid her tall, slim frame into the recording room in blue Jordache jeans. She looked damned good! She had a smooth, angular face with rapid roving eyes that caught everything. To tell the truth, I was intimidated by her.


I grabbed my things and headed for my next class. Faye Butler, my sophomore friend, was waiting for me down the hall. Faye was a fellow southerner, from Macon, Georgia. She was a television/film major with the soft, rounded, baby-face features of a good girl. She was the kind of young, good-hearted soul that knowing mothers liked to fix their sons up with. And although Faye was fully developed with all of the right curves, since her freshman year we had only been friends.


“Hey,” Pearl Davis yelled down the hall to me, “I like your shirt! That shit is stupid fresh!”


Faye frowned at me and shook her head in disgust. Even graduation-bound New Yorkers spoke with the street slang of the day, no matter how ridiculous it may have sounded to the rest of the world. Nevertheless, it was 1985, so it wasn’t that peculiar.


I was an easily pleased sucker from North Carolina. I smiled back at Pearl wider than a circus clown with a painted face. I looked into her caramel-colored mug, viewing her reddish-brown, wavy hair, and was infatuated. “Thanks” was all I could say at the time. After that incident, though, I couldn’t get her off my mind. My smile didn’t last long. My friend Faye read my gleeful expression with horror.


“You like her?” she asked me. Before I could respond she spat, “I can’t stand that girl.”


There was nothing I could say to that.


“I don’t know who gave her the key to the world, but she needs to check herself,” Faye added.


Like the saying goes, two is company, three is a crowd.


•


As fate would have it, since we were seniors, Pearl and I had to show our faces at a lot of the campus events to stay informed for radio. At every event, Pearl would pick with me for the hell of it. I actually felt privileged to finally gain so much attention from her.


“Here, ‘Big Bob,’ wear my chain. I can’t have you in here looking like a country bumpkin,” she said to me at an October party. It was rumored that Def Jam’s Run DMC would be performing. They never did show.


Pearl wrapped a thick rope chain around my neck. I was too much in awe to resist. She and her New York girlfriends then proceeded to make me their entertainment for the night.


“You call him ‘Big Bob,’ hunh?” one of her girlfriends asked Pearl with a grin. Pearl liked to make fun of my six-foot-four-inch frame, especially since I wasn’t much of a basketball player.


“Yeah, look at his feet,” she responded to her friend. “You know what they say about brothers with big feet, y’all.”


“Oh, shit, I need to borrow him tonight then, ’cause my man got little feet,” another one of her New York girls commented as they laughed at me.


“No you don’t,” Pearl snapped with a smile. “I found him first.”


“Yeah, well, tell me what woods you caught him in, so I can go big-foot huntin’, girl.”


It’s embarrassing to even think of it. I wasn’t too good at defending myself back then. Compared to my plain and practical Volkswagen Bug mentality, Pearl Davis was a red Corvette at a car show.


“Where do you live?” she asked me later on that night. It was nearly four o’clock in the morning. We were all leaving out. No one was particularly hurt that the Run DMC thing was only a rumor. It was still a lively party.


“I live in Slowe,” I told her. I was a bit nervous about it. Why is she asking me where I live? Oh my God! What does this mean? I remember thinking. At that time of night, a where-do-you-live question could have been easily construed as a possible sleepover.


“You still live in the damn dorms? Shit, man, get a life,” she told me with a half frown, half grin. Then she had to tell her girlfriends, who were all climbing inside of a black Honda Civic. “Hey y’all, Big Bob still lives in the damn dorms. I told y’all he was country.”


I smiled and began to take off her gold chain. I wanted to say, “It’s cheaper to live in the dorms,” but I kept it to myself. I don’t believe I would have won any brownie points with a comment like that one.


“You don’t have to take it off,” Pearl told me. “I might be coming with you,” she teased, or at least I thought she was teasing.


My heart leaped into my throat. “Hunh?”


Pearl was loving it. She was absolutely the aggressor. “Hey y’all, should I go over to Big Bob’s barn tonight?”


“Yeah, girl, go choke yourself some chickens!” one of her friends yelled out from the laughter.


“Well, I don’t have room to take both of y’all. And you’re not sitting on that big nigga’s lap in my damn car,” the owner of the Honda huffed.


“He only live at Slowe. We can walk over there,” Pearl shot back. We were at Ninth and T Streets Northwest. Slowe Hall was less than ten blocks away on Third Street.


“Well, get to walking,” her girlfriend told us. “Nobody gon’ mess with y’all, ’cause Big Bob will take out his hunting knife and jack them up. Won’t you, Bob?”


I just smiled, shocked that Pearl Davis had actually decided to go to my dorm room with me.


Pearl didn’t say much on the way to my dorm. I was doing most of the talking for a change. I didn’t know what else to do. The woman of my college dreams was coming to spend the night.


“You got a lot of work to do this weekend?” I asked her.


Pearl smiled and said, “Why, you got any plans for us?”


I hunched my shoulders. “No, not really.”


“Well, I don’t have nothing on my mind but sleep,” she told me with a grin.


That was fine with me. I didn’t care if I didn’t get any. I was elated that she would even be in my room. I signed her in and led her to my room on the second floor.


“Hmm, neat room you have here,” Pearl said. Then she started taking off her clothes.


My jeans grew so tight that it was beginning to hurt. “I have a sleeping bag. I’ll sleep on the floor and you can take the bed,” I told her.


She looked at me and smiled. “You are a big teddy bear. Do you know that?”


I smiled back at her while clearing out space on the tiny floor to place my sleeping bag. I had to stretch it from the doorway to the edge of the bed, which was basically the length of the room.


“What are you doing with a sleeping bag anyway?” Pearl asked me. She was pulling her bra off from inside of her shirt.


I looked away and answered, “My mother made me take it.”


She stared at me and burst into laughter. “Oh my God! You’re a momma’s boy, too?”


“No I’m not,” I snapped. I really wasn’t. I had always been closer to my father.


Pearl didn’t comment on it. “You got any shorts I can wear? Clean shorts?” she asked me. She stood right at my chest, as if she was daring me to touch her.


I maneuvered around her and to my dresser to pull out a pair of gray Russell shorts.


Pearl smiled at me and said, “Can you close your eyes while I take off my panties?”


I felt ready to burst open at the seams. This isn’t happening! I kept telling myself. I closed my eyes and could hear Pearl giggling while she pulled her jeans and underwear off.


“Okay, you can look now.”


I opened my eyes and peeked at her in my shorts. She was actually wearing my shorts! Pearl Davis! Then she climbed into my bed and got under my covers. I stretched out inside my sleeping bag on the floor. Then I heard Pearl sitting up. She was staring around my room in the dark. I looked up at the clock on my desk. It was close to five in the morning.


“Are you tired?” she asked me.


I was, but I wasn’t going to tell her if she wasn’t. “Why?” I asked, hesitantly.


“Because I’m not.”


We sat in silence for a moment. I didn’t know what else to say.


“You wanna get up here with me, or you want me to come down there with you?” Pearl asked me.


I was baffled, not believing my ears. “Hunh?”


Pearl sighed and slid out of the bed and onto the floor with me. Then she leveled herself on top of me. I was too paranoid to move a muscle. “Can I go to sleep like this?” she asked.


“I don’t know. Can you?” I responded.


She laughed and shook her head. I knew she could feel my hard-on. “Any other guy would have been clawing at my pants as soon as he closed the door,” she told me.


“Well, my name is Bobby Dallas. I’m pleased to meet you.” It was the first clever remark I had ever said to Pearl.


She chuckled, and her tall, slim body vibrated against mine. “You ever kissed a girl before?” she asked me. She French-kissed me before I could respond. I mean, she pushed her watermelon-flavored, Jolly Rancher tongue all the way inside of my mouth. She and her girlfriends had been eating Jolly Rancher candy all that night.


“Are you afraid of me, Bobby Dallas?” she asked.


“Very,” I told her.


Pearl laughed again. I was on a roll.


“Do you have any protection?”


“Yeah. I’ll get it,” I said, trying to free myself to get up.


Pearl held me down with her hands pressed against my chest. “No. Where is it? I’ll get it.”


“It’s in the closet, toward the back of the shelf.”


She smiled as she stood. “That’s your little hiding place, hunh?”


I smiled back at her, embarrassed. I said, “I guess.”


Pearl reached up onto my closet shelf and came down with two condoms. “Close your eyes again,” she told me.


“What are you about to do?” I asked.


“Just close your eyes. Trust me.”


I did it. I then felt her tugging at my shorts and drawers to get them down. I pulled my legs out as she took them off.


“Lord have mercy! I was right!” she said. She was pleased, I guess.


I smiled to myself, proud of my genetic information. Pearl ripped open a condom, slid it on me, and rolled it down. Before I could count to four, she was upon me. I was no longer hesitant at that point. I did what I had learned to do.


“O-o-oh shit! Bobby!” Pearl moaned as her hair dangled in my face.


I began to rub my hands into the small of her back and breathe with her as she did what she had learned to do. Our tall bodies were too much for that small room. I was embarrassed at how much thumping we were doing on the floor. I was wondering if whoever lived in the room below me was hearing the early-morning freak show. I wasn’t planning on stopping, and neither was Pearl. You don’t stop a dream come true, you enjoy it to the fullest. So I held on to Pearl Davis for dear life, as if she would slip away into oblivion if I ever let go. And with every spasm of the feel-good, I told myself, I’m not dreaming! I’m not dreaming! This is real! This is real! It’s Pearl Davis! YES!


When we were done, Pearl fell out across my chest and began to pant as if she had just run the mile. I was pretty worn out myself. We went at it pretty good.


“You better not have a girlfriend,” she breathed into my face, still exhausted.


“Naw. I don’t,” I breathed back.


Pearl crashed back down to my chest. “Now you do,” she informed me.


That was it. I was Pearl’s new man, whether I liked it or not. It still amazes me how simple many things were back in those college years. Things would get a lot more complicated after college. But on that night, I was in love like I don’t know what. I felt pretty good about being Pearl’s new man, right up until the phone rang at seven-thirty that morning.


“Hey, are you ready to go jogging?” It was Faye. I had forgotten all about our Saturday morning run.


I panicked. “Aw, man, ah, I was up a little late last night at this function I had to attend.” I hoped that Faye would get the message that I was canceling without having to spell it out to her.


“Oh, so you’re gonna have me jog all by myself? Some pervert may snatch me off the street,” she joked. If Pearl wasn’t stretched out across my chest, I would have laughed along with her.


“That won’t happen,” I said. I was as steady as a man in a coma. I don’t know why I even bothered to answer the phone in that situation.


“Okay, well, when I get back, let’s go to breakfast together,” Faye suggested.


“All right,” I responded quickly. “I’ll be up by then.”


“I’ll see you later then,” she said.


As soon as I hung up the phone, Pearl grumbled, “Who was that?”


I was startled by it. “I thought you were asleep,” I said.


“I bet you did. Well, who was it?”


“It was just a friend of mine.”


Pearl leaned up and looked into my eyes. “Are you sure?”


I hesitated. “Yeah, I’m sure.”


“Hmm,” she grunted, falling out across my chest again. “You better not be lying to me.”


I stared up at the ceiling not believing the predicament I had put myself in. It was the beginning of the end of my peaceful and platonic relationship with Faye. I was afraid to come clean and simply tell her that Pearl was my new lady. Although Faye and I were just friends, on some days it seemed we were just a word or a touch away from being much more.







A Broken Heart



I tried my hardest to keep Faye from finding out about Pearl, but realistically, it was only a matter of time. I continued to go jogging with Faye on those few Saturday mornings when I was not held hostage by Pearl the Friday before, but it was getting harder and harder to keep coming up with creative excuses. Faye then suggested that we jog on Sundays instead. Since we both had late classes to begin the week, I convinced her that we should run on Monday mornings. That idea worked until Pearl began to plan my entire weekends with her. That’s when Faye got suspicious. I hadn’t been able to spend time with her on the weekends for months. And once we had gotten past the fall semester and were nearing spring break, Faye had had enough of my elusiveness.


“What is going on with you?” she asked me. She knew that I would be graduating soon. We were standing in the hallway on the second floor of the C. B. Powell communications building. We were about to head to our media relations class that I had somehow put off taking until my final semester.


“What are you talking about?” I responded to her. I was stalling. I knew exactly what Faye was asking me.


She stared at me for a moment. “Are you trying to avoid me for some reason?”


“Avoid you? I see you nearly every day,” I said to her. The C. B. Powell building wasn’t but so big, and Faye and I had several meeting places where we were sure to see each other.


“I’m talking about on the weekends.”


I frowned and said, “What, just because I don’t go jogging all the time?”


She returned my frown. “No, it’s not just that. I mean, we used to go to see movies and do a lot of different things on the weekends. Now all I’m getting is your answering machine.”


I looked away from her. I was never good at lying face-to-face, especially to someone I cared about. Some guys are able to do it every day. “Well, you know, it’s been hectic with so many events and things going on that I have to cover for the radio station,” I told her.


Faye gave me an evil stare that I didn’t know she had in her. “You used to ask me to go with you,” she snapped.


“Yeah, and most of the time you turned me down.”


She stormed off for class without me. I followed her into the classroom and took a seat. Faye chose to sit on the other side of the room. I felt guilty as hell, but I figured it would have been worse for me to tell her that Pearl was my girlfriend and that I had been spending my weekends with her. Even the sight of Pearl in the hallways sent Faye into a rage. I never asked her why she felt so strongly about her. Faye acted as if they had some kind of personal beef.


After class, Faye pulled me aside and apologized. “I know I probably seem childish to you.”


“No, not at all,” I said, cutting her off. She was telling the truth, though. She was acting a bit childish.


“Well, it’s just that … remember that talk we had before about sex?”


I damn near swallowed my tongue, and my heart rate increased. “Ah, yeah, I remember.” Why is she asking me this, and in the middle of the hallway of all places? I was thinking to myself.


“Well, I know that we’re just friends and all, but when some guys find out that I’m not into having sex and everything, they just get turned off and start making up excuses about being with me.”


I shook my head. It was a coincidence that Pearl and I had started seeing each other right after Faye confided her virginity to me during a long, late-night phone conversation.


“That has nothing to do with anything,” I told her.


“Are you sure?”


“Yeah, I’m sure. I know we’re just friends. I wouldn’t do that to you. I’m not a sex fiend like that anyway.”


Faye tossed her hand on my arm and smiled. “That’s good to know.”


My stomach cramped up. It felt as if I was about to throw up my lunch. I wasn’t a sex fiend before I started seeing Pearl. But Pearl was. That made me guilty by association. She wasn’t having sex four and five days out of a week by herself. Pearl was into repetitions and going the distance, and I wasn’t exactly turning her down.


“So you don’t need sex either?” Faye asked me.


I took a deep breath before I answered her. “I wouldn’t exactly say that.”


“Are you seeing somebody?”


Oh my God! I thought. “Not right now,” I lied, briefly looking away again. She knows I’m lying, I told myself. Then again, I was so unassuming back then that maybe she couldn’t tell. I mean, it wasn’t as if I was the kind of guy that girls suspected of having a reputation. I was more of a bashful loner. I probably could have gotten away with telling Faye I was a virgin myself.


I had my opportunity to come clean with Faye and I blew it. The next thing I knew, she was squeezing my hand and leaning to whisper to me, “Sometimes I think about us. Do you?”


No, no, no! What do I say now? Faye was moving in for the kill and she didn’t even realize it. “Everybody thinks about it,” I said. It was a good answer.


Faye let go of my hand. “Well, hopefully, if you’re not too busy, we can go to the movies or something this weekend.”


“Yeah, we’ll see.” I was praying that I didn’t sound too committed to the idea. We parted company with Faye smiling at me. As soon as she disappeared into the stairway, Pearl popped out from down the hall with a girlfriend. She was distressed.


“I don’t believe this shit. My mom had a damn accident this morning,” she told me.


“Down here?” I asked her. I had barely caught my breath from the conversation with Faye.


Pearl looked at me as if I was an idiot. “No, not down here, in New York. In Manhattan. I’m about to go buy a train ticket now. I’ll see you when I get back.”


Just like that, Pearl was out of sight and on her way to New York. I didn’t even get a chance to ask how long she would be staying. I knew that she would at least spend the night. I got to my dorm room and called Faye immediately.


“You want to go out tonight?” she asked me. She was surprised by my urgency.


“Well, the thing is, I can’t make any promises about this weekend, but I do know that I’m not too busy tonight, so why not?”


“Well … okay,” she agreed. Knowing Faye, she probably had a million things to do. I figured if we went out that Wednesday while Pearl was in New York, instead of on the weekend, I could grab a bird and dodge a bullet at the same time. I realized that Faye and I would not have time to cover any bases on a weeknight. It was perfect. I could take her out and successfully maintain our platonic friendship.


I forget what movie we went to see, but it was at Tenley Circle on Wisconsin Avenue. I remember a bunch of black teenagers from D.C. acting rowdy in the lines. Wisconsin Avenue was in the white section of the city, almost in Maryland, but that never stopped the inner-city blacks from taking over the theater. The movie was one of those midweek releases, so the line was packed.


“Wow!” Faye said to me. “This must be the night!”


“Yeah,” I mumbled to her. I was looking around to make sure none of Pearl’s friends were there. They were always where the action was.


“Are you looking for someone?” Faye asked me.


I was startled. “Naw, I’m just seeing who’s out here.”


“Oh.” She looked suspicious, but I paid it no mind because I didn’t see anyone I knew who knew Pearl.


I purchased our tickets and headed for the refreshment line. Faye said she was going to the rest room. When she walked back out, some big, husky guy tried to pick her up. He was dark and intimidating. I know I sound like a petrified white boy, but that’s what I remember; he was big and black and built like a football player.


“Can I watch the movie with you?”


“I’m with a friend,” Faye told him.


He looked around and quickly spotted me. He was as tall as I was and forty pounds heavier. I was sure glad that Faye wasn’t my woman. I might have been compelled to act heroic in some way. To say the least, the situation was embarrassing.


Faye walked over and joined me in the refreshment line. The big black guy followed her.


“Y’all don’t go together, right?” he asked Faye. “We could go out another time then.”


I couldn’t believe how forward he was. He cared less about me being with her.


Faye said, “I don’t think so,” and turned her back to him.


He looked at me and frowned before walking off.


“I hate guys like that,” Faye told me. “That was very disrespectful.”


“What if I was your brother?” I asked her with a smile. I was attempting to take things lightly.


“It still would have been disrespectful. There are certain ways that you approach people, and that’s not the way.”


I thought about what would be the best way to break the news to Faye that I had a girlfriend. There is no best way, I told myself. Any and every method would hurt her, especially since it was Pearl. I spent the whole time in the movie contemplating my predicament. That’s probably why I don’t remember it.


On the bus ride back to campus, Faye fell asleep against my shoulder. It wasn’t that late. It was only after nine, and I kept wanting to wake her up because I was beginning to think some rather sexual thoughts, and people were looking at us. But I was afraid to touch her.


Miraculously, Faye woke up a block or two away from our stop on Georgia Avenue. I was really nervous then. One of Pearl’s girlfriends could have been anywhere. I had a strong fear of what would happen if Pearl suspected me of cheating on her. I wasn’t looking forward to that type of drama in my life. At the time, I was still very much an amiable North Carolina boy.


“Why are we in such a hurry?” Faye asked me, noticing the pep in my step.


“This is a weekday,” I reminded her.


She smiled. “I thought you said you didn’t have much to do tonight.”


I was puzzled. She was right. I did tell her that. “Yeah, I don’t, but I bet you do.”


“Mmm-hmm,” she grumbled, “blame it on me.”


We got to the all-girls’ Bethune dormitory. I was tempted to say “’Bye,” and keep on walking down Fourth Street toward Slowe, but Faye made me walk her to the door.


Shit! I remember thinking. This is all I need.


Faye looked into my eyes as if she was expecting a kiss. “Well, I guess this is good night,” she said.


I stood there as stiff as an Egyptian mummy. Then I shoved my hands inside my pockets. I didn’t know what else to do with them. “Yeah, I guess so,” I responded.


“Well, okay,” she said, with one hand extending to the door.


I nodded, ready to head on my way. “All right then. I’ll see you tomorrow.”


“Bobby?” Faye said. “You’re not gonna give me a hug, Mr. Handsome?”


I was apprehensive about it. It doesn’t take much to get aroused when you’re already thinking things. “Since when did I become Mr. Handsome?” I asked her, stalling again. Faye had never called me that before.


She stepped out of the doorway to let people by. “Bobby, I always thought that you were handsome,” she told me. “You have one of those perfect faces. Everything is in the right place. And you have the perfect brown complexion, like a new penny, right before it starts to turn old. I only get that pretty color in July and August. You got it all year-round.”


I burst out laughing. She put a lot of thought into that. “Well, ah, you look nice, too,” I said, still chuckling. Plain guys like me didn’t get told that they were handsome much. Faye had caught me off guard with it.


“So, can I have a hug or not?” she pressed me.


I was still hesitant about the hugging thing. “Are you sure you want me to?”


“Why not? We are friends, right?”


“Yeah, but if you were a guy I wouldn’t hug you,” I joked with her.


“But I’m not a guy,” Faye argued. She was getting impatient with me.


I still didn’t like the idea. What if it felt too good for us to break away? I quickly walked over and hugged her up and off of her feet to get it over with.


“Oh, such strong arms you have,” she told me.


I put her back down and laughed it off. I was too afraid to comment on it. I didn’t want to start another discussion with her. Who knows where that could have led. I didn’t want to find out.


“I’ll see you around,” I said to her, walking away. I had to get myself out of there in a hurry.


As soon as I got back inside of my room, the phone rang.


“Where were you?” Pearl ranted.


“I went to the movies,” I told her.


“With who?”


“Me, myself, and I.” It was much easier to lie over the phone. I don’t know if Pearl believed me or not.


She grunted and said, “Anyway, I won’t be back until Sunday night. I decided to stay in New York with my mom for a few days.”


“All right,” I told her.


“And Bobby?”


“What?”


“Behave yourself. You hear me?”


“Yeah.” I hung up the phone with Pearl and was terrified. I doubted I could make it through that weekend without at least thinking about sleeping with Faye. Things were getting hot and heavy between us. Fortunately, Faye called and told me that she would be working on some big assignment she had to finish up before spring break. She still wanted to go jogging that Monday morning, though.


Pearl got back from New York that Sunday night and was in heat. After I signed her into the dorm and led her to my room, she dropped her things and went straight for my private parts.


“Mommy’s back home and she missed you, Daddy.”


She backed me right up into the bed while tugging at my clothes. I admit, I missed her too. I had gotten used to having sex with Pearl. All of the carnal thoughts that had been running through my mind concerning Faye made me more aroused that night than usual. I went at Pearl as if I was plugged up into a socket in a wall. And she liked it, a lot!


Pearl looked at me and said, “Damn, maybe I need to go on more vacations! That shit was good, baby! What did you have to eat today? Give me some of that shit!”


If she only knew, I was thinking. I looked at my clock and it was close to midnight. I was wondering if Pearl was going back to her off-campus apartment or staying the night with me.


“You need me to help you with your things tonight?” I hinted.


She took a deep breath and said, “Yeah. I wish I didn’t have to leave, but I got shit to take care of. I’m tired as hell.” She rubbed my chest and smiled. “Thanks to you,” she told me.


I felt good about that. For a regular guy I was sure getting a lot of ego massaging. I smiled and said, “Hey Pearl, do you, ah, think I’m kind of handsome?”


Pearl looked at me with a sideways frown. “What kind of question is that? You look good, Bobby, you just don’t know it.” She laughed at me and said, “You gotta come out of that shell of yours, man. Stop acting like a damn Cinderella. I wouldn’t be with you if you didn’t have potential, Bobby.”


I thought about the three years when she had ignored me, but I decided not to say anything about it. Why ruin a beautiful future with reference to an ugly past? I reasoned.


We got dressed and walked over to her apartment. As soon as we arrived, I put her things down and headed for the door. “I’ll call you tomorrow,” I said.


“Where are you going?” Pearl asked me. She looked shocked.


“I gotta get up early tomorrow.”


“I’ll just turn my alarm clock on for five-thirty then.”


“Now you know we don’t get much sleep when we’re in bed together,” I told her. I really wasn’t planning on staying.


Pearl walked over to me and pinched my right cheek with a smile. “Cute. But I really am tired. There won’t be any more of that tonight.”


It was pretty obvious that she wouldn’t allow me to leave. We had been away from each other for four days, and I didn’t have a good enough excuse.


I stripped down to my boxers and T-shirt and crashed on Pearl’s queen-sized bed. Pearl was busy unpacking. Then she made a few phone calls to find out what she had missed in class. I don’t remember when I fell asleep, but when I woke up, it was after seven.


“SHIT! I forgot to put my alarm clock on!” Pearl was screaming.


I jumped right out of bed and started to get dressed.


“I’m sorry, Bobby. That was my fault,” Pearl was saying as I dashed for the door. I nearly ran her roommate off the stairs.


“Damn, aren’t we in a hurry!” she huffed.


By the time I got back to my dorm to check my messages, I was drenched with sweat and it was almost eight. There were no messages on my machine. I called Faye and got no answer. I didn’t hear from her until she called me later that day.


“You know, I ended up spending the night over at my girlfriend’s apartment last night,” she told me. “I’m sorry. I didn’t plan to be over there that late, but we were both working on assignments, and then we got to talking about guys and stuff, and it got later and later until I just fell asleep. You’re not mad at me, are you?”


“Naw,” I told her. I was relieved if anything. I felt for sure that she would have had a hundred questions for why I had missed out on our early morning run again.


“Well, I got good news for you. I’m going to Virginia Beach for spring break after all. Ain’t that good news?” she asked me.


Dammit! I was thinking. It wasn’t good news for me. I was supposed to go to Virginia Beach with Pearl and her friends. There was no way I could keep our relationship from Faye at the beach. Pearl would be all over me. It was easier to do at school. Faye wasn’t into going to parties and she did most of her schoolwork inside the library. Pearl and her friends were never to be found in the library and they were seldom up early on the weekends, so I filled in the times and places between their opposing schedules. Outside of the communications building, I was pretty safe. Pearl and Faye were both too busy to hang out and gossip inside of the hallways. Or maybe I had just been plain lucky. There were a lot of close calls, but the biggest thing going for me was that Pearl wouldn’t consider Faye in her league. And I was sure that Faye didn’t consider me to be Pearl’s type of guy. I couldn’t believe I was seeing Pearl myself.


“You know what, I don’t know if I’m still going,” I told Faye. “I haven’t seen my parents since Christmas.”


“So, most of us haven’t. Spring break is supposed to be our vacation time. That’s what made me change my plans. There’s nothing at home for me. I’ll see my parents in May.” Faye had a good point.


“Yeah, well, I still haven’t made up my mind yet,” I told her.


“I was looking forward to being with you, though.”


I was speechless. Just one more month until graduation, I thought. This is getting too close for comfort.


“You know you’re graduating soon. This might be the last time we get to be with each other,” Faye added. She was reading my mind.


“Naw, I’ll come see you after graduation,” I assured her.


“What are you doing after graduation? Do you have a job lined up yet?”


Good question, I was thinking. “That’s one of the reasons why I want to go home. I want to discuss things with my parents.”


“Oh,” Faye mumbled. She sounded disappointed. I couldn’t blame her. I was really being a coward.


“I promise, we’ll be together before it’s over. Mark my words,” I told her.


Faye sighed. I don’t think she believed me. “Okay,” she let out.


We just lingered on the phone after that.


“Well, I have some work to do,” she told me. I knew that she just wanted to get off the line.


“I’m sorry,” I whimpered.


“Yeah, yeah.”


As soon as the phone clicked, I felt miserable. Faye was such a beautiful person, inside and out. I felt like ending my relationship with Pearl and being with my true friend. I had never been a friend of Pearl’s.


When I talked to Pearl that week about Virginia Beach, I broke the news to her plain and simple. “I’m going home.”


“What? Stop trippin’, Bobby, we planned this.”


“I got some things I wanna straighten out with my parents. I didn’t bother you about going home to be with your mother.”


“That’s because she was in an accident. I wouldn’t have gone home if it wasn’t for that.”


“Even still, like I said, I’m going home to see my folks.”


It was the first time I stood up to her. Pearl responded by slamming the phone in my ear. I went home to Greensboro, North Carolina, for spring break and had a good sit-down with my folks.


•


We were inside the kitchen, sitting at the small pinewood table—me, my mother, and my dad. My younger brother, Brad, ironically, had gone to Virginia Beach.


“You know, your brother is going on to grad school at Chapel Hill,” my mother informed me. “I think that’s a good idea. What do you think about it?”


Brad, a year younger than I, was finishing school at North Carolina A&T, my parents’ alma mater, a year early. He had gone to school straight through summer, so we were both set to graduate from college that same year.


“I’m happy for him,” I told my mother. Brad had his way of living and I had mine.


My father chuckled and sipped his coffee. He realized I was avoiding my mother’s question. My mother, an alert, disciplinarian schoolteacher, was not to be fooled.


“I’m glad that you’re happy for your brother, Bobby, but what do you feel about graduate school?” My mom was a tall and straightforward woman who carried herself with importance. She thought the world of higher education, but all of her academic enthusiasm was a definite turn-off for me.


I got up to get myself a refill of lemonade from the refrigerator. “To tell you the truth, I haven’t thought about it.”


“Well, why not? What’s so terrible about it?”


“There’s nothing terrible about it, I just haven’t given it any thought.”


“Well, what are you planning on doing? You’re not coming back here,” she snapped at me. “It’s time you grow up and do something with your life.”


It was the same speech my mother had given me before I enrolled at Howard.


“Roberta, I keep tellin’ you, Brad and Bobby are two different boys. Bobby’ll be all right. He’s just like me, a slow, fine wine,” my father said in my defense. He was a big man with massive limbs, but he was pretty lighthearted too. I never saw him use his size to get his point across, yet I realized that he could have if he had wanted to.


Mom grunted and marched off to the bathroom.


Dad looked at me and laughed. “The world ain’t gonna end tomorrow. You got time. Sometimes, when you move too fast, you fly right past a good opportunity,” he said.


I smiled. My father had a good saying for everything. He was a well-known roofer in our community. His business didn’t take off, though, until he was thirty-eight. He told me of several of his young friends who had moved too fast and had run out of steam. “As long as you’re breathing good air, eating healthy food, and not hanging out with the wrong kind of people, you always have time to do something with your life,” he told me.


My dream was to make forty or fifty thousand dollars a year at a radio station. I had always loved hearing those smooth, brother voices over the radio waves. I had never bothered to be a DJ, though. I liked the talk shows instead. However, after doing several internships around D.C., it seemed that only the big-name people were making any real money. Donnie Simpson at WKYS was one of them. In fact, most of the radio personalities making good money had been around for a while. The younger personalities were mostly rambunctious DJs. You had to be talented, hip, and aggressive. Nevertheless, the word around town was that they still didn’t make much money. Radio was a profession you simply had to love in order to last.


I didn’t know how talented, hip, or aggressive I could be. As far as being rambunctious and loud, I was more of a mellow kind of guy. I had my own ideas about what would be hip for radio, I just needed an opportunity to show my stuff. One thing was for sure, after driving around North Carolina that week in my father’s Buick, I wasn’t planning on going back home after graduation. Going to school in Washington, D.C., had spoiled me for the big-city life. My hometown had become too damned small and quiet for me.


•


I wasn’t sure if Pearl and I still had a relationship when I got back to school, but she squashed those doubts immediately. Pearl couldn’t wait to see me, just to tell me off.


“Well, I hope you had a good time, because I sure didn’t.”


“What happened?” I was just walking into the lobby area to sign her in after receiving a page from the front desk.


“First of all, my girlfriend’s car broke down on the way there. Then we had to fight with this hotel manager about our room. My other girlfriend lost a hundred and fifty dollars. And after all of that, it kept fucking raining on us.”


I felt like laughing but I held it in. Pearl reached out and squeezed my ass on the way up the stairs and asked me if I had missed her.


“Did you miss me?” I asked her back.


“I asked you first.”


“Well, I thought you were still mad at me.”


“I was. But after all that shit happened in Virginia, I figured that you had gotten a better deal. I feel like I wasted my damn money.”


Pearl stepped into my room and gave me a brown bag out of her rather large pocketbook.


“What is this?” I asked her.


“Look the hell inside and see.”


I looked inside and pulled out an eight-by-ten wooden frame. Inside was a photo of Pearl wearing a bright and colorful bikini at Virginia Beach. It reminded me of the Sports Illustrated swimsuit issue. Pearl was very much into taking pictures. She had her own portfolio. Sometimes she even talked about modeling professionally.


“Surprise, surprise,” she said to me, planting a sloppy kiss on my lips. “I look good, don’t I?”


I smiled and said, “Hell yeah! Definitely!” It was the kind of picture that would make any man proud.


“That’s what you missed,” she teased.


“Can you put it back on for me?” I asked her.


She laughed good and hard at me. “Hell no!” she responded. “That’s what you get for not going down there with me. Everybody had a man but me.”


As soon as she said that, I began thinking of Faye. I wondered if Faye had found someone at Virginia Beach to spend some quality time with. I was feeling guilty again.


“Did you behave yourself?” I figured I’d ask.


“Maybe I did, maybe I didn’t. You wanna find out if I’m still snug?”


I couldn’t believe that she said that. I had a hard-on quicker than you could strike a match. I forgot all about my guilt for Faye. Pearl and I jumped right back into doing the nasty.


That next day, I got a knock on my door and I answered it without looking through the peephole. To my surprise, Faye walked right into my room.


“How did you get over here?” I asked her.


“I have other friends in Slowe.” She stood right next to Pearl’s picture on my dresser and hadn’t noticed it. I was about to have a heart attack!


“Let’s go to the library. I was just about to head over there,” I lied. I made a move toward her. Faye quickly eluded me and took a seat on my bed.


“I don’t want to go to the library. I came here to have a face-to-face talk with you.”


“About what?”


“About what we mean to each other,” she answered.


“We know what we mean to each other,” I responded. “Come on, let’s discuss this in the library, I got stuff to do.”


I could feel sweat dripping inside of my armpits. I was tempted to move over to my dresser and stand in front of Pearl’s picture, but I was afraid that it might bring attention to it. Maybe I would get lucky and Faye wouldn’t notice it.


“Why? What’s wrong with discussing it in your room? Are you expecting somebody?” she huffed at me. “Or is it that you don’t want me in here?”


I was about to explode! I had become too pushy with her, making her more suspicious. And when Faye stood up from my bed and looked toward my dresser, I felt like barging out of the door and making a break for the exit stairway.


“Oh, what do we have here?” she asked me, holding up Pearl’s framed picture.


I was ready to duck, thinking that she might throw it at me. What the hell could I say? I just looked at her to watch for her reaction.


Faye gently set the picture back down and headed toward the door. She was crushed.


“I didn’t know how to tell you,” I said to her as I stepped aside.


“I’m sure you didn’t,” she said in a cracked voice.


I attempted to reason with her. “I mean, but we’re just friends, right?”


“Friends don’t lie to each other like this.”


I would have felt better about it if Faye had gotten mad and slammed the door or hit me or something, but she didn’t do any of that. She just walked out, obviously heartbroken.


I felt like running down the hall after her, but what would I have said once I reached her?


“It’s just a picture, Faye,” I mumbled to myself. “It doesn’t mean anything.”


It’s funny how you come up with responses after the fact. It wouldn’t have worked had I used it. Even if it was just a picture, with it being a picture of Pearl, Faye’s nemesis, I might as well have been taking candy from the devil.


When I think back to how I treated Faye, I realize that guys make the same mistake a lot of women do; we always go for those people who are more likely to hurt us than to love us. I knew I had some bad karma to deal with after I had broken Faye’s heart, but I still had to live my life. All I could do was expect for it to come back around to me in the future.







New York, New York



Faye barely spoke to me after finding Pearl’s picture in my room. Our friendship was ruined. I wasn’t tactful enough back then to try and mend things. I just left things as they were. I had no idea where Pearl and I were headed, nor what I was going to do after graduation. I didn’t even know where I wanted to live. I was just “a mess,” a term my mother had often used to refer to me. Then, one day out of the blue, I asked Pearl about New York.


We were just three weeks away from graduation. The underclassmen were all taking finals. Seniors had already finished. Faye mumbled, “Good luck” to me, and that was it. She wasn’t even curious about my plans. That hurt, but I doubt if it hurt me as much as I had hurt her.


Anyway, Pearl was excited about finishing school. We hadn’t begun discussing our future yet. However, I did know that Pearl wanted to go back to New York.


“Yes, yes, yes! I’m out of here!” she raved with balled fists. We were walking back from the administration building after making sure her financial records were clear. I had checked mine the day before.


“I guess they have a lot of radio stations in New York,” I commented. It seemed only logical since New York was home to over eight million people.


“Yeah, we do,” Pearl said. “In fact, I could get you on many stations in New York.”


I hadn’t said that I was going. I simply asked about the stations, and that was all Pearl needed to launch herself on a tangent.


“You know, I was thinking about that, but I thought you might wanna go back home to North Carolina,” she told me.


“You were thinking about what?” I asked.


“You going to New York with me.”


Pearl had always talked about “The Big Apple,” but that was typical of most New Yorkers who attended Howard. I never knew she was thinking about taking me, though. I felt for sure that I was just her Howard man. I didn’t know our relationship had longevity. I thought it was going to be one of those “fun while it lasted” kind of things.


“My aunt has a friend who’s renting out a basement apartment in Queens. We could rent a car and go check it out this weekend,” she suggested to me.


I was amazed at how quickly Pearl had run with the idea. “Are you asking me to move in with you?”


Pearl looked at me and smiled. “If you want to. And I don’t see why you wouldn’t.”


The thought of living with Pearl Davis in a New York apartment was definitely exciting. It was making me dizzy. I had to stop and gather my thoughts. Queens, New York!


I didn’t see why I wouldn’t be willing to go either. I had nothing better to do after graduation, so we rented a car that Friday morning and drove up to New York. I had never even been there. Before we arrived, Pearl was pulled over for speeding on the New Jersey Turnpike.


“Ain’t this some shit!” she screamed. “Just three more exits to go. I was driving faster than this in fuckin’ Maryland!”


“That’s the breaks,” I told her. “They always catch you when you’re not expecting it.”


A thin white officer walked up to the car. “You’re in a hurry?” he asked us through the window. He gave Pearl an extra long look, as if he was pleased with what he saw.


Pearl handed him her license and the rental information. “Not really,” she said.


“You were clocked doing sixty-eight miles an hour.”


Pearl was fearless. “If I was in a hurry, I would have been doing ninety.”


I smiled, but the Jersey trooper kept his straight face. “The speed limit in New Jersey is fifty-five.”


“I thought it was sixty-five,” I said to him. “It’s seventy-five on some roads down south.”


He looked at me with a stern face. “This is not the South. We have much more traffic up here,” he responded. “Your tags say you’re from Virginia. Are you headed for New York?”


“Yes we are,” Pearl told him.


“May I ask what for?”


I was used to state troopers asking who, what, when, and why questions down south, but I didn’t know they did the same up north.


“We have an appointment with a rental office.”


“You’re planning on relocating?”


“Yes we are,” Pearl repeated. I could tell she was about to lose it. She had her hands on the wheel and was staring straight out the front window, forcing herself to stay composed.


The Jersey trooper nodded and said, “I’m gonna write you guys a warning. You make sure you slow it down on the way back.”


Pearl and I nodded to him before he returned to his car.


Pearl was pissed. “This speeding shit gets on my damn nerves. Why do they make cars that go a hundred and fifty miles an hour if you can only do fifty-five?”


“Good question,” I said with a grin.


The trooper handed Pearl the warning notice along with her license and the rental information. “Have a nice visit,” he told us.


“We were lucky we rented this car in Virginia,” I told Pearl as we sped off.


She wasn’t up for a discussion. “Yeah, whatever,” she snapped.


We got off at the last exit and headed for the Lincoln Tunnel to Manhattan. The line of cars headed for the tunnel was packed like an army of ants at a cookie jar. New York City was the biggest cookie jar you could ever imagine.


“Here we go,” I said aloud.


Pearl softened up and laughed at me. “Are you that excited? You sound like a big kid.”


“So what?” I barked at her. “Are we about twenty minutes away now? I gotta use the bathroom.”


“You gotta piss or shit?”


Pearl said anything that came to her mind. “I gotta do number one,” I said.


She chuckled to herself. “We’re gonna have to pull over and let you run inside of a restaurant or something.”


We cruised into the borough of Manhattan, flooded by cars, trucks, people, and plenty of taxis. I looked around at the New York traffic, stopping and going, and decided it was better for me to hold my water. The Manhattan streets were like a stampede, and I didn’t wanna get trampled to death.


We arrived in Jamaica, Queens, and I was very impressed. I liked the lively color and the overall feel of the place. It was a lot more peaceful than Manhattan. You could walk around without breaking your neck, searching for the skyline over all of Manhattan’s tall buildings. I took a liking to Queens immediately.


“Okay, let me out at this McDonald’s so I can use the bathroom,” I said to Pearl.


She pulled over into a tiny parking lot. And I do mean tiny. There was only room for two cars.


“Hurry up,” Pearl told me. “We’re already late. I told her we’d be there by two.”


I looked at my watch. It was two-thirty.


I hurried inside of the McDonald’s to use their bathroom. I took care of my business in a hurry and walked back out. Pearl still had the engine going.


“How far do we have to go now?” I asked her, hopping back inside the car.


“About fifteen, twenty minutes.”


I was thinking, Man, this city really is big!


Pearl took out a piece of paper with directions on it and started looking for different streets while she drove. When we arrived at Linden Boulevard, she made a right turn and drove down two blocks. We stopped and parked outside of a single home. I was impressed again. I was under the false impression that all of New York was dirty and ragged like in the many movies I had seen.


“Hey, this is a nice area,” I said to Pearl.


She got out and shut the door. “What, you thought I was taking you to the ghetto?”


I didn’t expect to be heading to such a peaceful environment, that’s for sure. The two-story, single homes on Linden Boulevard even had small lawns, although they were nothing compared to what we had in Greensboro. I expected a loud street with music blasting, a hundred rowdy people walking around, graffiti artists “tagging” walls, and police sirens going off at every corner. Boy, was I off!


Pearl rang the front doorbell while I inspected the cement stairway leading to the basement. A black metal gate protected the basement door entrance. It looked pretty clean and secure to me. I felt real good about it.


An older, cream-skinned black woman with light brown hair that had attractive streaks of gray answered the front door. “Hi, Pearl. How are you doing? Was traffic backed up on the roads?”


Pearl stepped inside and took the woman’s veiny hand. “Not really, but we did get pulled over for speeding on the turnpike.”


“Oh, yeah, they’ll get ya when you’re trying to get someplace,” our hostess said with a nod and a grin.


“This is my friend, Bobby Dallas, from school. He’s from Greensboro, North Carolina.”


I stepped up and said, “I’m pleased to meet you.”


She nodded again while taking my hand. “Greensboro. I’ve been down to Raleigh and Charlotte, but never to Greensboro.”


“Bobby, this is Ms. Petula,” Pearl said.


“What’s Greensboro like?” Ms. Petula asked me.


“It’s smaller than Raleigh and Charlotte. It’s less industrial and a lot greener.”


She looked to Pearl and asked, “Have you been to Greensboro?”


Pearl smiled at me. “Not yet.”


I smiled back. Ms. Petula then led us to a locked door leading to the basement. “I’ll only use this key for emergencies.” She led us down the beige carpeted stairway. Inside the basement, there was a sunken living room, walk-in closets, a newly built kitchen, and a full bathroom. The walls had wood paneling, and the lighting system had a dimmer. We had a sunken living room in our basement in Greensboro, but none of the other luxuries. It was nice to see it. I was feeling at home already. Everything looked brand new, and they were even giving us a few pieces of furniture.


“Oh, this is fly,” Pearl commented.


Ms. Petula smiled, familiar with the New York street vernacular. Pearl would use it on and off, depending on what crowd she was around. I couldn’t understand her sometimes when she was around her girlfriends at school.


Ms. Petula led us back to the bedroom door, past the bathroom. “And this is the bedroom,” she announced, gently pushing the door open.


It was nice and large. I nodded and said, “We can fit a king-sized bed in here real comfortably.”


Ms. Petula chuckled. “My husband designed this basement himself. We own three apartments in Queens, you know. My husband redesigned all of them.”


After she told us that, I wondered how long they were planning on living there with us. It sounded to me like they were budding realtors. Why would you live in a house with your tenants if you can afford not to? I asked myself. Most realtors like to have their own space.


Pearl elbowed me in the ribs and smiled at me on the way out.


“What did I do?” I asked her.


She shook her head at me and grinned. “I got your king-sized bed,” she whispered.


Ms. Petula took us around to inspect the rest of the place—the refrigerator, the sink, the bathroom, and the basement entrance from the outside.


“You need two keys to get in,” she told us with a demonstration. “The gold key is for the door, and the silver key is for the gate.” She unlocked them both and pushed the gate open as we followed her outside. “As you can see, this is a pretty nice area, but just to be safe, always lock both doors.”


“Okay,” Pearl said. “So it’s six-fifty a month with utilities included?”


Ms. Petula nodded. “Yes.”


“We’ll take it,” Pearl piped.


I guess it didn’t matter what I thought. Don’t get me wrong, I liked the place, but I was thinking more on the lines of five hundred a month for rent. Six hundred and fifty dollars was enough rent money for a two-bedroom luxury apartment in a sky-rise building to me.


Ms. Petula said that she’d have the lease for us to sign with an extra set of keys when we were ready to move in, which Pearl said would be that following week, the first of May.


“Six-fifty?” I said to Pearl. We were back inside the car.


Pearl paid me no mind. “You don’t know anything about rent prices. You lived in the damn dorms for fours years. Six-fifty is a steal in New York. We wouldn’t even have known about this place if it wasn’t for my aunt.”


She was right, I wasn’t familiar with rent prices. I shut my mouth for the rest of the ride. We drove back to Brooklyn to Pearl’s mother’s house in Fort Greene, the area that Spike Lee would later make famous with his 40 Acres and a Mule production company.


“So, this is Bobby Dallas?” Pearl’s mother said, looking me over. I was used to people using my first and last name from being on the radio, but I didn’t expect Pearl’s mother to follow suit. She looked like she could be from the Islands. She had wavy hair like Pearl’s, small eyes, deep brown skin, and a sexy shape. If I was an older man, I would have died for a woman like Pearl’s mother.


“How are you doing?” I asked her.


“Well, I’m all right. I can’t complain too much.” She had an Ace bandage around her left wrist. I presumed it was from her recent auto accident.


Pearl lugged our things up to her room and left me alone with her mother. I didn’t know what else to say to her. I felt like telling her that she was a good-looker, but I didn’t feel that would have been appropriate. Or maybe I could have said it and was just plain bashful.


“I’m sorry about that accident you were in,” I said.


Pearl’s mother held up her wrist and said, “Yeah, and I was almost finished paying off on that damned car.”


“That’s the breaks,” I told her. That was one of my favorite sayings back then. I had picked it up from Kurtis Blow’s popular rap song some years earlier.


Pearl came rushing down the steps and said, “Mom, we’ll see you tomorrow morning. I wanna show Bobby the city.”


“Well damn, good-bye to you, too,” her mother snapped.


Pearl kissed her on the cheek. “You know I love you, Mom.”


We were out the door and headed for the subway to Manhattan.


“Are we staying at a hotel?” I asked Pearl.


“No.”


“So why you tell your mother we’ll see her tomorrow?”


Pearl looked at me and smiled. “Have you ever heard the saying ‘Manhattan never sleeps’?”


“Oh, yeah, something like that. I think it’s ‘the city that never sleeps,’” I recollected.


“Well, you’re about to find out why.”


I was eager as a kid for my first ride on the New York subway system. And it was rush hour. The first thing I noticed were the police. I guess I wasn’t expecting them to be standing around patrolling subway cars. The next thing I noticed were all the different kinds of people. New York had every nationality you could imagine. It reminded me of a human version of that bar scene in the first Star Wars movie. I also realized where Pearl had gotten her tough demeanor. There wasn’t much human communication on that train from Brooklyn. It was as if saying “Hi” was against the transit law.


We got off the train in Manhattan and Pearl took us to a dark, cultural restaurant. There were paintings of Africans on the walls with ethnic clothes and pottery spread around the room. A shapely sister with a Kente wraparound dress, sandals, and a white apron seated us at a window-view table.


“This is a nice place,” I said to Pearl. I was very much enjoying my first trip to New York.


“This is my favorite spot in Manhattan,” she told me.


“What did you tell you mother about me?” I asked. It was eating at me for the entire ride on the train.


Pearl was startled by it. “What?”


“I mean, your mother said my name like you two had conversations about me,” I said to her.


Pearl smiled as she looked over a large, one-page menu protected in plastic. “I told her some good things about you,” she said.


“What kind of good things?”


Our waitress came and took our orders. I made it easy for her by ordering what Pearl had. I didn’t know what most of the meals tasted like anyway. I think it was West African food. Nigerian.


“Why are you so concerned about what I said to my mother?” Pearl asked me.


“I’m not really concerned, I’m just curious.”


The waitress brought us two big glasses of water. Pearl took a sip and said, “I told her that you knew how to please me.”


I shook my head and grinned. Sometimes I felt like Pearl’s sex toy, but I didn’t want to admit it. I was caught up in the fantasy that Pearl had learned to really care for me, and I wasn’t going to let it go.


“Is your mother still married to your father?” I asked. I didn’t remember Pearl ever speaking about him.


“When did I ever say they were married?”


“You never talked about your father to me at all,” I admitted.


“Well, there’s nothing to say about him.”


Pearl had always been the closedmouthed type when it came to discussing something she didn’t want to talk about. I guess her father was one of those subjects.


“Does your mother get lonely?” I found myself asking. I wished I could have taken it back. It sounded really personal, but Pearl answered it anyway.


“She has boyfriends.”


I was scared to discuss it any further. I told myself I didn’t want to know. Pearl’s mom was a criminal justice lawyer, she looked good, and she had never married Pearl’s father. That was it. I didn’t even know her name.


“Is your mother’s last name Davis?” I couldn’t help myself.


“No, that’s my father’s name. My mother named me Davis because I was his child.”


“So, she’s pretty traditional, you know, as far as names go and all?”


Pearl looked irritated by then. “Yeah, I guess,” she answered. She looked away from me, and this tall, muscular guy noticed her and headed right for our table.


“Hey, Pearl, what’s up?” he said with a deep voice. He damn near knocked over our drinks. He looked like one of those weight-lifting types, or another football player.


Pearl was flat with her response to him. “Hi, Jamey,” she said. I suspected they had been a couple before, and that Pearl had cut him off.


“When did you get back?” he asked her.


“I’m not back, I’m just visiting.”


“Did your mother tell you that I called?”


Pearl looked at me with a grimace. I don’t know if I looked like a pushover, but it sure seemed that guys were overlooking me. I was getting a bit tired of it. We weren’t blatantly rude in Greensboro. I wasn’t used to northern confrontations.


“No, she didn’t,” Pearl told him. “I’m a little busy right now,” she hinted.


“Oh, it’s like that now, hunh?”


Pearl ignored him. I was just about to say something when Pearl said, “It’s been that way for a while.”


Jamey looked at me and grunted. “She a freak, ain’t she?”


I was at a loss of words. “What?”


Pearl said, “If I’m such a freak, how come you keep calling me, motherfucka? You don’t have a woman by now? Why don’t you just leave me the hell alone?”


Jamey looked as embarrassed as I was. All eyes were on us.


A tall African strutted over to our table. “Hey, what’s the problem?” he asked Jamey. He looked ready for drama. You could tell that he wasn’t to be played with. He had one serious-ass look.


Jamey looked him over, frowned, and walked back out of the door.


Pearl nervously started on her drink. “Some motherfuckers just got nerve,” she mumbled.


I was tempted to ask her about her relationship with Jamey—how long ago it had ended, and if she had ever eaten there with him—but I decided not to. I didn’t want to find myself on her bad side.


We finished our meals quietly and headed out on the Manhattan streets. Pearl didn’t seem to think much of the incident, or at least she didn’t allow it to sour her plans of showing me New York. I found it very hard to be bored there. Things were going on in every little alleyway, and there was absolutely no dress code. New Yorkers wore everything from leather and spikes to spandex.


I was busy thinking over Jamey’s question. Was Pearl a freak? And how many other guys had she been with?


Pearl took me to Times Square, where we went on a horse-and-carriage ride. “Why are you so quiet?” she asked me with a nudge. “I know you’re not still thinking about that asshole.”


I was, but I didn’t want her to know. I didn’t want to destroy the possibility of a still beautiful evening. “Naw, I’m just soaking up the city. New York, New York,” I cheered.


Pearl smiled and dropped her head on my shoulder while squeezing my thigh.


We went to three different nightclubs that evening. We got inside the last two for free. Pearl sure knew a lot of people. That only made me more curious about her past. We caught a taxi back to Brooklyn that Saturday morning, just as Pearl had said.


“Did you have a good time tonight?” she asked me. We were back at her mother’s place and inside of Pearl’s old room, snuggled up in a small bed.


I was contemplating my move to New York. I wasn’t quite sure if I wanted to do it anymore. “Yeah, I had a good time,” I answered. I didn’t sleep a wink that night. I kept asking myself if I was making the wrong decision.


That next week I was back at the dorms in Washington, D.C. I called home to discuss my plans with my folks. My dad answered the phone.


“I think I want to go to New York after graduation,” I told him.


“Okay.”


I guess I was expecting my father to say more, you know, to give his opinion on the idea.


“What do you think about New York?” I asked him.


“It’s too much for me,” he said. “It’s a cold, concrete city, from what I hear, a city where nobody cares about each other.”


I thought about all of my high school years going back and forth to work at the Food Lion supermarket before I finally made up my mind to go to college. I did manage to save over six thousand dollars while living at home. That was a nice amount of money. But I hadn’t tested life at all. I didn’t even buy a car like I planned to while freeloading off of my parents’ cars. I hadn’t gone out to see what I could do in life. My mother was right about that.


“Well, maybe New York could motivate me to do something great,” I told my father. “You know how Mom always talked about how lazy I am. Well, maybe she’s right. Maybe New York is just what I need.”


My father grunted and said, “You know, this is your life, Bobby. You don’t have to ask for my permission anymore. You’re a grown man. The only thing that I asked of you, since I was paying for it, was for you to finish school. And you’ve done that. But now, you know I can’t speak for your mother,” he added with a chuckle.


I told him to put her on the line so I could get it over with. Nothing I had ever done outside of school had ever impressed my mother. My grades were never that great either. I was graduating from Howard University with a 2.8 GPA.


“What are you going to New York for? You wanna be a celebrity? Is that it, Bobby? I didn’t raise you to go to New York and become a celebrity. What kind of life is that for a responsible man?”


My mother was doing what she had always done, trying to force her opinions on me with rash assumptions about my lifestyle and my intentions. I didn’t have what it took to become a so-called celebrity. I simply wanted to try out something new with my life.


“If that’s what he wants to do, then that’s what he wants to do,” I could hear my father arguing with her.


“Do you agree with this, Clifford?” she asked him. My mother always tried to make my father choose sides, and he never did.


“Bobby is a grown man, and if he chooses to go to New York, for whatever reason, then you should respect his decision. I don’t have anything to do with it.”


“Well, I think that’s a terrible decision, and he’s making a big mistake!” my mother snapped.


The phone line ruffled for a second before my father came back on the other line. “Your mother just stormed back off to her study. I guess you see how she feels about this,” he said with another chuckle. I definitely got my easygoing spirit from my father. You had to have a sense of humor to endure my overbearing mother for twenty-something years.


I made up my mind right then. I had no other plans, and Pearl and I had already secured a nice apartment. “Well, that’s what I’m gonna do, Dad. I’m going to New York for a while,” I announced. I was convincing myself, as well as my father.


“Well, good luck to you, son. And I’ll see you on graduation day.”


When graduation day came, my father and Uncle Deon, my mother’s brother, were the only family there. My brother, Brad, and my cousin, Sylvia, were both graduating from North Carolina A&T on that same Saturday in May, 1986. My mother and the rest of the family went to their graduation. We were supposed to all meet that night in Greensboro, but I didn’t feel up to it.


“Just tell Brad and Sylvia I said congratulations,” I told my father. Most of my things had already been transported, via U-Haul, to my new living quarters in Queens, New York.


My father nodded his head and said, “I know exactly how you feel, son. Some roads are meant to be walked alone.” He extended his hand to me with a white envelope. “Here’s a little something to get you started.”


I gave him my diploma to hang on the basement wall.


Uncle D. shook my hand and said, “You show ’em what you’re made of up there, Bobby. You go on up there and give ’em an education on the tough spirit of the South.”


I smiled and walked them to my father’s Lincoln, parked inside of the Fourth Street parking lot.


My father rolled down the window as they drove off and said, “All right, son. I’ll see ya when you’re ready to come home and visit us.”


I didn’t even get a chance to introduce them to Pearl and her family. She was too busy running around taking pictures and such. They knew who she was, though, and they liked what they saw.


I started walking back to the front lawn area of the communications building to find Pearl. On the way, I peeped inside of the envelope my father gave me. It was a check for two thousand dollars. Added to the six grand that I had in the bank already, I was in pretty good shape. “New York, here I come,” I told myself.


As soon as I found Pearl, she grabbed me to take a picture with her.


“Put your hat back on and zip your gown up,” she hissed at me.


I was ready to call it quits, but it looked as if Pearl was just getting started. I got myself ready and embraced her while her mother took aim and snapped the shot. I began to feel really good about moving in with Pearl. I was stepping into a whole new chapter of my life.







Hobnobbing



Who you know is of the utmost importance in New York. Just imagine eight million people handing in resumes with three to five references. If you knew someone really important, then maybe you would have that extra push you needed to get a good job. Pearl was well schooled in the game.
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